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CHAPTER 1


Thomas stared at Lancelot. The legendary knight stood before him, Merlin, Amren and what they hoped would be the first of their new crew, blocking them from escaping the sacred cave on Avalyeth. More Draconite mercenaries or the Druid military could arrive at any moment, and another fight with either of those groups was the last thing they needed right now.

Lancelot’s sharp eyes landed on Thomas, not looking at him but into him, as if he could see through to his soul. To Thomas, it was a look that came from over a century of experience sizing up opponents and understanding them in seconds.

“You will surrender Excalibur to me,” he said calmly. “With that, I’ll take my leave, and you and your companions will be free to go.”

"Is this about what you did?" Merlin asked before Thomas could respond to the demand, the GOLEM’s mechanical voice carrying a sharp edge. "About your betrayal of Arthur? You have no right to demand anything after that.”

Lancelot's eyes narrowed dangerously. His hand drifted to the sword at his hip. The grip was wrapped in red leather, worn by years of use, the guard etched in runes, while the pommel held a curious dark gemstone that drew Thomas’ attention with the way it pulled at the crystals in the cavern.

"My betrayal?" He laughed, but there was no humor in it. "You dare speak to me of betrayal, when you were the one who stole Arthur from Avalon? When you opened a wormhole and fled against his will.”

"What are you talking about?" Merlin demanded. “You know I don’t have those capabilities. My programming⁠—”

"Don't play innocent with me, Advisor.” Lancelot took another step forward, his armor rippling like liquid metal in the dim light. "I know the truth. Programming can be modified. Overwritten. You made a deal with Morgana, didn’t you? She promised you freedom, and in exchange, you used that freedom to steal away our king. You arranged everything—the ambush, the wormhole—all of it. You wanted Arthur out of the way as much as she did."

Thomas glanced over at the GOLEM where he stood on Thomas' shoulder. He found Lancelot’s statement hard to believe, but at the same time, he couldn’t stop the small seed of doubt it planted.

"You're trying to blame me for your own treachery," Merlin replied, his small mechanical form vibrating with anger. "You were the one who told us the asteroid field was clear. You were the one who led us into Mordred's trap."

"Arthur was like a brother to me!" Lancelot roared, his voice echoing off the cave walls. Several crystals pulsed brighter in response to his rage.

"Such a brother that you slept with his wife?" Merlin asked quietly.

The words struck Lancelot like a gauntlet. He flinched slightly, though his expression remained hard. "That was...unfortunate. Regrettable." His jaw tightened. "But it changes nothing, Merlin. The fact remains that I hold you responsible for everything that followed."

His gaze shifted to Thomas, who felt the weight of that oddly hued silver and gold stare like a physical thing. "You will surrender Excalibur to me," Lancelot repeated, his tone leaving no room for argument. "Or you will die here, in this cave, forgotten like so many others who have stood against me."

Thomas hesitated, his mind racing. Before he could respond, Amren stepped between them, his daggers already in hand.

"The ship chose him," Amren said firmly. "Avalon needs Excalibur now more than ever. If you want him, you'll have to go through me.”

"Amren, don't," Merlin warned. "He'll kill you."

"I'm willing to take that chance." Amren's stance shifted subtly, preparing for combat. "My father always said there are things worth dying for. This is one of them."

"You'll have to go through all of us," Halvy declared, moving to stand beside Amren. Magic crackled around the young wizard's hands, casting shadows across his pale face.

Burl gently laid Ryn's body down, drawing his massive sword as he joined them. Even Kaelithan stepped forward, his staff beginning to glow with gathered power.

"So be it," Lancelot said softly. His fayrilite blade cleared its scabbard. "I take no pleasure in this."

Halvy struck first, unleashing a bolt of pure magical force that would have dropped Lancelot in one strike. Instead, the legendary knight's sword moved in a precise arc, catching the spell on its dark blade. The magic slid along the length of the metal to the gem on the pommel, quickly and effortlessly consumed by the enchanted crystal.

"Impossible," Kaelithan breathed.

Amren didn't waste time entertaining shock. He launched himself at Lancelot, his enchanted daggers leaving trails of blue fire as they swept in on the old knight. But Lancelot moved like air, slipping around the attacks with impossible ease. His counterstrikes were devastating, testing Amren's defenses with a century of accumulated skill.

Their blades met in loud echoes that reverberated across the cavern, clashing and rebounding. Amren managed to hold his own for several exchanges, his youth and training serving him well. But Lancelot was simply too skilled, too experienced. A lightning-fast combination sent one of Amren's daggers spinning away into the darkness, the younger man forced to backpedal and regroup.

Burl charged in with a roar, his massive sword descending in an overhead strike that would have cleaved a lesser warrior in two. Lancelot caught the blow on his blade, the impact sending fresh reverberations through the cave that made the crystals sing. Despite the size difference, he held firm.

"Impressive strength," Lancelot commented. Then he moved.

The exchange that followed was almost too fast for Thomas to keep up with. Lancelot's sword was everywhere at once, parrying attacks both physical and magical while launching his own devastating counters. Burl went down first, his legs first swept from under him before a boot to the temple knocked him unconscious. Amren lasted a few seconds longer until a precise strike with the flat of Lancelot’s blade numbed his arm, his remaining dagger falling from his useless hand. A follow-up kick to the chest sent him to the cavern floor on his back, his weapons well out of reach.

Kaelithan and Halvy tried to coordinate their magical attacks, but Lancelot's sword continued to absorb everything they threw at him. He advanced quickly, driving them back until they ran out of room to retreat. Both wizards raised their hands in surrender. Kaelithan dropped his staff.

As Lancelot regarded the pair, nodding with respect, Thomas shouldered his rifle to shoot. He quickly got a bead on the ancient knight’s head, his finger resting on the trigger. Lancelot turned to face him, an eyebrow raising when he saw the weapon aimed between his eyes.

Thomas held the weapon that way for what felt like an eternity, though only a second or two passed. His finger froze on the trigger, voices echoing in his head. A coward’s weapon, Amren had called the rifle. Merlin had said the Avalonian Knights refused guns unless they were targeted with them first. The thought of firing felt like the ultimate failure, an act that betrayed the courage his companions had shown. He lowered the weapon, his hands trembling with the realization of his own fear.

His surrender ended the fight. Thomas' companions lay disarmed and defeated, though Lancelot had carefully avoided killing any of them.

"Now then," Lancelot said, as if they were simply having a pleasant conversation. “Do you yield?”

"You claim Merlin betrayed Arthur," Thomas said, trying to buy time to think. “But Merlin insists you were responsible. That you were in league with Morgana.”

“He is lying,” Lancelot replied. His eyes burned in the crystal light. “Though he’ll tell you his programming doesn’t allow it. But his programming has been changed.”

“Can you prove that?”

“With access to Excalibur, yes.”

“And if you had that access, what if you’re wrong?”

“I’m not wrong.”

“What if you proved it, then? What would you do? What’s your goal, Sir Lancelot?”

Lancelot’s voice softened. “My goal is to right an ancient wrong. To restore what was lost." He took another step forward. "Excalibur never should have left Avalon. Everything that followed—the rise of the Draconite, Morgana's dominion, all of it—stems from that moment when Merlin stole Arthur away."

"I did no such thing," Merlin protested from Thomas' shoulder. "Arthur made his own choice."

“Do you hear how he lies?” Lancelot spat. "I was there, remember? Even before that day, I saw how you manipulated him, pushed him toward decisions that served your own agenda. You claimed to be his advisor, but you were really his puppet master."

"And what were you?" Merlin countered. "His brother in arms who betrayed him? His closest friend who stabbed him in the back?"

"Enough!" Lancelot's voice cracked like thunder through the cave, his anger returning. "I tire of this debate. Your construct will be destroyed; Excalibur will be mine. The only question is whether you live to see it happen."

"The ship chose me," Thomas said, echoing Amren's words. "It found me worthy."

“An achievement to be sure,” Lancelot replied. “Something you can be proud of. But I can tell by looking at you that you’re no knight. That you don’t have what it takes to do what needs to be done.”

The words struck deeper than Thomas wanted to admit. They echoed his own doubts, his own feelings of inadequacy, but something else—a quiet certainty that had been growing since he first sat in that command pod—rose to counter them.

"Maybe you're right," he said. "Maybe I don’t have what it takes, but I'm trying to do what's right. To help people who are suffering under Draconite rule. What are you trying to do, besides settle an ancient grudge?"

"You understand nothing," Lancelot replied, but something suddenly flickered in his expression. "You're a child caught in a whirlpool of forces beyond your comprehension."

"Then teach me," Thomas said. "Help us. You were one of Arthur's greatest knights. Your combat tutorials are still used to train pilots. I’m using them to train myself. You could make a real difference."

Lancelot wavered momentarily. Then his face hardened again.

"No. The time for teaching is long past. Make your choice, boy. Surrender or die."

Thomas looked around at his fallen companions. Amren met his gaze and gave a slight shake of his head, silently urging him not to give in. Halvy's face was tight with pain and anger, while Kaelithan looked resigned.

"I can't," Thomas said finally. "I won't. Too many people are counting on us."

"Then you choose death." Lancelot raised his sword. "A pity. You show glimmers of potential."

"Wait," Merlin said suddenly. “What if Thomas gives you access to the ship? You can review the code. You can see that my programming hasn’t changed. Then will you believe the truth?”

“And what truth is that?”

“That your guilt over betraying Arthur has twisted your memories, made you create a fiction where you're the wronged party instead of the betrayer."

"You dare⁠—”

"I dare because I have nothing to hide," Merlin interrupted. "Do you?"

The tension in the cave grew thick enough to cut. Thomas held his breath, watching Lancelot's internal struggle play out across his weathered features.

Finally, the knight's sword returned to its scabbard, his eyes locking on Thomas’ once more. “This isn’t over. Because you held your shot and spared my life, I’ll retire from the field, my quest unfulfilled. For now. You’ve earned my respect and an opportunity to meet me on more even terms. I will give you time to train, Thomas. But when we meet again—and we will meet again—we'll settle this properly."

“I’ll be ready,” Thomas replied.

A ghost of a smile touched Lancelot's lips. Then he backed away, never fully turning his back on them until he reached the cave mouth. A moment later, he was gone.

Thomas sagged in relief, his knees feeling weak. The others slowly picked themselves up, nursing various injuries from their brief but intense battle.

"That was incredibly foolish," Merlin said. "He could have killed you all."

"But he didn't," Amren replied, retrieving his fallen daggers. "Which is interesting in itself."

"What do you mean?"

"He's conflicted," Kaelithan said, leaning heavily on his staff. "Part of him wants to believe what he's saying about you betraying Arthur. Another part isn’t sure.”

"We should go," Burl rumbled, getting up from the cave floor, still shaking off the remnants of being knocked out. "Before he changes his mind and comes back.". He carefully lifted Ryn's body.

“Or before the mercenaries or guards get here,” Halvy said. “They might have been paid off to stay away, but that can’t last forever. Not when the magic collectors are still intact.”

Thomas nodded, but his thoughts were elsewhere, not on the crystals drawing power from the planet and distributing it. Something—not just the old knight’s accusations, but on the timing of the encounter with Lancelot—bothered him.

"How did he know we were here?" he asked suddenly.

The others exchanged worried looks.

"The mercenaries," Halvy said. "They must have been working for him."

"No," Merlin replied. “Lancelot works alone. He has too much honor to hire thugs to help him in his business. This was something else."

“A spy?” Kaelithan asked. "Someone told him where to find us."

“No,” Thomas replied. “Only Amren knew, and he’s been with me the whole time.” He glanced at the son of Sir Bedivere. “And I trust him with my life.”

“Thank you, Thomas,” Amren replied.

“Either way, we need to get out of here,” Burl said. “Now.”

“We should return to Grenyth,” Merlin suggested. “We may need help getting back to Excalibur.”

“Do you think Lancelot will be waiting for us there?” Thomas asked.

“No. He said he would give you time. I believe him.”

“And what about you?” Thomas asked.

“What do you mean?”

“He claimed your programming was changed.”

“He’s lying.”

“How can you be so sure? You’re a digitized consciousness. What if someone changed those digits? How would you know?”

Merlin lowered his head, his silence speaking volumes and raising new fear in Thomas’ chest. He didn’t know. Couldn’t know. Not with absolute certainty.

“I’m not sure I can be trusted,” he said at last.

“And I’m not sure that you can’t,” Thomas replied. “Both you and Lancelot know what you think is true, but neither one of you has proof that the other is lying. We’ll figure something out. But right now, I need you.”

The GOLEM raised its head. “I’m with you, my boy.”

They hurried from the cave, leaving the crystals' glow behind for the twilight of the forest floor.

The game had changed. They weren't just fighting against the Draconite anymore. They were fighting against legends, against betrayal, against their own doubts and fears.

And somewhere out there, Lancelot waited for their next encounter.

Still feeling the sting of the ancient knight’s words, Thomas promised himself that when the time came…

He would be ready.


CHAPTER 2


"We need to move quickly but carefully," Amren told Thomas, his voice barely above a whisper as he and Thomas led their companions from the cave into the early evening darkness of the forest. Bioluminescent fungi cast the massive trunks in an ethereal glow, turning familiar shapes into alien silhouettes. Strange sounds—calls of creatures they couldn't identify mixed with the constant drip of condensation from the canopy far above—echoed around them. “We don’t know what threats might still be lurking in the forest, and we don’t have Ryn to scout ahead.”

Thomas nodded, picking his way carefully between two massive roots slick with moisture, every step requiring concentration.They’d barely made it into the cover of the vegetation when a low hum filled the air, vibrating through Thomas' chest. He looked up, catching glimpses of a craft descending through the forest canopy. Its hull rippled with illuminated patterns of magical energy that reminded him of the living vessels they'd encountered earlier. This one moved with more purpose and authority.

"Druid soldiers,” Kaelithan whispered, grabbing Thomas' arm and pulling him deeper into the darkness. "We need to get out of here without being seen.”

"Why?" Thomas asked. "Aren't they on our side?"

Kaelithan's expression darkened. "After what just happened in the cave? I'm not so sure. Masters Crom and Heryld will speak with them. Hopefully, they won’t be harmed.”

They watched as figures began dropping from the ship, their descent slowed by magic that made their cloaks billow around them. Their wooden armor caught the dim light as they landed gracefully on the forest floor, staves already crackling with gathered power. Thomas counted at least twenty of them, all armed and armored, all radiating magical energy. The sight was both beautiful and intimidating..

"They’re a bit late," Burl muttered, adjusting his grip on Ryn's preserved body. The young elf looked like he was sleeping, the preservation spell casting a soft blue glow across his features. "Where were they when we actually needed them?"

“Ordered to stay away until the collectors were destroyed," Amren replied quietly.

"And then what?" Thomas asked. "Show up to clean up the mess?"

"Exactly," Kaelithan said, his voice tight with anger. "My own people. Willing to sacrifice everything we've built, everything we've protected, just to maintain their comfortable alliance with the Draconite." He spat the last word out like it was poisonous.

"Look at them," Kaelithan continued, his voice barely audible. "Such discipline. Such control." The Druids moved with efficiency, securing the area before entering the cave. “All in service of their own destruction."

"We don't know that for certain," Amren said, though he didn't sound convinced. "Perhaps they're truly here to protect the collectors."

"After letting mercenaries waltz in unopposed?" Kaelithan shook his head. "No. This is for show. To maintain the fiction that they still care about our sacred sites."

"We should go," Merlin said from his perch on Thomas' shoulder. "Before they decide to expand their search perimeter. Or before someone questions why we're here."

"He's right," Amren agreed. "We've seen enough."

They carefully picked their way through the ancient forest, their journey back toward the Wyldentree subdued, with each lost in their own thoughts. Thomas found his mind constantly returning to Lancelot's accusations, trying to reconcile them with everything he thought he knew about Merlin. The weight of uncertainty pressed down on him like a physical thing.

The silence was broken only by their footsteps on the damp ground and the occasional grunt from Burl as he adjusted his precious burden to assuage tired muscles. Thomas noticed how carefully the big man carried Ryn's body, treating it with a gentleness at odds with his intimidating appearance.

Finally, Thomas couldn't contain his questions any longer. "Merlin," he said softly, mindful of how sound carried in the quiet forest. "Is there any way to verify what really happened? Someone who could review your code, prove whether Lancelot is right or wrong?"

The GOLEM’s blue eyes dimmed slightly. "You're asking if there's a way to prove I didn't betray Arthur."

"Yes. No. I mean..." Huffing out a breath, Thomas struggled to find the right words. "I want to believe you. But Lancelot was so certain."

"Even Lancelot doesn't have access to my source code," Merlin replied after a long pause. "It's one of the reasons he backed down. He can make accusations, but he can't prove them."

"That doesn't exactly answer my question."

"No, it doesn't." Merlin's voice carried a hint of resignation. "The truth is, I don't know if there's anyone left alive who could properly analyze my programming."

"We'll find someone," Thomas insisted. "We have to know the truth. Not just about what happened with Arthur, but about everything. If you're compromised somehow..."

"Is that what you think?" Merlin asked. "That I might be compromised without knowing it?"

"I don't know what to think," Thomas admitted. "This is all so far beyond anything I understand. Back on Earth, when a computer acts strange, you can check its code. But you're not just code, are you?"

"No. I'm a digital consciousness—a copy of an organic mind—translated into data. I don't even fully understand how it works."

"Which is exactly why we need to find someone who does," Thomas pressed. "Someone who can verify⁠—"

"Do we?" Merlin interrupted. "Would knowing change what needs to be done? The Draconite must be stopped, regardless of how we got here."

"It matters to me," Thomas replied firmly. "I want to trust you. I would think you’d want the same thing. I would think you’d want to know if you’ve been altered in any way.”

"Trust is earned through actions, not programming," Merlin said. "Judge me by what I do, not what Lancelot claims I might have done."

“If it’s programming, you won’t be able to help yourself should you find yourself in another position to betray us,” Thomas replied. “You might not even know what you’re doing when you do it. That’s all I’m trying to say.”

Before Merlin could respond, Burl called out softly from ahead. "The Wyldentree."

The scorched tree loomed before them, its blackened bark seeming to sully the forest floor around it. Thomas felt a chill run down his spine as they approached, though he wasn’t sure whether it was from the tree's unnatural look or the weight of what they had to tell Grenyth.

They made their way up through the levels, the usual bustle of the settlement oddly muted. A few residents watched their passage with wary eyes, quickly looking away when Thomas met their gaze. Perhaps word of the attack had already spread, or maybe they could sense the somber mood of their group.

"Something's different," Burl said quietly as they climbed. “Everyone's too quiet."

"News travels fast in the Wyldentree," Kaelithan replied. "Especially bad news. If they know the collectors were attacked…”

“They’ll know who the Druids will blame,” Burl finished. “Us.”

“Even though it was the Draconite,” Thomas said.

“Especially because it was the Draconite,” Kaelithan answered. “I fear for the future of the Wyldentree. And the populace here have nowhere else to go.”

They reached the level housing the Whispering Vine. Grenyth somehow knew they were coming and was already at the door as they approached. His wild beard contained fresh wood chips, suggesting he'd been working on something to keep his hands busy while they were gone. His expression darkened when he saw Ryn's body in Burl's arms.

"Ah, no…" he said softly, his usual booming voice subdued. "I feared something like this might happen." He stepped aside to let them enter, closing the door behind them with surprising gentleness for his size.

"I'm sorry," Thomas said, the words feeling inadequate. "We tried to protect him, but⁠—"

Grenyth raised one massive hand, cutting him off. "Death comes to us all," he said. "Some sooner than others, some more nobly than others. There are worse ways to leave this world than fighting for what you believe in.”

"He deserved better than this," Halvy said.

"Perhaps," Grenyth agreed. "But he chose his path. As we all must." He turned to Kaelithan. "You've decided to join them, then?"

The young wizard nodded, his expression hardening. "After what I saw in the cave...how our own people were willing to stand aside and let the collectors be destroyed...Master Crom helped me realize I need to do more. As did Merlin.”

"And the collectors?" Grenyth asked. "What of their defense?"

"Master Crom and the others will continue the fight," Kaelithan replied. "But defending one site, however sacred, won’t be enough anymore. Not when our entire way of life is under threat."

"Good." Grenyth's beard twitched in what might have been approval. "The collectors can be defended by others, but Thomas, and more importantly, Excalibur, needs your particular talents.”

“I know. And I’m ready and willing to provide them.”

"Master Grenyth!" Halvy burst out suddenly. His pale face was set with determination. “I want to go, too. I can help.”

"No." The giant wizard's voice carried absolute authority. “I applaud your desire to fight, lad, but you're not ready."

"But I fought well! I held my own against the mercenaries! I even helped save Amren when⁠—"

"You did," Kaelithan interrupted gently. "But you still have much to learn. Your time will come, Halvy. But not yet."

The boy's pale face flushed with frustration. "I want to fight back! Ryn died fighting; why shouldn't I have the same chance?"

"Because Ryn's death should teach us caution, not recklessness," Grenyth said, his tone softening slightly as he placed one enormous hand on Halvy's shoulder. "Right now, I need you here. To help train the others, to carry on what we've built, and to protect the Wyldentree if it comes to that.”

"But I'm strong enough! I proved that today!"

"Strength isn't everything," Grenyth replied. "You have power, yes. But power without wisdom is dangerous. Your destiny lies along a different path, at least for now."

"When?" Halvy demanded. "When will I be ready?"

"When you stop asking when you'll be ready," Kaelithan said quietly. "When you understand that this isn't about proving yourself or seeking glory."

Halvy's shoulders slumped, the fight draining out of him. "I just...I want to make a difference."

"And you will," Grenyth assured him. "But for now, your place is here."

Thomas watched the exchange with a mix of sympathy and understanding. He recognized the frustration—the desperate need to act, to do something meaningful—in Halvy's eyes. He felt like he’d spent his entire life searching for that chance, and when he had given up on ever finding a shot at redemption, the opportunity had found him.

"Halvy," he said, drawing the young wizard's attention. "We'll need allies here when we return. People we can count on. Can you be that for us?"

The boy's pale eyes studied Thomas for a long moment before he nodded slowly. "I...I suppose someone needs to keep an eye on this lot," he said, gesturing vaguely at the Whispering Vine. "Make sure they don't get into too much trouble."

"That's the spirit," Grenyth rumbled approvingly. "Now, we should prepare Ryn for his final journey." He turned to Thomas, his expression growing serious. “And you need to get back to your ship. You must be the spark that lights the fire of rebellion. The symbol that reminds people that hope still exists." He smiled slightly. "No pressure, of course."

Thomas felt the weight of expectation settle more heavily on his shoulders, but he smiled back anyway. "I'll do my best."

“Boss,” Burl said, getting the big wizard’s attention. “I think I should go with Thomas. He needs more help, and well, I think I could benefit from Amren’s training. We encountered Lancelot in the cave and⁠—”

“Lancelot?” Grenyth interrupted. “What was he doing there?”

“Looking for me,” Merlin said. “He believes I betrayed Arthur. He’s wrong, of course. But not in his mind.”

“How did you survive the encounter?”

“Thomas spared his life, rather than shooting him,” Amren said. “A noble act.”

“Noble, and possibly stupid,” Grenyth said. “You may never get another chance.”

“The line has to be drawn somewhere,” Merlin said in Thomas’ defense. “I think he acted rightly.”

“I never said he didn’t. Just that perhaps he shouldn’t have.” Grenyth grinned. “Kaelithan, you should collect your things. It won’t be long before the Druids discover Thomas and Merlin’s involvement, and once they do, returning to Excalibur will become all the more challenging.”

“Of course, Master Grenyth,” Kaelithan replied, glancing at Thomas. “I’ll only need a few minutes.” Kaelithan rushed out of the great room. A moment later, Thomas could hear his boots thudding up a flight of steps.

Grenyth glanced at Burl. “Well? Why are you just standing there? If Thomas will have you, then you need to pack, too.”

Burl looked to Thomas, his eyes pleading for the opportunity. “I’ll be glad to have you, Burl,” Thomas said. “You’re right. I need all the help I can get.”

“Thank you,” Burl replied excitedly. “I’ll be right back.” He sprinted from the room, following Kaelithan up the steps.

Thomas turned to Amren. “It looks like you’re going to have two pupils to teach fighting skills to.”

Amren grinned. “I’m honored to have two such worthy students.”

Thomas exhaled some of his tension. He hoped Burl’s willingness to submit to Grenyth and Amren would also allow the brawler to merge with the ship and provide a second mind to help share the responsibility of flying. If not, he was still thankful to add the man to his crew.

“Before you go…” Grenyth said, moving to the edge of the worn rug they stood on. He lifted the end and rolled it back a few feet. He pried his fingers between two of the floorboards, lifting and revealing a hidden cavity, from which he retrieved a coin purse similar to Thomas’, only thicker with coin. “I’ve been saving this for a rainy day,” he explained, holding the purse out to Thomas. “I think that day has come. Take it.”

“I…” Thomas started, unsure how to react. Before he could finish, the door to the kitchen swung open and a child of no more than eight rushed in.

“Master…the Druids…they’re…they’re coming.” He paused to take a short breath. “And they have…Draconite soldiers….with them.”

Grenyth stared at the boy without immediately responding, considering the news. Then he turned to Thomas. “Well, when it rains… Don’t worry, lad. We’ll see to it that you make it back to your ship.” He returned his attention to the child. “Send word to the others. It’s up to us to ensure that Excalibur flies again.”


CHAPTER 3


Kaelithan hurried back into the main room of the Whispering Vine, a worn leather pack slung over one shoulder. His exuberance melted instantly into concern as he caught the tension in Grenyth's rigid posture, in Thomas and Amren's wary expressions, and in the way Merlin's small mechanical form had gone completely still.

"What's wrong?" he asked, his eyes darting between them.

Before anyone could answer, Burl thundered down the ancient wooden stairs behind him, each step groaning under his weight. Already dressed for travel in dark leathers that had seen better days, he carried his massive broadsword in one hand and a small pack in the other. He froze at the bottom step, reading the room just as quickly as Kaelithan had.

"The Druids are coming," Grenyth said grimly, his massive hands clenched into fists the size of dinner plates, "and they've brought Draconite soldiers with them. They're looking for Thomas and Amren.”

"How did they know they were in the cave?” Burl demanded.

"It doesn't matter now," Kaelithan replied. “How long do we have?"

"Minutes at most," Grenyth replied, moving to the window. He peered through a gap in the shutters. "Our people will help create a distraction, but you need to get them out of here." He turned back to Thomas, holding out the coin purse once more. "Take it. You'll need resources where you're going."

Grudgingly, Thomas accepted the purse, feeling the weight of both coins and responsibility settle in his palm. "Thank you. For everything."

"Thank me by surviving," Grenyth rumbled, his voice carrying decades of accumulated wisdom and pain. "By showing the galaxy that hope still exists." He turned to Kaelithan, his expression hardening. "You know the back ways through the Wyldentree. Get them to safety."

Kaelithan nodded, his hands already weaving complex patterns in the air. Soft light gathered between his fingers like morning mist. "I can disguise them, but after the events at the cave, I can’t hold the illusion for long.”

"It only needs to last long enough for you to get clear,” Grenyth replied, moving toward the front of the tavern with surprising grace for someone his size. “Whatever happens, don't come back for me. What matters now is getting Thomas and Excalibur safely away."

Magic flowed from Kaelithan's fingers, wrapping around Thomas and Amren in gentle waves that tingled against their skin. Thomas watched in fascination as his hands became more delicate, with longer fingers and pale skin that caught the light differently. His clothing shifted and rippled, transforming into a simple gray dress that would blend in with the Wyldentree's less prosperous residents.

“Peasant women draw less attention," Kaelithan explained, studying his work with critical eyes. "Especially in times of trouble. The Draconite tend to underestimate them. Come, we’ll go through the kitchen, into the alleys.”

From somewhere nearby came the sound of boots marching across the wooden platform. Thomas’ pulse quickened as Merlin's tiny mechanical form slipped into his pocket and out of sight.

“They're coming,” the Advisor said in his mind. “We need to move. Now.”

They hurried through the kitchen, following Kaelithan to the door and out into the alley. The wooden planks creaked beneath their feet despite their attempts at stealth, each sound making Thomas wince.

They entered the alley just as Grenyth's voice boomed from the direction of the tavern’s front, carrying clearly to them. The sound stopped them in their tracks, everyone straining to listen.

"Commander," the giant wizard said, his tone carefully neutral but carrying undertones of steel. "What brings the Druid Guard to my door? And with Draconite soldiers, no less? Surely this violation of our sovereignty must be justified by something significant."

"We're looking for a pair of visitors to Avalyeth,” a sharp voice replied, its owner clearly used to being obeyed. “A pair of Ursan who arrived twelve hours ago. One carries a mechanical device of some kind. They were seen entering the Wyldentree, after attempting to sabotage our sacred relics in the cave to the north.”

“Us?” Thomas whispered.

“Of course, they’ll try to blame us,” Amren replied. “We’re the perfect targets to take the fall for their corruption.”

"Interesting," Grenyth replied, his voice carrying just the right mix of curiosity and innocence. "I'm afraid I haven't seen anyone matching that description. Though I must say, your presence here is quite irregular. The treaties between Druid and Draconite are quite clear about⁠—“

"The treaties," a new voice interrupted, clearly Draconite by the tone and affect, "are whatever we say they are. Stand aside, wizard. We'll search your establishment with or without your cooperation."

Thomas risked a glance around a corner, heart pounding as he caught sight of the confrontation. Grenyth stood in the doorway of the Whispering Vine, his massive frame nearly filling it. Before him stood a Druid commander in ornate wooden armor that pulsed with its own inner light. His guards flanked him, their staves held ready.

Behind them waited a squad of Draconite soldiers, their scaled features set in expressions of barely contained malevolence. The commander's hand rested on his sword hilt, the gesture more threat than casual movement.

“I won’t ask again, and the result will be the same either way,” the Draconite commander said softly. His voice carried the kind of casual cruelty that came from absolute certainty in one's authority. "Step aside, or we'll be forced to consider this resistance against a lawful investigation."

"Move," Kaelithan whispered urgently, tugging at Thomas' arm. "We can't help him by getting caught." His hands were trembling, whether from maintaining the disguise spell or emotional turmoil, Thomas couldn't tell.

They continued through the narrow passages, but the confrontation remained audible behind them, each word clear in the tense silence that had fallen over this section of the Wyldentree.

"I'm afraid that won't be possible," Grenyth said, his voice hardening to match the Draconite's threat. "You have no authority here."

"Authority?" The Draconite commander laughed, the sound grating like steel on stone. “Even within the structure of Druidic society, you and the rest of the outcasts in Wyldentree are little more than unwanted guests. And yet you dare claim I have no authority? Step aside, or⁠—”

The rest of his threat was cut off by a thunderous crack that shook the entire platform. A flash of pure magical energy lit up the walkways like daylight, casting strange shadows through the wooden lattice. Thomas turned just in time to see Grenyth's massive fist connect with the commander's jaw, enhanced by magic that made the air ripple around it. The Draconite went flying backward into his own men.

"By the ancient powers," Kaelithan breathed, his eyes wide with both awe and horror.

The Druid commander's staff came up, crackling with gathered power. "Grenyth! Stand down or⁠—”

Another flash of magic, this one accompanied by the sound of splintering wood. Thomas couldn't see what happened, but the screams that followed painted their own picture.

"Grenyth, no," Burl whispered, starting to turn back. His massive hands clenched around his sword hilt, clearly torn between duty and loyalty. "We have to help him."

"The best way to help him is to get to the ship," Merlin said, peeking out from Thomas' pocket. “We can't waste his sacrifice. He's buying us time."

More sounds of combat—the crack of magic against magic, the clash of steel-on-steel, cries of pain and rage—erupted around them as Grenyth’s allies joined the resistance. The sounds of the battle echoed like physical blows through the wooden maze of the Wyldentree. Knowing he and Amren were responsible for this attack, Thomas felt each sound like a physical blow.

"He's right," Amren said, though his own expression suggested he shared Burl's conflict. "We need to move, Thomas. Now."

He nodded, knowing Amren was right. But he didn’t have to like it.

They pushed on through the twisting passages, the sounds of battle growing more distant but no less intense. Thomas noticed how the usual background noise of the Wyldentree—music from the gambling dens, calls from merchants, children playing in the narrow streets—had fallen silent. It felt as if everything held its breath, waiting to see what would happen next.

Eventually, they emerged onto a main thoroughfare, only to find themselves face-to-face with a Draconite patrol. Six soldiers in full combat gear, led by a sergeant whose armor bore extra decoration that caught the dim light.

"Halt," the sergeant commanded. His vertical-slit pupils dilated as he studied them, like a predator assessing potential prey. “By decree of the Druid Council, the Wyldentree is under emergency curfew. Return to your homes immediately."

Certain the magical disguise would fail under such direct scrutiny, sweat broke out across Thomas’ forehead. Beside him, Kaelithan did what he could to maintain the illusion through what had to be growing fatigue.

"Of course, officer," the young wizard said smoothly, bowing slightly. His voice carried just the right mix of deference and anxiety. "We were just heading there now. Our residence is this way.” He motioned in the direction of the elevators.

The sergeant's eyes narrowed as he studied them, his gaze lingering uncomfortably on Thomas and Amren in their feminine disguises. "You live together? All of you?"

Kaelithan wrapped an arm around Thomas’ waist. “This is my wife. The other is my sister, and her husband. We share a place to save on rent. Times are hard, as you know."

The sergeant continued to study them, his reptilian features unreadable in the dim light. Time stretched as Thomas fought the urge to fidget under that predatory gaze. A drop of sweat rolled down his back. He could only hope the magical disguise would hold.

Finally, the sergeant nodded curtly. "Move along then. Quickly." His tone suggested he wasn't entirely convinced but couldn't find sufficient cause to detain them.

They hurried past the patrol, maintaining their careful facade. Thomas could feel the sergeant's eyes boring into his back with every step. His legs felt wooden, and he had to concentrate to keep from dashing away in panic.

A sudden commotion—shouts and the sound of running feet—erupted behind them. Thomas' heart nearly stopped until he realized the noise was coming from a different direction. The patrol turned toward the disturbance, momentarily forgetting about the suspicious group they'd just questioned.

"The Vine!" someone shouted. "Grenyth's gone mad! He's attacking the commanders!"

The sergeant barked orders to his men, and they rushed toward the growing sounds of combat. As soon as they were out of sight, Kaelithan released Thomas’ waist.

"Run," he hissed. "The elevator platform's just ahead."

They abandoned all pretense of casual movement, breaking into a sprint across the platform. Behind them, the sounds of violence spread like wildfire through the Wyldentree. More shouts and screams echoed off ancient wood, punctuated by the crack of magic and the clash of weapons.

"Look!" Burl pointed ahead as they rounded a corner. The elevator platform lay just ahead, but between them and escape stood another group of Draconite soldiers. Already engaged in combat with local residents, the soldiers clearly had the upper hand, their advanced weapons and armor making short work of the poorly armed civilians opposing them.

"We can't just watch this," Thomas said.

"We have to," Amren replied. "Their sacrifice means nothing if we waste it."

A massive explosion rocked the platform, nearly knocking them off their feet. Thomas looked up to see flames beginning to spread across the Wyldentree's ancient branches, catching quickly in the dry wood.

"No," Kaelithan breathed, his voice thick with horror. "They're burning it. They're burning all of it."

“There’s nothing we can do about it,” Amren said.

The elevator arrived with a soft chime, so out of place against the backdrop of destruction. They piled in quickly, Burl hammering the button for the forest floor. As the car began to descend, Thomas moved to the window, watching in horror as the flames spread with unnatural speed.

"That isn't normal fire," Kaelithan said, his voice tight with fury and grief. "They're using magical accelerant. Trying hard to ensure the tree burns to the ground.”

"Grenyth," Burl said softly. "Halvy. The others..."

"They'll survive," Kaelithan insisted, though his voice cracked slightly. "Grenyth's too powerful to be taken down so easily. And he'll protect the students."

"Your confidence is admirable," Merlin said gently. "But we should prepare ourselves for the possibility that⁠—”

"No," Kaelithan cut him off. "I won't accept that. Not yet."

The elevator continued its descent, carrying them away from the violence above. By the time they reached the forest floor, the Wyldentree had become a massive torch, its blackened branches wreathed in hungry flames that reached toward the distant canopy. The fire cast everything in a hellish orange glow.

"We go on foot from here," Kaelithan said, his voice tight with barely controlled emotion. The magical disguises flickered and faded as he finally released the spell, exhaustion clear on his features. "Using a groundcar would only alert the Druids to our direction of travel."

"How far to the platform?" Thomas asked, still watching the burning tree above them. The flames were reflecting off the mist, creating an otherworldly display of light and shadow.

"Far enough that we'd better start moving," Amren replied. "Those soldiers won't stay occupied forever."

They set off through the ancient forest, leaving the burning Wyldentree behind them. But its image stayed with Thomas, seared into his memory like the flames that consumed it. Another sacrifice made in the name of hope. Another debt he would have to find some way to repay.

The weight of Grenyth's coin purse grew heavier with each step, the obligation attached to it more weighty than the metals inside. "We have to make this right," he offered to no one in particular. "Somehow."

"No," Merlin replied, his mechanical voice carrying centuries of accumulated wisdom. "We'll make it better. That's what revolution is about, not just the destruction of the old, but building something new in its place."

They pressed deeper into the forest, each step carrying them closer to Excalibur and whatever future awaited them among the stars. Behind them, the Wyldentree continued to burn, a beacon of defiance against the darkness.

And somewhere in that darkness, Thomas knew, their enemies were already gathering.


CHAPTER 4


The ancient forest held its breath as Thomas and his companions crouched behind a massive root. Strange night-flying birds called out from above, their cries mixing with the drip of moisture from the canopy far overhead. But it was the sound of approaching footsteps—the measured tread of Druid guards sweeping the area—that held Thomas' attention.

"They're getting closer," Thomas whispered, his heart pounding so hard he worried the sound might give them away.

"Quiet," Kaelithan replied. "This won't be easy to maintain." He whispered softly, hands and fingers shifting in a seemingly chaotic pattern.

Magic flowed from the young wizard's fingers, wrapping around their small group in gentle waves that once more made Thomas' skin tingle. The sensation reminded him of static electricity, but it was warmer and felt almost alive. He watched in fascination as his hands blurred and faded, taking on the texture of ancient bark.

"Don't move," Kaelithan instructed, his voice tight with concentration. "The illusion will hold as long as you remain still."

Through gaps in the roots, Thomas could see the approaching Druid patrol. They moved slowly, staves held ready as they searched the area.

"Clear here," one called out, passing within an arm's reach of where Thomas crouched. He held his breath, certain if he didn’t, the guard would notice something amiss. Instead, the Druid's eyes swept past him without pausing, seeing only what appeared to be another twisted root formation. Even Burl, for all his size, managed to maintain complete stillness as the patrol moved past them.

Minutes stretched like hours as more guards swept the area. Thomas' muscles began to cramp from holding his position, but he didn't dare move. Beside him, he could sense Kaelithan's growing strain as he fought to maintain the complex illusion.

Finally, mercifully, the last of the Druids moved on. Their footsteps faded into the constant background sounds of the forest.

"Clear," Amren whispered after several more tense seconds.

Kaelithan released the spell with a shuddering exhale, sweat beading his forehead. The illusion fell away like mist in the morning sun, leaving them visible once more.

"That was too close," Burl rumbled softly, stretching muscles stiff from prolonged stillness.

"And it's not over yet," Merlin cautioned from Thomas' shoulder. "We still need to reach our tree.”

They moved carefully through the forest, sticking to cover offered by the massive roots. Nearly another hour passed before they neared their destination. By then, the light from the fires of the burning Wyldentree had faded, though it wasn’t clear whether it was because the fires had been put out or because they had moved so far away they could no longer see them.

As they approached the base of the great tree housing the elevator station, Thomas' heart sank. "Now what?" he whispered, studying the squad of Draconite soldiers standing guard at the elevator entrance, alert for anyone who didn’t belong.

Kaelithan studied the scene for a moment, his expression thoughtful despite his obvious fatigue. "I can disguise us again," he said. "Make us appear as the Druids we just encountered, but I won’t be able to hold it very long. I'm already drained from the last illusion."

"It's risky," Amren cautioned. "If they realize who we are..."

"Do we have a choice?" Burl asked.

Thomas watched the Draconite guards, noting their positioning and bearing. An idea began to form. "We don't just need to look like the Druids," he said. "We need to act like them too. Project authority."

Kaelithan nodded, already beginning to weave his magic. "Ready?"

Thomas squared his shoulders as the illusion settled over them, transforming their appearance to match the Druid patrol they'd encountered. "Let's do this."

They emerged from cover and approached the elevator station with measured steps, mimicking the movements they'd observed. Thomas led the way, trying to project the same air of authority he'd seen in the Druid commander.

The Draconite sergeant straightened as they approached, scaled hand resting casually on his weapon. "Halt," he commanded. "This area is restricted."

"We've been recalled to base," Thomas replied, letting irritation color his tone. "Orders from Command."

The sergeant's eyes narrowed slightly. "I wasn't informed of any recall."

"And you think Command needs to clear everything through you?" Thomas demanded, channeling every arrogant authority figure he'd ever encountered. "We have our orders. Stand aside."

The sergeant hesitated, clearly weighing his options. Finally, he nodded curtly. "We'll escort you up. Procedure."

Thomas kept his expression neutral despite his rising anxiety. This wasn't part of the plan. But refusing would only raise suspicion.

"Fine," he said. "Let's not waste any more time."

When the elevator arrived, they entered first, the Draconite soldiers filing in behind them. Thomas could feel Kaelithan trembling slightly with the effort of maintaining the illusion as the cab began to rise.

The space felt impossibly cramped with both groups inside. Thomas found himself pressed between Amren and one of the Draconite soldiers, the guard's scaled armor uncomfortable against his arm. The soldier's presence was like a furnace at his back, radiating heat that made sweat trickle down his spine.

They were about halfway up when he noticed the illusion beginning to waver. The strain was finally proving too much for Kaelithan.

The Draconite sergeant noticed, too. His eyes narrowed as he studied them more carefully, hand drifting toward his weapon. "Something's not⁠—"

He never finished the sentence. Amren moved with liquid grace, one hand clamping over the sergeant's muzzle while the other drove a dagger up into his throat. The other soldiers barely had time to react before Burl was on them, his massive fists dealing devastating blows.

Thomas found himself grappling with the smallest guard, if he could be considered small. The Draconite still towered almost a foot over his head and outweighed him by a wide margin. Thomas wasn’t entirely at a disadvantage though, as Vin’s training and muscle memory from years of street fighting kicked in. He drove his knee into the soldier's midsection, following up with an elbow strike that caught the Draconite just below his jaw. The guard stumbled backward, giving Thomas room to land a perfect right cross that dropped him to the elevator floor.

The fight was over in seconds. Five Draconite soldiers lay unconscious or dead at their feet.

"Well done," Amren said, cleaning his blade. "Though we'll need to move quickly now. They'll be missed soon enough."

The elevator continued its ascent, each floor that passed bringing them closer to their goal, but Thomas knew the hard part was still to come. The soldiers at their feet made stealth impossible now. They'd have to run for it and hope speed could make up for surprise.

"Ready?" he asked as the elevator slowed its approach to the platform.

Amren nodded. Burl cracked his knuckles while Kaelithan, clearly exhausted from maintaining the illusion, straightened away from the wall, signaling he was with them.

The doors slid open without fanfare. Thomas burst out, his feet pounding the metal platform as he sprinted toward the landing zone. The others followed close behind, their footsteps creating a percussion that drew every eye.

Merchants watched as the group charged past. Civilians scattered out of their way, some crying out in alarm at the sight of their weapons. The commotion spread like ripples in a pond, the peaceful atmosphere of the platform shattering into chaos.

"Stop them!" someone shouted. Thomas risked a glance over his shoulder to see Druid guards emerging from their posts, staves already beginning to glow with gathered power.

"Keep running!" Amren commanded, bringing up the rear. "Move! Move!”

They reached a junction where three walkways converged. Thomas barely had time to register the squad of Draconite soldiers rushing in from the left walkway before Burl shoulder-checked the lead guard, sending him stumbling back into his companions. The delay bought them precious seconds to continue their dash toward the landing zone.

More shouts echoed across the platform as reinforcements arrived from all three directions. Energy bolts from Druid staves crackled past them, one close enough to singe Thomas’ coat sleeve. One blast struck a support beam just ahead of them, showering their path with smoldering splinters.

"The entry to the landing zone is just ahead!" Amren cried.

Thomas’ gaze fell on the teleportal up to the landing zone, watching in dismay as its blue glow suddenly flickered and faded away, the device shutting down. Worse, between them and the portal stood a line of Druid guards, their staves leveled and crackling with energy. Behind them, more Draconite soldiers moved to cut off any chance of retreat.

They skidded to a halt as commands to surrender echoed from all directions. Thomas's heart hammered as he realized they were surrounded, caught in the open with nowhere left to run.

“We were too slow,” Amren lamented softly as the enemy forces closed in.

“We aren’t done for yet,” Merlin said. His small GOLEM suddenly went completely still, its usual subtle vibrations ceasing entirely.

The Druid commander stepped forward. "In the name of the Council, you are under arrest," he announced. "Surrender now, and you may yet be shown mercy."

"Wait," Thomas called out, buying time for whatever it was Merlin planned to do. "What do you know about Lancelot?"

The commander's eyes narrowed slightly. "What are you talking about?"

"Lancelot. The knight. He was just in the sacred cave, trying to stop us from protecting the collectors that you claim we went to try to destroy. Is he working with you? Or against you? Because I have to tell you, it's getting really hard to keep track of who's on whose side these days."

Confusion rippled through the gathered forces. The commander's certainty wavered just slightly as he processed this new information. "Lancelot is dead," he said. "He died decades ago."

"Really?" Thomas pressed. "Because he looked pretty alive when we fought him. Pretty angry, too. Especially about how comfortable you all look with one another.” He gestured at the Draconite soldiers positioned around them. "I mean, look at this. Druid guards working with Draconite soldiers? On your own world! What would Lancelot think about that? What would King Arthur think about that?”

The Druid commander’s eyes narrowed, confused and angered by Thomas’ unexpected outburst.

“What in the name of the Great Tree are you⁠—”

He was interrupted as a dark blur crashed into the platform directly in front of him. The impact shook the platform, rattling everyone in the vicinity.

Merlin's ogre GOLEM straightened to its full height, having jumped down from the landing zone above. The mechanical humanoid towered over them all, its blue eyes blazing as it held Excalibur's teleportal in its massive hands.

The ogre GOLEM slammed the teleportal down beside Thomas with enough force to make the platform shudder anew. For a moment, everyone—Druids and Draconite alike—stood frozen in shock at the mechanical’s sudden appearance.

“Go!” Merlin shouted through the GOLEM’s speakers.

Kaelithan surged forward, drawing on his last reserves of magical energy, pouring everything he had into one last spell. The air around the guards crystallized, trapping them in a moment of time like insects in amber.

"It won't hold long," the wizard gasped, already stumbling toward the teleportal. "Move!"

Burl reached the portal first, vanishing in a flash of light. Amren followed, pausing just long enough to ensure Thomas was right behind him. As Thomas dove through the teleportal, he caught a glimpse of the stasis effect beginning to crack, the guards breaking free with expressions of rage and confusion.

Excalibur’s cargo bay materialized around Thomas as he stumbled into its familiar interior. Amren, Burl, and Kaelithan tumbled in behind him. Merlin's ogre was the last to enter. Hit in the back by a blast from a Druid’s stave before it could deactivate the teleportal, it stumbled to its knees. Smoke wafted from the strike, but the Advisor was unconcerned as it leaped to its feet. "The flight deck," it commanded, his voice resonating from the large GOLEM. "Quickly!"

They sprinted through Excalibur's corridors, their pounding boots echoing off the metal walls. Thomas' lungs burned as he pushed himself harder, knowing every second counted. All around them, he could hear the whispering sound of energy weapons from patrol ships impacting the hull.

"They're going to destroy us!” Amren called out as they ran.

“The shields will hold,” Merlin assured them, "but not indefinitely. We need to move now."

They burst onto the flight deck just as another impact rocked the ship. Warning indicators flashed across the holographic display, showing multiple hostiles converging on them. The armed guards who’d made it onboard before the teleportal closed rushed toward them through the ship’s corridors while patrol ships moved to surround it.

Thomas threw himself into the command pod, the neural interface gel embracing him. Data—shield status, weapon readiness, thruster capacity—flooded his consciousness as the canopy sealed. The ship hummed around him, responding to his thoughts even before he fully formed them.

Through the external sensors, he could see a pair of Druid ships hovering overhead, firing down at them. More ships were rising from multiple platforms down below, their organic hulls rippling with magical energy as they moved to block their escape.

"Hold onto something," he warned the others. "This is going to get rough."


CHAPTER 5


Excalibur responded instantly as Thomas’ mind reached for the controls. Power built in the main engines, while his subconscious registered the ship’s auxiliary systems.

“We’re running out of time! We need to get out of here!” Amren shouted as he strapped himself to his seat.

Thomas’ mind stretched to the sensors, allowing him to build a picture of the scene even though no actual imagery was involved. He felt it when the two Druid patrol ships overhead unleashed another round of attacks, the hits to the shields like bodyblows. With just a thought, Excalibur’s targeting systems had a lock on the vessels, energy building along the hull.

He hesitated. The Druids weren’t the bad guys. Not really. True, they had aligned themselves with the Draconite, but the way they were willing to sacrifice the planet’s protection to keep themselves in the dragonfolk’s good graces was more like a poorly treated dog than a dangerous ally. In a way, he felt sorry for them.

“Thomas, what are you waiting for?” Merlin asked. “It’s time to fly.”

“I know,” Thomas replied. “Is everyone strapped in?”

“Yes, yes. Let’s go.”

With a thought, Thomas shifted the energy along the hull. He sensed Merlin’s surprise, even as he triggered Excalibur’s lift thrusters, sending the starship straight up, on a direct collision course with the Druid patrol vessels.

Warnings echoed in his head, but only for a moment. With another thought, he repeated the magic that had allowed Excalibur to escape from beneath tons of rock, using the energy and the enchantments on the vessel’s hull to alter the ship’s place in reality.

They passed through the Druid patrol ships as if they weren’t there, their weapons fire continuing harmlessly through the space they'd occupied moments before. The sensation was disorienting. Thomas could see the ships’ internal structures through the sensors as they phased through them, layers of living wood and technological components briefly visible before they emerged on the other side.

The moment they rose above the Druid ships, Thomas released the phase-change, aware it wasn’t intended for more than a few seconds of use as it drained the energy stores way too quickly. It had done its job and gotten them clear of their immediate roadblock. Now it was up to him to get them clear of the planet and anyone trying to stop them.

He swung Excalibur ninety degrees so the bow pointed straight up and triggered the main thrusters. Even in the gel, he could feel the inertia of the sudden acceleration, and hoped that wherever Amren and the others had secured themselves, they wouldn’t be splattered by the aggressive launch.

Fresh warnings demanded his attention, and he allowed his mind to absorb them while registering the magical energy spearing out toward Excalibur from the surface. He wasn’t sure if the Druids had some kind of magic weapon or if it came from wizards on the platform. Either way, the lightning strikes from the magic partially sank past the shields and into the hull. A similar phenomenon as with Lancelot’s sword, it sent a tingling sensation through his body as the ever-shifting sigils along Excalibur’s outer surface worked to dissipate the energy. He couldn’t avoid recognizing the irony that their efforts to save the magical energy collectors were now aiding the Druid’s ability to prevent their escape.

Meanwhile, he sensed multiple ships giving chase behind them, along with Draconite and Druid warships moving into position above. His consciousness expanded through the sensor grid, building a complete and terrifying picture of the threats surrounding them. How the hell was he supposed to get them through all of it?

In his determined desperation, at least he had managed to keep the ship—a silver-blue streak rising toward orbit—steady so far.

As his tactical awareness warned of incoming fire from multiple vectors, Thomas threw Excalibur into a tight spiral. The ship's inertial dampeners strained to compensate as he pushed the ship to its limits, barely keeping ahead of the coordinated assault. Energy bolts and magical strikes slipped past all around them, enough striking them from every direction for Thomas to sense them like rubber bands against the hull. He did his best to remember the digital Lancelot’s training—keeping the ship’s profile as small as possible to minimize the enemy’s ability to hit it, along with how to quickly identify vectors and patterns.

Easier said than done.

"Hang on!" he called out when he spotted an opening in the enemy formation. He inverted Excalibur and dove through the gap, energy beams from the Draconite ships crossing right behind it. The maneuver bought them precious seconds, but more vessels were already moving to cut them off.

With so much happening at once—even with his increasing ability to let most of the data pass through his subconscious—the neural interface was overwhelming. There were just too many systems simultaneously demanding his attention. It was all he could do to keep the ship under control as it climbed while still keeping tabs on the enemy ships attacking them. He had no shot at performing any sort of more complex maneuvers, and handling the weapons systems in addition was absolutely impossible. If there were three or four enemy ships out there, maybe he could do it, but there were close to two-dozen, and that was without accounting for the wizards in the trees on the planet still trying to blast them.

His tactical display lit up with new warnings as three more ships joined the pursuit. Thomas added more power to the engines, pushing them harder as they climbed through the thinning atmosphere. Each kilometer gained brought them closer to space, but also closer to the waiting Draconite warships.

A fresh barrage hammered their shields, dropping them to critical levels. Thomas felt each impact like a physical blow, the pain threatening to break his concentration. Hull temperature was rising as the atmospheric friction combined with weapon impacts, approaching dangerous levels.

He spotted a gap between two Draconite vessels and seized the opportunity, diverting more power to the main thrusters. Excalibur shot forward as he tried to thread the needle between the two enemies. The effort was too great. He could sense himself losing control. His view of space around him had shrunk, targets vanishing from his recognition as the ship itself began to wobble and waver. The pains of the hits on the shields dulled in comparison with the pain in his head, his brain verging on overheating from the strain. “Merlin,” he said softly. “Help.”

“I’m doing all I can,” Merlin answered. “You can do this, my boy.”

“No,” he replied, his mental voice straining beneath the onslaught. “I can’t.”

He let more systems slip, losing sight of all but the two Draconite ships ahead and the barrage of energy bolts streaming toward him from their hulls. He rolled Excalibur through it, taking only glancing blows at first. When they shot through the blockade, he almost wept from the joy and pain.

Then, he almost wept wholly from the pain, as the ships he couldn’t see pounded Excalibur’s shields. More intense warnings screamed in his mind, making it even harder to concentrate. He had the sudden, distinct feeling that they were done for, their quest over. Unlike before, when he had given up and accepted fate, he desperately wanted to keep fighting. Worthy or not, he’d come to believe this was where he was supposed to be. This was the cause he was meant to fight for.

He couldn’t accept that it would be over so soon.

“Merlin…” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Merlin replied. “We aren’t finished yet.”

Before Thomas could ask what he meant, everything changed.

The overwhelming flood of data suddenly organized itself, chaotic streams separating into distinct, manageable channels. The load lightened, though Thomas couldn't understand why or how. The strain vanished, his mind rapidly clearing. The enemy ships returned to his senses, his ability to parse their positioning, vectors, and velocity like shifting from standard definition to high def.

With his mind now clear and focused, Thomas seized the opportunity, finally able to bring the ship’s weapons to bear. He targeted the nearest Draconite warship. Blue energy quickly built along its hull, coalescing into a single point. He sensed the enemy vessel's reaction as they detected the power surge, but they were too late to react to it.

Thomas opened fire. Brilliant blue energy lanced out, striking the Draconite ship's shields with devastating force. The ship’s protective barrier flared and shattered, allowing follow-up bursts to tear into the hull. Secondary explosions rippled along its length before the vessel vanished in a final, satisfying flash.

The remaining Draconite ships adjusted their tactics, spreading out to avoid presenting easy targets. Thomas could handle them now. The data streams had become crystal clear, allowing him to track multiple threats while still maintaining their course. Even better, everything updated more quickly, his reflexes tighter and more twitchy than he could remember. He wove through continuing attacks from below while returning fire at the vessels above, keeping the enemy off balance.

His sensors detected the thinning edge of the atmosphere, and they were rapidly approaching it. Just mere kilometers and they'd reach space, but the Druid ships weren't giving up. If anything, as they drew even more power from the planetary grid, their attacks were intensifying. Magic-enhanced energy beams hammered Excalibur's stern, still threatening to end them before they could escape.

Still maintaining their upward trajectory, Thomas rolled the ship into a loose corkscrew, making them a harder target. He sensed two more Draconite vessels moving to catch Excalibur in a crossfire. Instead of evading, he accelerated directly toward them, weapons already charging.

The enemy ships opened fire, their energy beams converging on Excalibur's position. But thanks to Lancelot’s teaching, Thomas had anticipated it. He triggered a microburst from the phase drive—not enough to pass through solid matter—sufficient enough to let the attacks pass harmlessly through their temporarily shifted state. The Draconite vessels had no time to react before his return fire caught them completely exposed.

His first salvo crippled the engines of one ship, sending it tumbling away, trailing plasma and debris. The second vessel fared better, but ultimately its shields buckled under sustained fire. More shots found their mark, tearing through weakened shields to strike vital systems. The vessel's explosion briefly overwhelmed his senses.

As they burst through the last wisps of Avalyeth’s gravity well and into open space, Thomas immediately reached for the burst drive controls. Engine power built as they prepared for faster-than-light travel. Behind them, multiple ships still pursued them, but they were falling behind as Excalibur's superior speed finally began to tell the story.

Space itself bent around them as they accelerated to burst speed, leaving Avalyeth and its pursuers far behind. Only then, as the strain of combat faded, did Thomas allow himself to relax. Through the interface, he maintained vigilant awareness of their surroundings, even as he sensed the ship's systems returning to normal operation. Shield regeneration was already beginning as Merlin started assessing the minor damage they'd sustained.

He sensed something else as well. Another presence he hadn’t noticed before. At once, an entire lifetime flashed in front of his eyes, but it wasn’t his own. He saw the truth of the Wyldentree and the population forced to live there. The upbringing of a pauper in its ramshackle streets. The pull of a life of petty crime and the influence of an old, wild-bearded wizard. He even saw himself tripped and sent tumbling while Ryn watched from the shadows, and he knew...

“Burl,” he said, his voice echoing within Excalibur’s core.

“Can you believe it?” Burl replied, voice tight with barely contained emotion. “I’m worthy.” He was practically sobbing. “I…I saw your life. I…I always thought I had it rough.”

Thomas tensed. He hadn’t realized the ship would leave him so open. So vulnerable. That while he had seen Burl’s entire life, Burl had also seen his. The revelation sent chills through his senses, and then easy acceptance filtered through him like relaxing warm water washing around him. “It seems we have a lot in common,” he replied. “Same shit. Different galaxy.”

Burl chuckled at that. “Well, we’re in this together now, aren’t we?”

“That we are.” Thomas grinned. “Merlin, help me navigate the ship to somewhere the Draconite can’t track us. We need to regroup and figure out what we’re going to do next.”

“Of course, Thomas,” Merlin replied. “I’ll take over from here.”

Thomas opened the pod’s canopy with a thought. He climbed out and looked to his left, where Burl rose from the third pod from him, eyes moist, body shaking from the experience. He glanced over at Thomas and nodded. Thomas nodded back.

“Thomas, are you well?” Amren asked, rising from one of the seats along the outer perimeter of the flight deck. Kaelithan remained secured there, face pale, vomit sullying his robes.

The question helped him realize how exhausted he suddenly felt. “Nothing my bed won’t fix,” he answered, stepping out of the pod on unsteady legs. “Kaelithan, are you okay?”

The Druid looked up at him. “I’ve never been on a starship before,” he replied. “That was…intense, terrifying, and nauseating.”

“Do you regret coming along, then?” Amren asked.

“Not yet,” Kaelithan answered, unfastening his harness. “Not after what they did to Wyldentree.”

“Same for me,” Burl said, walking toward Thomas. He paused halfway, looking pale. “I don’t feel so good.”

“It’s the interface,” Thomas said. “You aren’t used to it. Amren, can you help me get him to the med bay?”

Before he could answer, the hatch slid open, and Merlin’s ogre GOLEM entered. “I’ll take him to the regeneration pod,” he said. “The rest of you should get some rest. We have a lot of work ahead of us.” The large GOLEM’s feet shook the flight deck as it crossed to Burl, picking him up as if he were a child. Burl looked too disoriented to resist. “Kaelithan, do you require med bay as well?”

“No,” the Druid insisted. “I’ll be fine as soon as my stomach settles.”

“Then I’ll show you to berthing,” Amren offered, releasing his harness and rising from his seat.

“Thank you,” an exhausted Kaelithan replied, planting his hands on his thighs and pushing himself to his feet.

Everyone followed Merlin and Burl off the flight deck. Thomas joined Kaelithan and Amren, walking back to crew quarters in tired silence. For as hard as the escape had been, he couldn’t help the spark of hope growing into a flame within his own soul.

They had succeeded in recruiting the wizard they so sorely needed, and as a bonus, picked up another warrior much more rough around the edges than Amren, but with the right mix of strength and humility to successfully merge with the ship. Plus, he had piloted Excalibur through pure chaos and not only survived, but had destroyed two Draconite ships in the process.

Reluctant to emerge too full of himself, he refused to let that newborn flame expand out of control. It was a single small victory, the first shots fired in a much bigger fight.

And it would only get harder from here.


CHAPTER 6


Pounding on Thomas' door jolted him from a deep sleep. He sat up quickly, heart racing, momentarily disoriented. The knock came again, this time more insistent.

"Alright, I hear you. Who is it?" he answered grumpily. Swinging his legs over the side of the bed and onto the rug surrounding it, the soft fibers felt good forming around his bare feet.

"Amren," came the reply. "It's time to begin your training."

“Already?” he replied, stumbling groggily toward his wardrobe. He had forgotten about Amren’s promise to train him, but the warrior could have at least waited until he woke up on his own. He felt like he still needed more sleep.

"The earlier we start, the more we can accomplish. Are you ready?"

"Give me a minute to get dressed.” Good thing he’d showered and shaved the night before, not that he had much of a beard to shave. He’d brush his teeth later. After all, he didn’t plan to kiss anybody. “Computer, open the door."

The hatch slid open with a soft hiss, revealing Amren standing in the corridor. He wore light leather armor that whispered with his movements as he entered. His daggers hung at his hips in small scabbards, their enchanted blades dormant.

"I hope you slept well," Amren said, his eyes drawn to the collection of weapons mounted on the bulkhead. "Are these...?"

"Arthur's," Thomas confirmed, sitting down on the side of his bed to pull on a pair of loose-fitting pants. "At least, that's what Merlin tells me,” he said, yawning. “I haven't touched them yet."

Amren approached the display with obvious reverence. His hand hovered over one blade—a beautifully crafted longsword with subtle runes etched along its fuller. "May I?"

"Go ahead." Thomas stood and slipped on the light shirt he’d also retrieved from the wardrobe.

The warrior carefully lifted the sword from its mounting. The blade came alive in his hands, catching the light in strange ways. Amren moved through a few basic forms with practiced grace, testing the weapon's balance.

"Extraordinary," he breathed. "The craftsmanship, the enchantments woven into the metal…they don't make blades like this anymore." He returned the sword to its mount with the same care one might handle a priceless artifact, which of course, it was. "You'll need to choose one to train with eventually."

"I already have," Thomas replied,” but it's not in here."

Amren's eyebrows rose slightly. "Oh? Where is it?”

“It’s in the armory. It’s made of fayrilite, like Lancelot’s blade.”

“Hmm…does it have a soulstone in the pommel as well?”

“Soulstone? Is that what that gem was called? It looked like it absorbed any magical energy that came near it.”

“That’s the nature of a soulstone. They’re exceedingly rare. Of course, Lancelot’s is the most well-known example.”

“Why is it called a soulstone?”

“Legend has it that the gems don’t only absorb magic. They can also absorb souls. Well, one soul, which remains trapped in the stone for eternity.”

“That’s awful.”

“For the soul, yes. For the possessor of the stone, it offers protection, like Lancelot’s does for him.” Amren shrugged. “Those are just myths and legends, anyway. Others claim the stones are simply conduits, much like the crystals in the cave on Avalyeth. Only they attract and hold magical energy, rather than channeling it.”

“Like a battery, but for magic?”

“Yes, something like that. Again, the gems are exceptionally rare. Though it’s said that Morgana wears a crown encrusted with them.”

“That would let her store a lot of magic. And perhaps a lot of unfortunate souls.”

“Yes, it would. So let’s hope it’s truly just a rumor.” He looked uncomfortable with the idea that it might not be. “In any case, if we’re ever to confront the Queen of the Draconite, that day is still a ways off.”

Thomas finished dressing and ran his fingers through his hair in a futile attempt to tame it. "Lead the way."

They made their way through Excalibur's corridors, their footsteps echoing off the deck plates. The ship felt different during these quiet hours. More alive somehow, as if it was slowly waking up along with them. The patterns etched into the walls pulsed with subtle energy, following their progress.

“Have you seen the training room yet?” Thomas asked as they walked.

“Not yet. Have you?”

“No. There hasn’t been time before now. I’m curious to see how it’s laid out. When I did martial arts training with Vic, we had to find a quiet corner of the Y.”

“Why what?”

Thomas laughed. “Sorry. Y is short for YMCA. It’s a training facility of sorts on Earth.”

“Now I understand. I have a different kind of question for you.”

“Sure. What is it?”

“What does it feel like to interface with Excalibur?”

Thomas winced at the question. He knew how badly Amren wanted to be worthy, and it must have pained him to see how easily Burl had interfaced with the ship.

“It’s strange,” he replied. “There’s just so much information coming at you at once it’s completely overwhelming, especially at first.”

“That’s all?”

Thomas shrugged.

Amren smiled. “I understand you’re trying to spare my feelings about my failure to merge. I do appreciate that, but please, tell me more.”

“I mean, it’s amazing. Just to…I don’t know…be a starship. That’s what it feels like. When the shields are hit, you feel it. It physically hurts, but when the weapon systems target something and hit back, you feel that as exhilaration. It’s so responsive, you can do anything with just a thought. When Burl’s consciousness joined the core, it made everything that much easier and faster for me. I can’t even imagine what it would be like with a full crew.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help you move further along with that.”

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but we all have our roles to play. Mine may be to command Excalibur—I’m still not convinced of that—but yours is to train us to fight. Which I need. Badly.”

Amren grinned. “And you will learn. I promise you that.”

When they entered the training room, Thomas couldn't help but be impressed by the setup. Racks of wooden practice weapons lined one bulkhead, while training dummies of various designs occupied another. More interesting were the robotic arms spread across part of the deck, mounted at different heights and angles, each one capable of wielding different types of weapons for specialized practice.

But it was the humanoid robot in the corner that really caught Thomas' attention. Unlike the simple arms, this one was capable of full movement, its metal frame suggesting both strength and agility. Currently deactivated, it stood in a neutral pose, waiting to be called upon.

"This is more elaborate than I expected," Thomas admitted, taking in the facility.

“It is impressive,” Amren agreed, moving to the weapon racks. “Clearly, Arthur believed in being prepared. This fayrilite blade, which of these does it most resemble?”

Thomas eyed the practice swords before pointing to one of them.

“Ah, a longsword.” Amren nodded approvingly as he selected two wooden longswords. "A good choice. Versatile, balanced." He was about to hand one to Thomas when the door opened again.

Burl entered, his large frame filling the doorway. His face showed no signs of the bruising from his first encounter with Thomas and Amren, and his nose was back in perfect position, the cartilage fully repaired. The regeneration pod had done its work well.

"Sorry I'm late," he rumbled. "The pod took longer than Merlin expected.”

"No matter," Amren replied. "We're just getting started. Thomas tells me he's chosen the longsword. Your preference?"

"Whatever you think best," Burl said. "I'm used to something heavier, but I'm here to learn."

“Well, you’re certainly strong enough to handle a more substantial blade.” Amren handed Burl a wider, heavier broadsword and positioned them in the center of the room, demonstrating the basic stance. "Everything begins with your foundation," he explained. "Feet shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent. The sword is an extension of your body, not a separate thing."

Burl adapted quickly, his previous experience evident in how naturally he fell into the stance. Thomas struggled more, finding it difficult to maintain the proper position while comfortably holding the practice sword.

"Don't force it," Amren advised, adjusting Thomas' grip. "You're too tense. Remember your martial arts training. The same principles apply."

"That's different," Thomas protested. "Hand-to-hand comes naturally. This feels awkward."

"It will at first," Amren agreed. "But the fundamentals are the same. Balance, breathing, flow of movement. You're thinking too much about what you're doing instead of letting your body learn."

“Yeah, I have a bad habit of that,” Thomas said. It had been the same with Excalibur. Still was, in some ways. He took a deep breath, trying to relax his body and mind while not thinking so much about what he was doing.

They spent the next hour working through basic forms, honing simple cuts and blocks that formed the foundation of swordplay. Burl moved through them with confidence, his natural strength tempered by surprising grace. Thomas continued to struggle, his frustration mounting with each mistake.

"I should be better at this," he muttered after another failed attempt at a basic sequence. "I've trained in martial arts. I know how to fight."

"Different weapons require different skills," Amren replied patiently. "You're trying to force your previous training to fit this new discipline instead of letting them complement each other. Watch."

He demonstrated the sequence again, his movements fluid and precise. "See how the energy flows from the ground up, through your body, into the blade? Just like throwing a punch or kick. The principle is the same, but the application is different."

Thomas took a deep breath and tried again, focusing on the flow of movement rather than the individual steps. This time it felt more natural. Still not perfect, but better.

"Good," Amren said. "Again."

They continued practicing, Amren offering corrections and encouragement in equal measure. Despite his earlier frustration, Thomas found himself slowly improving. The movements began to feel less foreign, more integrated with his existing knowledge.

After what felt like hours, the hatch opened again. Merlin's humanoid GOLEM entered, its blue eyes taking in the scene.

"Perhaps it's time for a break," the Advisor suggested. "You've been at this for quite a while."

Thomas lowered his practice sword, suddenly aware of how his muscles ached. Sweat had soaked through his shirt, and his hands felt raw from holding the leather grip. And that didn’t even take his grumbling stomach into account.

"Good idea," he agreed. "We should figure out what we’re going to do next.”

"Food sounds perfect right now," Burl rumbled, wiping his brow.

As they returned their practice weapons to the rack, Thomas caught Amren watching him with an appraising eye.

"You did well," the warrior said quietly. "Better than you think."

"It doesn't feel that way," Thomas replied.

"It never does at first. But you're learning. That's what matters." Amren smiled slightly. "Besides, if it was easy, everyone would be a swordmaster."

Thomas managed a tired grin as they headed for the door. Maybe he wasn't as hopeless as he'd feared. At least he hadn't hit himself with the practice sword.

Yet.


CHAPTER 7


The journey to the galley was silent, each crew member lost in their own thoughts. Thomas' muscles protested with every step, reminding him that swordplay used very different muscle groups than his usual workout routine. But beneath the physical fatigue, he felt a small sense of accomplishment. He might not be a natural with a blade, but he was learning.

And right now, that would have to be enough.

"A good first session," Merlin remarked as they entered the galley. "Though I suspect you'll all be feeling it tomorrow."

"Worth it," Burl replied. “I never thought I'd get proper training from one of Arthur's knights."

"I'm not a knight," Amren corrected automatically. "Just the son of one."

The GOLEM dispensed three cubes, handing one to each of them.

"Close enough for me," Burl said, biting into his cube with obvious relish. "This tastes like roasted boar! How does it do that?"

“Somehow, the cubes taste like your favorite foods.” Thomas bit into his cube, letting the familiar flavors of his favorite curry wash over him. The tension in his muscles began to ease as the cube's nutrients did their work. “Next time you have one, it’ll probably taste like something else you like.”

“Wow,” Burl exclaimed, popping the last bite into his mouth.

Amren grinned at the big warrior before returning his attention to Merlin. “What about Kaelithan? Shouldn’t he be part of this discussion, too?”

“He’s still sleeping off his fatigue,” Merlin replied. “Using so much magic before we left Avalyeth drained him.”

“Is that part of being a wizard?” Thomas asked. “Does using magic always make you more tired?”

“As does anything requiring intense concentration. Magic, at its root, is the act of taking something that is chaotic by nature and forcing it to order. Besides being mentally tiring, it drains one’s physical energy.”

“And if it drains too much energy?”

“It has killed a few users, but that’s rare.”

Thomas’ eyes narrowed. “Order that defies the laws of nature. Can that still be considered order?”

“It’s called magic.” Amren laughed.

“I should have known that would be the answer,” Thomas remarked with an amused grin. "So," he said, turning his attention to Merlin's GOLEM. “We picked up Kaelithan and Burl, which was our goal on Avalyeth. And we lived to tell the tale.”

“Barely,” Amren added.

“Barely,” Thomas agreed. “What do you recommend we do next, Merlin?”

The Advisor's mechanical eyes dimmed slightly. “I could offer advice, but it may be better if we choose our next move together. One thing we know for certain, the Draconite are aware we're out here now. They'll be looking for us."

"Let them look," Burl growled. "We proved we can handle them."

"We got lucky," Amren countered. "And we had surprise on our side. Next time will be different."

"Agreed," Merlin said. "Which is why I believe we need to be strategic and cautious about our next steps. We have advantages, like Kaelithan's magic, Excalibur's capabilities, and the element of uncertainty the ship’s return to Avalon creates. But we also have vulnerabilities."

"Like my complete lack of sword skills?" Thomas asked.

"Like our limited crew," Merlin corrected. "Excalibur was designed for a full complement of twelve. Right now, we have you and Burl interfacing with the ship's systems. That leaves us operating at a fraction of our potential."

"So we need to recruit more crew," Thomas said. "People who can merge with the ship's systems."

"And they have to be people we can trust," Amren added. "That's the harder part."

"What about the resistance movements?" Burl suggested. "There must be others out there fighting the Draconite."

"If they exist, they're well hidden," Merlin replied.

“We found Grenyth easily enough,” Thomas said.

“We got lucky with that, too,” Amren countered. “We literally stumbled into Sylvana. We can’t expect that to happen again.”

“Why not? If it’s fate…”

“You don’t believe in fate,” Merlin said.

"Maybe I’m starting to come around.”

The GOLEM’s eyes sparkled in approval. Or was it amusement? Thomas couldn’t tell for sure. “A century of Draconite rule has taught people to be cautious. Building trust will take time."

"Which we may not have," Thomas pointed out. "The longer we wait, the more time the Draconite have to prepare for us."

"True," Merlin agreed. "But rushing into recruitment could be just as dangerous. We need to be selective."

"What about going on the offensive?" Burl asked. "Hit them where they don't expect it. Show people we're serious about fighting back."

Amren shook his head. "Not yet. Thomas and you both need more training before we attempt anything too ambitious.”

"So what do you suggest?" Thomas asked.

"We gather more information," Amren answered. "Make careful contact with potential allies. Build our strength quietly while learning what we can about our enemies. And we train every day. We can also look into that artifact Morgana is after. Subtly, of course. Now that we have Kaelithan, it should be easier to avoid unwanted attention.”

Thomas nodded. They had achieved their initial goals of finding a wizard and beginning to build a crew. But now came the hard part. Turning their small group into something that could actually challenge the Draconite Empire.

Thomas finished his cube, considering their options. "What about Lancelot?" he asked finally. "He's still out there, and he clearly has no love for the Draconite.”

"He also has no love for us,” Merlin replied, a note of old pain entering his mechanical voice. "Until we can prove the truth about Arthur's disappearance, he's as much a potential enemy as an ally."

“I’m just saying that maybe that should be one of our priorities," Thomas suggested. "Finding evidence about what really happened. Adding Lancelot would be like bringing on Messi in soccer, or Ohtani in baseball. A major upgrade to our team.”

“Are you sure that’s the only reason?” Merlin questioned.

“I’d like the answer too. And the more you keep acting like I shouldn’t want the answer, the more eager I am.”

The GOLEM lowered its head. “It’s not that I want to keep the truth from you, my boy,” Merlin said. “It’s that I fear what the truth might be. Like you said, as a digitized consciousness subject to programming, I can’t be sure that programming hasn’t changed me. What if I am responsible for Arthur’s fate?”

“You wouldn’t be responsible unless you invited it,” Thomas answered.

“And what if I did invite it? What if Lancelot is right? What if I made a deal with Morgana?”

“You didn’t.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because if you were free, like Lancelot claimed, why would you have spent fifteen hundred years buried under a lake, waiting for me to come along? If you were free, why didn’t you fly Excalibur yourself?”

The GOLEM’s eyes flared brightly. “Yes. You’re right. My programming still restricted me from leaving Earth. But perhaps Morgana double-crossed me.”

“I’d also like to think you’d be smart enough to take that into consideration ahead of time. That she couldn’t be trusted.”

“I would,” Merlin agreed.

“And if you were hacked, that’s not your fault.”

“No, it wouldn’t be. Perhaps you’re right about all of this. Perhaps I have nothing to fear.”

“Maybe the truth will set you free,” Thomas agreed. “Metaphorically speaking, anyway.”

“There might be records, artifacts from that time,” Amren said. “Things the Draconite couldn't completely destroy or suppress."

"And people who remember," Burl added. "The older generations who lived through it, or heard the stories firsthand."

"It's worth investigating," Merlin agreed. "But carefully."

“I think it should be our top priority,” Thomas said. “If we can prove your innocence, we can not only get Lancelot off our backs, we can get him on our side. We just need a destination. A place to start.”

“Do you recall that when we arrived, I sent a message to Nimue?” Merlin asked.

“Yeah, and she never responded.”

“Well, perhaps we need to force the issue. If anyone could offer us a lead on someone who might be able to decipher my source code, it’s her.”

“Then that’s our next destination,” Thomas decided.

“Let’s not be too hasty,” Merlin said. “If Nimue has decided to play hard to get, we’ll need Kaelithan at full strength to reach her.”

“That’s fine. We can spare a few days, I’m sure. Maybe even a few weeks. I still have so much to learn.” He looked at Amren. "Same time tomorrow?"

The warrior smiled slightly. "Earlier, if possible. We have a lot of work to do."

Thomas groaned but nodded. His muscles still ached from today's session, but he knew Amren was right. If they were going to have any chance of succeeding, they all needed to be at their best.

"Get some rest," Merlin advised. "Tomorrow will be another long day. I’ll inform Kaelithan of our plans when he wakes. Shall we resume our quest in seven days?”

“That gives me a week to learn not to stab myself with a sword, and to continue training to fly the ship. Burl, you should join me in those lessons, too.”

“It sounds exciting,” Burl replied.

“Then it seems like we have a plan.” Thomas rose to his feet. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I need a shower. And then I’ll be in the library, if anyone needs me.”

“I think we could all use a shower,” Amren agreed. “And I’ll join you in the library, if you don’t mind. There are always things to learn, especially from Lancelot.”

“I’m in, too,” Burl agreed.

As Thomas left the galley with Amren and Burl, he couldn’t help notice the flicker in Merlin’s eyes that he took for approval and pride. Arthur’s knights had been close once. That closeness had made them better than the sum of their parts. He could feel how the same thing was starting to happen here.

For the first time in his life, Thomas felt like he truly belonged.


CHAPTER 8


Thomas' muscles burned as he moved through the basic sword forms Amren had demonstrated. The practice blade still felt awkward in his hands despite nearly a full week of daily training. Sweat dripped down his face as he repeated the sequence, trying to maintain proper form while his body protested.

“You're still too rigid," Amren offered. "Your movements should flow together naturally."

“That’s easy for you to say," Thomas muttered, lowering the practice sword. "You've been doing this your whole life." He sighed, wiping the sweat from his brow. “It still feels so much easier to me to just punch things. Not accounting for the broken bones.”

“You'll get there with practice," Amren replied patiently. “You’ve already improved considerably since we started.”

“It doesn’t feel like it. And time isn’t on my side.”

“I understand the frustration, my friend. Sometimes, it only takes a single moment to have a breakthrough that will see you taking a giant leap forward. Burl, show him the sequence again."

The big man stepped forward, his own practice sword moving in a smooth series of cuts and blocks that made it look deceptively simple. Despite his size, Burl had taken to swordplay with surprising agility. His natural strength combined with an unexpected talent for picking up the forms quickly.

"See how he lets each movement lead naturally into the next?" Amren explained. "You're still thinking about each cut individually instead of seeing them as parts of a whole."

Thomas nodded, raising his sword again. "One more time."

He moved through the sequence, trying to focus on the flow rather than the individual steps. It felt marginally better, though still far from natural.

"That's enough sword work for today," Amren announced after Thomas completed the form. "Time for piloting practice."

“After a pit stop in med bay,” Thomas said, returning his practice blade to the rack. His arms felt like lead weights.

They headed to med bay, discussing the morning’s training along the way. The regeneration pod had become essential to their training regimen, healing the various muscle strains and bruises they accumulated. While Merlin had argued that it wasn’t intended for such minor injury and the effects of such constant use were unknown, Thomas had convinced him that it was worth the risk. Without it and the nutrition cubes, they wouldn't have been able to maintain such an intense training schedule.

Thomas spent twenty minutes in the pod, followed by Burl. Amren didn’t partake. As their teacher, he did much less physical work, his time mostly spent correcting Thomas’ and Burl’s mistakes.

With both men refreshed, they made their way to the library, where Lancelot's training programs awaited. The whole process had become routine by now. Sword training for four hours in the morning, an hour in med bay, four hours in the library, two hours live practice with Excalibur, two hours of free time that included dinner and a review of the day’s efforts. Finally, Thomas would return to the library to learn more about Avalon as a whole before bed. He enjoyed the consistency, though he wished he could master all of the lessons bombarding him at a quicker pace.

“Computer, bring up Lancelot’s flight training where we left off,” Thomas said once they arrived at the library.

Almost immediately, the much younger version of the knight they’d met in the cave appeared on the holographic projection, frozen exactly where they had left him. He was no longer standing as if in a classroom. Instead, he was seated in what Thomas assumed was a starfighter cockpit. A second view in the projection clearly displayed the ship’s controls.

"Today we'll cover techniques for evading multiple pursuers while maintaining offensive capabilities," the recording began. "The key is understanding how to manipulate your vessel's momentum..."

Thomas leaned forward, absorbing every detail. Despite his complicated feelings about Lancelot himself, there was no denying the man was a master pilot. His lessons had already improved Thomas' abilities significantly.

Hours passed as they listened to the lessons and studied the movements of Lancelot’s hands on the controls. While Thomas couldn’t replicate those movements with Excalibur, he had found just seeing it helped his rote memory, which made the ship easier to handle with less mental effort. During the session. they would often back up the training and watch a segment multiple times, in a few cases as many as ten or twenty times, to let the concept and its associated visual sink into their subconscious.

From there, they would go to the flight deck and get into the pods to practice the lessons. A simulator would have been ideal, since they had to pretend there were opponents to fight and pantomime the maneuvers, but the pods were still better than nothing. By the time they finished, Thomas always felt mentally exhausted but satisfied with their progress.

"You're both improving quickly," Amren commented as they prepared to leave for the galley. "Especially you, Thomas. Your confidence is growing and tightening your skills.”

"Having Burl linked to the ship helps," Thomas admitted. "It's easier to process everything with two minds working together."

"Imagine what it will be like with a full crew," Burl said enthusiastically.

They used the teleportal to return to the crew decks. As they walked, Thomas noticed the soft light spilling from beneath a closed hatch further down the corridor. "Has anyone checked on Kaelithan recently? I feel like I’ve barely seen him in the last few days.”

“I haven’t wanted to bother him,” Burl said with a shrug. “He’s always been kind of aloof. More focused on his research than interested in camaraderie.”

Thomas stared at the door. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s just waiting for someone to invite him. I should make sure he's doing okay. You guys go ahead."

Amren and Burl continued toward the galley while Thomas approached the closed hatch. He was about to knock when he heard Kaelithan's voice from within.

“It’s…hard, being so far from home,” the wizard was saying softly. “At the same time, I know that I'm doing important work here. Making a difference."

Thomas hesitated, then pushed the hatch release. It slid open silently, revealing a small, empty compartment. Kaelithan sat cross-legged on the deck.

A young woman sat across from him.

She was pretty, her features delicate and refined, her long brown hair framing her small face. She wore simple Druid’s clothing, her skirt flowing over her legs and spreading out slightly on the deck.

What Thomas couldn’t figure out was where she had come from.

He stared in confusion until Kaelithan noticed him with a start. The wizard's concentration broke, and the woman vanished like smoke in the wind.

"I'm sorry," Thomas said quickly. "I didn't mean to interrupt..."

Kaelithan's face flushed red. "It's fine. I was just...practicing illusions."

Thomas laughed. “Well, it worked. I thought she was real. I couldn’t figure out how she had gotten on board. Was that someone you know?"

"My sister, Iona." Kaelithan looked away. "Sometimes I create her image to talk to. It helps with homesickness.”

“Can I come in?” Thomas asked.

Kaelithan nodded. “Of course.”

Thomas entered the room, letting the hatch close behind him. “She’s pretty.”

“She’s certainly never had trouble drawing attention.”

“Tell me about her?"

Kaelithan was quiet for a moment. "She lives in the Primaltree with our parents. That’s the first tree the Druids settled when they came to Avalyeth. We were close growing up, but I haven't seen her since my banishment."

"What happened that got you banished?” Thomas asked gently, settling onto the deck across from him. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

"I was experimenting with different methods of enchantments, aiming to improve the efficiency of technology through magic. Not unlike what Merlin did with Excalibur.” Kaelithan grew more animated as he spoke about it. “Did you know there are lessons from Merlin, the real Merlin, in the library? I searched everywhere for his work, asked everyone I knew. From my Druid masters to Master Crom. No one believed anything like that still existed, if it ever did. I’ve been learning so much, and it’s all so relevant to what I was trying to do on my own.”

“That’s great,” Thomas replied, sincerely. “It wouldn’t surprise me if the Draconite did everything they could to erase Merlin’s teachings.”

Kaelithan’s expression darkened. “I agree. It won’t come as a surprise to learn that the Draconite are the reason I was banished. They claimed my research was dangerous, that I was putting everyone in Primaltree at risk. All lies, of course. But they pressured the Council to act."

“What about your parents? They just let that happen?”

"They had no choice. The Council's decision was final." Kaelithan's voice grew thick with emotion. "They cried when they sent me away. Mother couldn't even look at me. Father just kept apologizing. And Iona…” He trailed off, unable to finish the thought.

Thomas felt a deep surge of sympathy. "That must have been horrible."

"It was. But I don't blame them. They were protecting Iona, protecting our family's standing. The Draconite would have made things very difficult for them otherwise." He managed a wan smile. "At least I found my way to the Whispering Vine. Grenyth gave me purpose again. I couldn’t resume my research, but at least I had a chance to help stand against the Draconite, and to teach the wizardry students.”

"And now you're here," Thomas said. "Learning things that were lost to the rest of the galaxy."

"Yes." Some of Kaelithan's enthusiasm returned. "The original Merlin's understanding of magical theory was incredible. These tutorials...they're like nothing I've ever seen."

"I'd like to learn more about magic myself," Thomas admitted. "Merlin said he would teach me, but we've been so focused on combat training..."

"Really?" Kaelithan perked up. "I could give you a quick lesson on the basics, if you'd like?"

Thomas grinned. “That would be amazing.”

Kaelithan shifted to face Thomas more directly. His expression brightened again, taking on a hint of seriousness that put him firmly in teacher mode. "First, you need to understand that magical energy is woven through the very fabric of the galaxy, like a pattern embedded in a tapestry. In some places, it can flow quite strongly.”

“Like Avalyeth.”

“Yes. In others, it’s barely a single thread, difficult to sense and use, but ever present. Some people have a natural ability to sense it, though like with any sense, some possess it more acutely than others. Every Druid on Avalyeth can sense its flow. But out here? The signal is much weaker.”

“But you can still pick it up?”

“Yes,” Kaelithan replied with a smile. “I’m more sensitive than most.”

“Which is why you can cast more advanced spells.”

“Exactly. Maybe I don’t need to teach you after all.”

“We don’t have magic on Earth, per se,” Thomas said. “But we have concepts of what it may be and how it might work as part of our storytelling.”

“Because the subconscious mind knows it’s there, even if you can’t outwardly sense it,” Kaelithan explained. “Many people have some degree of sensitivity to magical energy. What makes one a magician, and then a wizard, is learning to manipulate that energy. Again, everyone has a different degree of aptitude, but it always requires intensive training. Most give up before mastering even basic spells.”

"And now even fewer learn because of the Draconite.”

“Right again. They've done their best to discourage magical study, making it seem primitive and dangerous compared to their technological solutions." His tone grew bitter. "As if the two couldn't coexist peacefully."

"Can you teach me how to feel magic?" Thomas asked.

"We can try." Kaelithan sat up straighter. "Close your eyes. Try to empty your mind of conscious thought. Feel the energy flowing around you, through you..."

Thomas closed his eyes, attempting to follow the instructions. He tried to quiet his thoughts, to sense whatever mystical forces might be present. But all he felt was the cool deck beneath him.

After several minutes, he opened his eyes with a sigh. "Nothing."

"Don't be discouraged," Kaelithan said. "It often takes practice, and you have many other skills to focus on right now."

"True enough." Thomas stretched, wincing at his protesting muscles. "Speaking of which, have you tried to interface with the ship yet?”

Kaelithan shook his head. "I prefer to stay grounded in pure magic. The pods may have magical components, but they're primarily technological. I need to maintain my connection to the old ways."

"I understand," Thomas said, standing. "I should let you get back to your studies. But maybe we can talk more sometime?”

"I'd like that," Kaelithan replied with a genuine smile.

As Thomas left, he made a mental note to check on the wizard more often. They were all in this together, after all. Building trust and camaraderie would be essential for whatever challenges lay ahead.

He also couldn't help wondering if he'd ever develop any magical sensitivity himself. That was a question for another day however. Right now, his body was demanding food and rest before tomorrow's training began anew.


CHAPTER 9


The next morning found Thomas back in the training room. Amren stood before Burl and him, his expression serious as he demonstrated a new sword technique.

"This combination builds on what you've learned so far," the warrior explained, his practice blade moving in precise arcs. "The key is maintaining your guard while creating openings in your opponent's defense."

Thomas watched carefully, trying to memorize each movement. Beside him, Burl nodded along, his own practice sword held ready.

"Your turn," Amren said, stepping back. "Burl first."

The big man moved through the sequence with growing confidence and skill, his blade flowing through the motions exactly as prescribed.

"Good," Amren praised. "You're learning to use your strength efficiently instead of relying on it entirely. Thomas?"

Thomas stepped forward, raising his practice sword. He began the combination, focusing on maintaining proper form while letting each movement flow naturally into the next. It wasn't perfect, but it felt more comfortable than it had even the day before.

“I see the improvement,” Amren said when he finished. "You're starting to trust your instincts more. Now let's see how you both handle it under pressure."

What followed was an hour of intense sparring, with Amren correcting their form and offering guidance as they practiced against each other. By the end, both Thomas and Burl were drenched in sweat and sporting fresh bruises.

"That's enough for now," Amren finally announced.

As usual, after a quick stop at the regeneration pod, they made their way to the library.

“Today's lesson focuses on coordinating offensive and defensive systems during complex maneuvers," Lancelot's hologram began. "Many pilots make the mistake of treating these as separate functions."

The lesson was followed with Thomas and Burl in the neural interface pods while Amren observed and offered tactical insights. Their shared consciousness through Excalibur's systems had grown stronger with practice, allowing them to process more information simultaneously.

"Your coordination is improving," Merlin noted after a particularly successful simulation. "Though you still have much to learn before attempting such maneuvers in actual combat."

"At least I’m making progress," Thomas said, climbing out of the pod. "A week ago I could barely handle basic flight controls."

"It's getting easier," Burl added. "Less overwhelming each time."

After training, Thomas noticed magical light once again spilling from beneath the hatch to Kaelithan's practice room.

"I'm going to check on him," Thomas announced. "Make sure he eats something."

He approached the hatch and knocked gently. There was a pause before Kaelithan's voice called out, "Come in."

The wizard sat in his usual spot on the deck, but this time he was alone. Various magical implements Thomas didn’t even know they had on board—crystals, a staff, and what appeared to be a small brazier containing glowing embers—were scattered around him.

"How's the studying going?" Thomas asked, entering the room.

"Fascinating," Kaelithan replied, his eyes bright with enthusiasm despite obvious fatigue. "I've been learning techniques for manipulating magical energies that I never knew existed. The original Merlin's understanding was truly extraordinary."

"That's great," Thomas said. "But you should take a break. Join us for some nutrition?”

Kaelithan hesitated. "I should really continue⁠—"

"The knowledge will still be here after you eat," Thomas pointed out. "And it might help to spend some time with the rest of us. I certainly want to hear more about what you're learning.”

The wizard considered this for a moment before nodding. "You're right. I've been too focused on my studies, isolating myself." He began gathering his implements. "I miss having others to talk to besides illusions of my sister."

"Have you tried creating other illusions?" Thomas asked, helping him clean up. "Different people or things?"

"Many," Kaelithan admitted. "But Iona...the magic feels more natural with her. Perhaps because I know her so well." He smiled sadly. "Though even the best illusion is a poor substitute for reality."

"Tell me more about her?" Thomas suggested as they headed toward the galley. "What was it like growing up together?"

Kaelithan's expression softened with fond memories. "She was always the sensible one while I was always getting into trouble. She focused on her studies, learning proper Druid traditions, but she never judged me for being different. She encouraged my curiosity, even when it worried our parents."

"Do you think you'll ever see her again?"

"I hope so. Once we've dealt with the Draconite, maybe things will be different. Maybe the Druids will remember who they used to be, before fear and compromise changed them…" He sighed. "...but that's a long way off."

They reached the galley to find Amren and Burl already eating, deep in discussion about combat tactics. They looked up as Thomas and Kaelithan entered.

"Join us," Amren invited, gesturing to the empty seats. "We were just debating the advantages of different weapons combinations. Kaelithan, perhaps you can offer your insight on blade enchantments and strategies to deal with them. Lancelot’s soulstone, for example.”

“I’m not quite sure how to deal with a soulstone,” Kaelithan replied, taking his seat. “You can’t magic something that absorbs magic.”

As they settled in with their nutrient cubes, the conversation flowed naturally between combat theory, piloting techniques, and magical principles. Thomas noticed how Kaelithan gradually relaxed, contributing his own insights and laughing at their occasional jokes.

"We should do this more often," Thomas said when they finished eating. "Share what we're all learning. Maybe even find ways to combine our different skills."

"That could be interesting," Kaelithan agreed. "Magic and technology working together, the way they were meant to work."

"Like Excalibur itself," Merlin added, his GOLEM entering the galley. "A perfect fusion of magical and technological principles."

“Precisely,” Kaelithan agreed.

Burl yawned and stretched before standing. “I think it’s time for my head to meet my pillow. Same time tomorrow?”

“Of course,” Amren replied.

Thomas stood as well. “Kaelithan, maybe you can join us tomorrow? Offer some insight into fighting a magic user?”

“My advice is not to fight a magic user,” Kaelithan replied.

“That’s not always an option,” Amren pointed out. “Otherwise, I tend to agree.”

“What time do you meet?”

“Early,” Burl said. “Very early.”

“I typically stay up late to use the library while you’re sleeping. But I can stop by closer to the end of your training.”

“That would be awesome,” Thomas said.

“Very well.”

As they left the galley, Thomas reflected on how their small crew was slowly coming together. They were an unlikely group–an Earth courier, a warrior trained from birth, a former enforcer, and a banished wizard. Somehow, it was working.

They still had a long way to go before they were ready to truly challenge the Draconite. But with each passing day, each training session, each shared meal, they grew stronger both individually and as a team.

And maybe that was the most important lesson of all.


CHAPTER 10


Golden light filtered through the floor-to-ceiling crystal windows of a corridor deep within the Draconite palace. It gave the polished floors—their makeup a blend of advanced metallurgy and ancient magic—an otherworldly sheen.

At the end of the corridor, outside the ornate doors to Morgana's private chambers, four guards in ceremonial armor stood at attention."Stand ready," the captain of the guard hissed at the others as Mordred approached, his heavy footsteps echoing along the corridor. "Show proper respect or I’ll have your heads."

The massive hybrid moved with surprising grace for his size, each step precisely measured despite his nearly nine-foot height. Betraying little emotion, his features were more humanoid than most Draconite due to his mixed heritage. His snout was shorter, his scales smaller, his forehead devoid of horns.

His silver scales caught the light like burnished steel, a reaction to the nanite enhancement that had transformed him into something beyond either Draconite or Ursan. His armor was almost redundant given the natural protection of his nanite-altered scales, yet its presence added to his imposing nature. The soulstone embedded in its chest piece—a black hole absorbing ambient magic from the air around him—seemed both dead and alive.

The guards stiffened like rigid boards and none met Mordred’s gaze directly, their scaled features remaining impassive as he approached. His presence seemed to make the very air heavier, as if reality itself bent slightly to accommodate his unnatural existence.

A young servant scurried out of the queen’s quarters, taking no more than two steps past the guards before pressing himself against the gleaming white-stone wall to avoid blocking Mordred's path. Once he passed, the Ursan boy started breathing again before rushing down the hall as if the hounds of Hell were snapping at his heels.

"Lord Mordred," the captain of the guard acknowledged with a deep bow before him. "Her Majesty awaits you in her chambers.”

Mordred didn't bother to respond or even slow his pace. He had walked these halls, learning every corner and shadow, long before these guards were ever born. They were as insignificant to him as the vermin that crawled through its dungeons and sewers. As he reached the ornate electronic doors, they swung open for him and closed again once he’d entered.

Inside, holographic displays floated above antique wooden furniture, while thousand-year-old tapestries hung beside complex comms equipment and sensor arrays. A massive fireplace dominating one wall was alight with fire produced by nanite-enriched gel in a cauldron at its base.

Morgana stood at a window, her midnight blue and white-speckled scales like a living galaxy. Her horns—short, curved, and tipped with gold—glinted beneath a dark crown studded with soulstones. Her robes, a cascade of rich colors emphasizing her regal bearing, rustled softly as she turned to face him.

"My son," she said, her voice carrying warmth that few others ever heard. "Thank you for coming so quickly."

"Mother." Mordred inclined his head slightly. "Your message suggested urgency, though I don’t understand why you wanted me here in person.”

“Sometimes, a mother simply misses her child, and wants him near. Is that not my right as Queen?”

“Of course, Mother,” Mordred replied. “I certainly don’t mind coming to visit. It’s been too long since I last returned to the palace.”

“It has,” she agreed, gesturing to a pair of large, throne-like chairs positioned near a floating tactical display. "We have matters of grave importance to discuss."

As they settled into their seats, a porcelain-skinned sylph appeared silently with refreshments. Her hands trembled as they set down a crystal decanter containing a liquid that shimmered and moved of its own accord.

"Leave us," Morgana commanded. The servant bowed deeply and retreated, the doors closing with a soft hiss.

The tactical display shifted, showing a representation of Avalyeth, with points of interest—major settlements, defensive installations, and areas of strategic importance—marked.

"You've heard about the incident?" Morgana asked, though it wasn't really a question.

"Excalibur," Mordred replied, the name carrying a century of complex emotion. "After all this time."

"Yes." Morgana's eyes narrowed slightly. “There were rumors from Caerlyon that an Ursan purchased parts consistent with those in Arthur’s ship and then escaped to the ship with the help of a man named Amren.”

“Bedivere’s son? I thought he was killed when we destroyed the Magic Keg.”

“Apparently not.”

“Who is this Ursan, that he discovered Excalibur and returned it to Avalon?”

“His identity is still unclear, though it matters not.” She sighed, her sharp green eye-slits becoming distant. “A ghost from the past, returning to haunt us when we least need such complications. Though without Arthur..."

“Excalibur doesn’t need Arthur to be a problem,” Mordred interrupted. "The ship itself is powerful enough as a symbol. Already, I've heard whispers of Excalibur’s return. People speaking of prophecies, of the return of the old ways. It’s only a matter of time before those whispers turn into further resistance.”

"Exactly my concern." Morgana waved her hand, and the display zoomed in on the area where Excalibur had been spotted. "Hope is a dangerous thing, my son. It spreads like a virus, infecting minds that we thought properly inoculated against such foolishness."

"Let them hope," Mordred said, his voice carrying a deep resonance that made the very air vibrate. "We'll crush their dreams as we've always done. Already, I've ordered increased patrols in systems most likely to show signs of unrest.”

"A reasonable precaution," Morgana replied.” But perhaps we need something more...decisive. The Draconite have ruled through both fear and pragmatism for a century. We've given the galaxy order, stability, progress—all the things Arthur merely promised." She leaned forward, picking up the decanter the serving girl had brought. She poured measures of the shimmering liquid into two ornately carved glasses. "And yet still they cling to his memory, to their fantasies of Arthur, instead of the reality of who he really was.”

"Fantasy is powerful," Mordred observed, accepting the offered glass. It looked absurdly small in his massive hand. "Especially when reality proves disappointing."

"Are you suggesting our rule has been disappointing?" Morgana's tone carried a dangerous edge.

"Not to us," Mordred replied carefully. "But to those who remember Camelot and Arthur’s promises of equality, of cooperation between species..." He trailed off, studying the shifting liquid in his glass.

“Why should we support equality? We were superior before the nanites. The most intelligent and powerful creatures in the universe. We’re even better now. We were made to rule.”

"Through strength," Mordred agreed. "Through the fusion of technology and biology that you helped pioneer.”

"The nanites were just the beginning," Morgana interrupted. The tactical display shifted again, showing the wreckage of several Draconite vessels. "But our position isn't as secure as we might wish. Lancelot's recent activities prove that."

"Six ships in two months," Mordred confirmed. “He stepped up his attacks as if he knew Excalibur would return.”

"He appears and vanishes like a ghost, striking where our defenses are weakest. Though there are rumors his ship was seen over Avalyeth during the Excalibur incident. A fascinating convergence, wouldn't you say? The two greatest threats to our rule, in the same place at the same time." She tapped her claws against her glass, creating crystalline notes that hung in the air. “Though our intelligence from the surface is...incomplete."

"Incomplete?" Mordred asked. "How is it that we still lack clear information about what happened?"

"The local authorities are being less than forthcoming," Morgana replied.

“Perhaps I should go there to convince them to speak up myself.”

"The Druids do display some boldness from time to time,” Morgana mused. “It often fades as easily as a shadow at sunset. But perhaps we should remind them of the true balance of power in our arrangement." She waved her hand, and the tactical display shifted again, showing a new figure—a Draconite warrior whose appearance caused even Mordred to tense slightly.

The image displayed a being composed entirely of sharp edges and barely contained violence. His scales were midnight black, marked with patterns that suggested ritual scarification. His armor appeared to be partially fused with his flesh, the result of technological enhancement pushed to the extremes.

"Sir Turquine," Mordred said softly. "You mean to send him after Excalibur?"

"He and his Flayers," Morgana confirmed. "They'll send a message that even the most hopeful fool can't misinterpret."

"The Flayers are effective," Mordred acknowledged, "but their methods tend to be…forthright. Fear is a powerful weapon, but it can be overplayed.”

“I understand that,” Morgana replied, her smile showing teeth that gleamed like polished daggers. “But the Druids are showing a boldness I don’t appreciate. Besides, Turquine has been growing restless. This will give him a proper outlet for his...enthusiasm."

“Perhaps. And what is my role in all this?"

"For now, I want you to watch and be prepared to suppress any uprising that might occur, and should the opportunity present itself to engage either Excalibur or Lancelot directly."

"I understand," Mordred replied, draining his glass. The liquid glowed briefly in his throat before fading. “Still, I don’t agree with you about sending Turquine.”

“Instead of you, you mean?”

“I feel like you don't trust my judgment, even after all these years.”

"I trust your strength. Your loyalty. But you carry your father's genes, and with it..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "Sometimes passion overwhelms reason. Turquine may be brutal, but he is precise. Clinical. He'll handle this situation without emotion.”

Mordred rose to his full height, his massive frame casting shadows across the chamber. "As you command, Mother. Though if Turquine fails..."

"He won't," Morgana said with absolute certainty, "but if something precludes him from being successful, we have other options. We always do." She moved to stand before him. "You are my greatest creation, my son. The perfect fusion of bloodlines, technology, and the arcane. When the time comes, you will play your part, and do not doubt that it will be a vital one. For now, patience serves us better than haste."

"Yes, Mother. It’s nice to see you in person. Is there anything else?”

“One more thing,” she replied. She stepped into him, unable to fully wrap her arms around his girth. She hugged him tight, resting her head on his armor. “A mother sometimes misses holding her brood.”

Mordred remained stiff, not returning the affection. It came as no surprise to Morgana. He would always be a warrior first, too strong to hug his creator.

She let him go and backed away. “Be careful out there, my son. There is something about this Excalibur situation that seems…off in some way. Even the prediction algorithms are unclear.”

“I have no fear of a single ship of any kind, and especially not of Excalibur,” Mordred replied. “Nor should you fear it.” He bowed slightly before turning to leave. The doors opened at his approach, revealing the guards still standing there, rigidly at attention.

As the doors closed behind him, Morgana moved to the window. She had ruled for over a century, maintaining power through a careful balance of force and manipulation. She had transformed the Draconite from scattered clans into the ruling species of an empire that spanned the galaxy. She had shaped her son into a weapon that made even their strongest allies tremble.

And yet...

Her reflection showed the slightest tension around her eyes, a tightness to her mouth that betrayed deeper concerns. Excalibur's return threatened everything they had built. Its very existence challenged the narrative they had crafted so carefully.

But she hadn't retained power for this long by lacking contingency plans.

Let them gather their hopes around this returned symbol. Let them whisper of prophecies and restoration. She would show them why hope was the cruelest emotion of all.

In the deepening darkness, Morgana smiled. She had always known this day would come. She had been positioning pieces for longer than any of her opponents could imagine.

Let them come for her.

She was ready.


CHAPTER 11


The jungle planet materialized before Excalibur as they emerged from the wormhole, the planet’s verdant surface a stark contrast to the black void of space. Multiple shades of green created intricate patterns across the hemispheres, broken occasionally by the silvery ribbons of rivers and the deeper blue of inland seas. Wispy clouds drifted across its atmosphere in mesmerizing swirls that reminded Thomas of oil paintings he'd seen in museums. Two small moons hung in close orbit, racing one another around the planet.

“Where are we?” he asked, studying the sensor data flowing through his mind. There was nothing remarkable about the planet. A habitable world covered in dense jungle that appeared to be entirely uninhabited, it had Earth-like gravity, slightly elevated oxygen levels, and a tropical climate.

“The planet has no name,” Merlin replied. “And it doesn’t exist on any star maps. Powerful enchantments prevent ships from passing near it.”

“The enchantments must be really powerful,” Kaelithan said, his voice tinged with awe.

“Indeed,” Merlin agreed.

“And why are we here?” Thomas questioned.

“This is the home of Nimue. At least it was the last I knew.”

“Nimue?” Kaelithan breathed, even more impressed.

“The Lady of the Stars,” Amren added reverently. “The most powerful wizard in the universe.”

“More powerful than you, Merlin?” Thomas asked. “The real you, I mean.”

“She is,” he agreed.

“Is that why she’s alone out here?”

“In part,” Merlin answered, his GOLEM eyes dimming. Thomas could sense his sadness through the interface.

“What happened?” he asked. “What brought her here?”

“That’s a long story. It started when Nimue invented the nanites. She had the best of intentions, but Morgana twisted them for the worst of uses.”

“Isn’t that how it always seems to go,” Burl said.

“From what I understand, the nanites were brought into existence through one of Nimue’s spells,” Kaelithan said, moving closer to study the holographic display of the planet. “She created them in hopes of curing disease. All diseases. They were living organisms then, not machines, but the organisms would often die themselves before they could complete their healing. She studied their design and in time invented machines in their likeness.”

“Who told you all of that?” Merlin asked.

“You did,” Kaelithan replied. “Or rather, the original Merlin did, in his recordings in the library.”

“The nanites were her greatest success, and also her greatest failure,” Merlin said. “By turning them into machines, she opened their actions and capabilities to direct programming, allowing them to be used in ways beyond their original intent.”

“That’s not really her fault, if she couldn’t get them to work any other way,” Thomas said.

“Perhaps not. Regardless, she blames herself. Not for inventing them, not even for the way the dragons used them to evolve. She always thought that was a clever use of their capabilities. One she’d never considered.”

“I’m confused. If not for the Draconite, then what does she blame herself for? Morgana?”

“Yes, but not in the way you might think. You see, she and the real Merlin were together, in love for some time, but that love ended after Camelot, when instead of decrying Morgana for the brutal attack, Nimue found compassion and understanding for her and the plight of the Draconite within Avalon. Not that she agreed with what she had done, but she refused to label it as pure evil and wholly unnecessary.”

“I can see how that might put a wedge in a relationship,” Thomas agreed. “No wonder she didn’t want to return your call.”

“Oh, her silence isn’t because of that. She came around eventually, as the Draconite attacked more worlds and killed more innocents. She and Merlin reconciled in time for her to be instrumental in the development of Excalibur. All the enchantments that protect and enhance the ship are because of her. After she finished them, she decided she had caused too much damage, too much pain to remain unpunished. She exiled herself to this world in a self-imposed banishment to atone for her failures.”

“Wow,” Thomas said. “That’s a solid apology. So she’s been down there for over a hundred years?”

“As far as I know. It’s possible she’s left since then, and that’s why she never responded to my request for aid. Or it could be that she finally allowed time to overcome her.”

“But you think she might know someone who can verify your source code,” Thomas said, guiding Excalibur down into the upper atmosphere, the shields flaring as they encountered resistance.

"If anyone would know who could help us, it's her.”

"So we just find wherever she's living down there and ask?" Thomas studied the sensor readings as they continued their descent, easily able to manage both flying and searching with Burl sharing the load.

"No," Merlin said. “It won't be that simple. Nimue will have established trials to ensure only those she deems worthy can reach her."

"Great. Another worthiness test. Was that her idea for Excalibur, too?”

“She was always fond of testing people's resolve,” Merlin answered, “and she feared the ship falling into the hands of someone who would repeat her earlier mistakes.”

”That makes sense,” Thomas said. “I think I found something on the sensors. It looks like there’s an ancient structure deep in the jungle, about five hundred klicks from here.”

“That’s likely her prison,” Merlin said. “We should fly over it and take a look.”

“On my way.”

It didn’t take long for them to reach the area, but the jungle was too dense around the structure to reveal anything.

“We’ll need to land somewhere and go in on foot,” Thomas decided, already scanning for a suitable landing zone.

“I’m certain that’s intentional,” Amren said.

“It’s hard to test visitors if they can just drop in on your head,” Thomas agreed. “Merlin, do you have any idea about what we might be walking into?"

"It's been over a hundred years since I last saw Nimue. Who knows what tricks and traps she's devised in all that time.”

Excalibur quickly descended toward the most open spot Thomas could find, a small island within a muddy marsh at the edge of the dense jungle. The real challenges, he suspected, would begin once they set foot in that jungle.

He brought Excalibur to a stop just as he had on Avalyeth, hovering on a cushion of air a short distance above the muddy ground. With the ship’s sensors, he scanned around them, unimpressed by the largely drab brown and gray wetlands, dotted with thorny green vegetation. It was the alien wildlife lurking beneath the placid, ruddy-brown water that concerned him.

Thomas and Burl opened their command pods and stepped out onto Excalibur’s flight deck, the gel making a slight sucking noise as it receded. Kaelithan and Amren had already left their seats and were standing near Merlin’s GOLEM, closer to the hatch.

"The atmosphere is safe to breathe," Thomas informed them, "though the temperature and humidity will make things uncomfortable. This whole place is dark and ugly, and I don’t think it’s a good idea to touch anything.”

"What about local wildlife?" Amren asked, checking his daggers.

“That’s the real issue. There are unidentified creatures lurking beneath the marsh water,” Thomas replied, the animals reminding him of huge versions of Earth’s crocodiles. “And they’re big. Really big. Otherwise, the vegetation’s too dense to get detailed readings beyond a few dozen meters."

"We should be extra cautious,” Kaelithan said, his eyes distant as he sensed something beyond normal perception. "This place is thick with magical energy, but it feels…different from what I’m used to.”

“Different how?” Thomas asked.

“I’m not sure. More…wild. If that makes any sense.”

“Not really,” Thomas answered. “But you can handle it, right?”

“I think so.”

"How far to the structure we detected?" Burl asked.

"About three kilometers in a straight line…that way,” Thomas said, pointing eastward. "But moving through that undergrowth, it'll probably feel like ten."

"We should take supplies,” Amren suggested. "Enough for at least two days."

"Two days?" Thomas frowned. “Even ten kilometers shouldn’t take us that long.”

“Amren’s right,” Merlin said. "Distance isn't always measured in meters. Especially where Nimue is concerned."

They spent the next hour gathering supplies. For a weapon, Thomas chose the fayrilite sword from the armory. Its scabbard still felt awkward on his hip, but Amren's training had at least made him somewhat competent with it. If nothing else, he no longer feared cutting off his own hand.

Merlin directed them to the armory for the proper armor to wear as well. As a result, each of them wore a lightweight nanofiber exosuit that clung to their frames like a second skin. As the Advisor had explained, it was specially designed for harsh environments, able to regulate body temperature, wick away moisture from the stifling humidity, and shield them from biting insects and other smaller threats. An integrated energy shield would help against anything larger.

While Thomas felt strange wearing the exosuit—more because of the cowl that pulled fully over his face than because of the way it molded against his groin—he had to appreciate the way the nanofibers adjusted with each step, flexing with the smoothness of muscle to provide unrestricted movement. He also couldn’t argue with Merlin’s promise that the breathable material would keep them comfortable despite the oppressive heat or the knowledge that Arthur had worn the exact same exosuit he was dressed in now on more than one occasion.

“Everyone ready?" he asked, surveying their small group.

"As we'll ever be," Burl replied, his massive broadsword strapped across his back.

Thomas nodded and moved to the teleportal that would take them to the matching one on the ground. Fortunately, Excalibur carried a few spares.

"Merlin, you're sure you can't be more specific about what we might face?" Thomas asked.

"I wish I could," the Advisor replied through his ogre GOLEM, which would accompany them on the journey. “We can rest assured that Nimue will be creative in her challenges. And she's had plenty of time to devise them.”

"Wonderful." Thomas took a deep breath. "Well, standing here won't get us any closer. Let's go find out what the Lady of the Stars has in store for us."

They stepped into the teleportal, and a moment later emerged on the jungle floor. The heat and humidity hit them like a physical wall, but it was quickly dealt with by the exosuit, quickly increasing Thomas’ comfort in the outfit. Immediately, his attention turned to the surrounding marsh, watching for signs that the submerged alien creatures might have noticed them and decided they would make a nice snack.

“This armor is impressive,” Amren commented. “I don’t even feel the heat. And the camouflage is a nice bonus.”

Thomas glanced at Amren. He hadn’t realized the exosuit had been an off white and silver inside the ship only because it was matching the bulkheads. Now that they were outside, the suits had taken on the browns and grays of the environment. While it didn’t make them invisible, it certainly helped them to blend in. Or would have if Merlin’s ogre GOLEM wasn’t like a neon sign pointing right at them.

The GOLEM led the way from the landing area, across a narrow band of exposed earth toward the jungle. Its feet sank deep into the mud as it walked, pulling free with a louder sucking noise than he and Burl made exiting their flight deck pods. Thomas’ boots sank into the mud as well, costing more effort to cross the narrow land bridge than it would have taken on solid, dry ground.

They crossed the land bridge without incident from the aquatic creatures, although Thomas did notice several sets of eyes breaking the water to watch them intently. They reached the edge of the rapidly thickening vegetation, pausing a moment for Thomas and Burl to draw their swords and whack away the thickest vines blocking their path before pushing through.

“So far, so good,” Thomas muttered, his heart already pounding in anticipation of the unknown. "Stay alert. And stay together. I have a feeling we're about to find out exactly what it takes to be worthy of meeting Nimue."

The deeper into the jungle they went, the foliage pressed closer and closer around them. Strange bird calls echoed through the trees, while unseen creatures rustled in the undergrowth, but what really disturbed Thomas were the broad leaves on some of the plants they passed. They turned toward them as they approached, almost as if to watch and listen with an almost alien intelligence. It was spooky enough to send chills down his spine.

Whatever trials awaited them, Thomas remained determined to confront them head-on.

The real test was about to begin.


CHAPTER 12


The alien jungle pressed in around them, the vegetation growing thicker with each step they advanced. Far overhead, strange calls echoed through the canopy, while unfamiliar scents—some sweet, some acrid—wafted through their exosuit cowls. Thomas kept his sword ready, using it to whack at or push aside hanging vines and underbrush.

"I can't shake the feeling we're being watched," he said quietly, glancing over his shoulder or what felt like the hundredth time. “It’s those huge leaves.” They reminded him of Elephant Ears back home, but these shifted around them, even when there was no breeze. “Do they move toward us when we walk by or is that just my imagination?”

"You’re not imagining it,” Merlin replied through his ogre GOLEM. The mechanical form moved with surprising care despite its size, carefully placing each foot to avoid damaging the surrounding plants. "And it’s not just those leaves. Nimue's eyes are everywhere in this place, feeding her data, much like Excalibur’s sensors transmit information to you.”

"The trees, too?" Burl asked skeptically, ducking under a low-hanging branch.

"The trees, the vines, even the insects," Merlin confirmed. "All linked through magical connections that span this entire world. Nothing happens here without her knowledge."

"That explains the odd sensations,” Kaelithan said. The wizard's hands kept twitching, as if wanting to reach for something just beyond his grasp. “The wild magical energy isn’t really wild, is it? It’s just not raw. It’s been modified to carry information.”

"Precisely," Merlin said.

“Merlin,” Burl said. “I’ve been thinking about the tests you said Nimue will throw at us.”

“And?” Merlin asked.

“What if we fail them? Will it be fatal?”

“Not physically. But if we fail, we’ll lose our chance to speak with the Lady of the Stars and be forced to find another way to get what we need.” He paused before adding, “And I’m not sure there is another way to get what we need.”

As the canopy thickened overhead and the jungle grew steadily darker, they walked in silence, each of them lost in his own thoughts about what challenges might await them. Kaelithan finally spelled a ball of light into existence to counter the encroaching gloom.

After about a half-hour of careful progress, they emerged into a small clearing, though the vegetation remained thick overhead. The clearing was perfectly circular, the ground obviously intentionally cleared. In the center stood four stone pillars set in a perfect square, each covered in glowing runes that pulsed with a gentle blue light.

“Let me guess,” Thomas said. “This is our first test.”

“Indeed,” Merlin agreed, stopping at the edge of the clearing.

Thomas studied the pillars carefully. "What do we need to do?"

Before Merlin could answer, the runes on the pillars flared brighter. Lines of blue energy spread from each base, creating a complex geometric pattern across the clearing floor. The pattern shifted and changed constantly, as though they were made of sand and subject to chaotic winds.

"That pattern is familiar,” Kaelithan said, stepping forward to examine it more closely. “But not quite right.” He moved his hands, trying to mimic the shifts in the patterns. “Yes. I believe they’re magical energy channeling guides. They absorb energy into your essence, and then channel them out through your hands, but there’s more to them than that.” He studied them for a few more minutes before speaking out again. “Yes, I think I understand. The pattern is encrypted. The symbols keep changing before I can fully decipher them."

"This seems like your kind of challenge," Amren observed.

Kaelithan nodded, his eyes narrowing in concentration as he tracked the shifting patterns. "There's something familiar about the structure. It reminds me of the work I was doing before my banishment."

He moved to the center of the pattern, careful not to step on any of the glowing lines. Raising his hands, he began weaving complex magical signs in the air. The patterns on the ground responded, their movements slowing slightly.

"Yes," he muttered. "It's a variant of an ancient Druid spell-cipher. Druids of old used them to communicate with one another in secret. This was long before the Pendragons united the galaxy. The key is understanding how magic flows through the system."

The wizard continued working, his movements becoming more intricate as he attempted to decode the message. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the exosuit's temperature regulation. The patterns responded to his efforts, sometimes speeding up, sometimes slowing down, but never quite becoming stable.

"This is incredible," Kaelithan said, more to himself than the others. "The complexity of the encryption...it's not just magical, it's alive somehow. It adapts to my attempts to break it."

"Can you solve it?" Thomas asked.

"I..." Kaelithan paused, studying the patterns with renewed intensity. "Wait. No. This is…I’ve been approaching this all wrong. It's not about breaking the encryption at all. It's about understanding why it changes."

His hands moved in new patterns, no longer trying to force the runes to stabilize. Instead, he was matching their rhythm, adding his own magic to their dance. The blue lines responded, their movements becoming more harmonious.

"The test isn't in the static symbols," he announced. "It's in the flow itself. The changes aren't random; they're part of the meaning!"

The patterns suddenly shifted, forming a line of symbols that hung in the air for just a moment before fading away. Kaelithan smiled triumphantly.

"What was that?” Burl asked.

“’From the ancient Druidic,” Kelithan replied. “Understanding comes, not from forcing order upon chaos, but by adapting to it. It's a lesson about the nature of magic itself."

As if in response to his understanding, the blue lines began to fade. A path opened in the jungle beyond the clearing, allowing them to move forward once more. Unimpeded this time.

"Well done," Merlin said.

“Yeah, Kael,” Thomas added. “That was amazing!”

Kaelithan lowered his head in humility, but Thomas could see the pleasure and pride in his posture regardless.

"That test wasn't so bad," Burl commented as they continued through the jungle.

"That was just the beginning," Merlin warned. "And it was specifically designed to test Kaelithan's magical understanding. Your challenges will each be different. And it seems each will be tailored to teach you a lesson that Nimue believes will help you grow.”

“I can’t wait to see what she has for me,” Burl replied.

“Be careful what you wish for. And remember, if any of you fail, we all fail.”

They walked for another ten minutes before they came across another clearing. This one contained what appeared to be an ancient stone wall, stretching up into the canopy, a single narrow doorway at its base. It was barely wide enough for one person to pass through.

“Strange,” Thomas said. “What are we supposed to do with this?”

“This test is for me,” Burl said.

“How do you know?”

The big man shrugged. “I just…feel that it is.” He stepped forward, peering into the darkness beyond the doorway. "I just can't see where it leads."

"Because the path isn't set yet," Merlin explained. "It will form based on your choices."

"My choices?" Burl asked.

As if in response, the doorway began to glow with a soft amber light. A deep humming filled the air, and the stone itself vibrated with contained energy.

"You must navigate whatever lies beyond that door,” Merlin said. “But I would guess that your brute strength alone won't be enough to succeed.”

Burl squared his massive shoulders. "Only one way to find out."

He stepped through the doorway, disappearing into the darkness. Almost immediately, a swarm of insects that reminded Thomas of fireflies descended from the overhead canopy by the thousands. Arranging into a tight formation, their lanterns flicking on and off in a pattern, creating a low resolution image of Burl and his surroundings.

“The control it takes to do something like this,” Kaelithan uttered softly beside, obviously mesmerized by Nimue’s magic.

Thomas was more concerned with Burl’s progress. The man had entered a narrow corridor that seemed to stretch endlessly in both directions. The walls were made of the same stone as the entrance, but here they were carved with intricate bas-reliefs depicting scenes of combat and conflict.

A voice echoed through the corridor, seeming to come from the stone itself. "Choose your path, warrior. Left leads to glory through strength. Right leads to victory through wisdom. But choose carefully. The wrong choice will seal your fate."

Thomas watched, growing tense while Burl studied both directions. They appeared identical, but something about the carvings caught his attention. The scenes to the left showed warriors in direct combat, muscles straining as they clashed in deadly battle. The scenes to the right showed something different—fighters studying their opponents, learning their weaknesses, choosing their moments.

Thomas wondered which path Burl might take. He knew Burl had been a brawler on Avalyeth, with plenty of strength and no finesse. He could only hope the last week of training with Amren had taught the big man that there was more to combat than raw force.

Making his decision, Burl turned right.

“Yes!” Thomas whispered in relief.

“I knew he would go right,” Amren said beside him.

The corridor shifted and changed around Burl, opening into a circular chamber. In the center stood a massive warrior made entirely of stone, easily twice Burl’s size. It held an equally enormous sword in its granite hands.

"Face your opponent," the voice commanded. "Prove your worth."

The stone warrior suddenly moved, attacking without warning, its blade whistling through the air with impossible speed despite its size. Burl barely managed to dodge it, rolling to the side as the sword crashed into the floor where he had been standing.

Burl reached for his sword, pausing halfway.

“What is he doing?” Thomas said. “Never mind failing the test. He’s going to get killed.” He took a step toward the doorway, only to be caught by the GOLEM’s strong hand.

“This is his test alone,” Merlin reminded him.

Instead of attacking, Burl stepped toward the stone warrior, watching. Studying. The warrior came at him, swinging the huge blade with all its might. Burl ducked beneath the arc, but still didn’t go on the offensive.

“I don’t like this,” Thomas said.

“All is well,” Amren replied.

The stone warrior struck once more. Again, Burl moved aside.

“What do you mean? He won’t even fight back.”

“That’s not the test,” Amren explained.

“So what is the test?”

“Watch, and see if you too have learned.”

Burl allowed the stone warrior a few more attempted strikes. Suddenly, Thomas understood. The stone warrior's movements were powerful but predictable. It followed specific patterns, like a training dummy come to life. Each swing left it briefly off balance, creating moments of vulnerability.

This wasn't a test of strength at all, Thomas realized. It was a test of observation and patience. The stone warrior was teaching Burl, showing him its weaknesses…if he was wise enough to see them.

Burl waited through three more attacks, moving just enough to avoid being hit while watching how his opponent recovered each time.

Then, he made his move.

As the stone warrior completed another mighty swing, Burl stepped inside its guard during that crucial moment of imbalance. Instead of attacking with his sword, he placed his shoulder against the statue's leg and pushed at precisely the right angle.

The stone warrior toppled, its own momentum and weight working against it. It crashed to the ground with a thunderous impact, shattering into countless pieces.

The voice returned, tinged with approval. “The mind in combat is more powerful than muscle alone. You have learned well."

The wall, and the doorway vanished as the fireflies disbanded, rising back up into the trees. Burl stood a short distance ahead, a new path opening up to them.

“Nice work, Burl!” Thomas said.

“That was incredible,” Burl replied. “I can’t believe I did it.”

“I can,” Amren said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Well done.”

As they continued deeper into the jungle, the air grew thicker, more charged with magical energy that made their skin tingle even through the exosuits.

"I don't like this," Thomas muttered. "Everything feels too personal. Too intimate.”

"That's because it is," Merlin replied. "Nimue's tests are carefully crafted to reveal your true natures. Not just your abilities, but who you really are."

"And what happens if she doesn't like what she sees?" Amren asked.

Before Merlin could answer, they emerged from the path into a third clearing. This one was dominated by what appeared to be a massive chessboard, its squares marked out in alternating sections of light and shadow. Instead of traditional chess pieces, it held strange crystalline formations that pulsed with internal light.

“Amren, this must be yours,” Thomas said, “because if it’s mine, we’re screwed.”

The warrior stepped forward, studying the board carefully. "What do I need to do?"

The crystals suddenly flared to life, projecting holographic images above each square. Some showed scenes of battle, others depicted peace negotiations. Still others portrayed strategic planning sessions. The images shifted and changed constantly, forming different combinations.

"You must guide your forces to victory, but choose carefully," a feminine voice announced, seeming to come from the crystals themselves. "Each decision affects not just the battle, but the entire war."

"A strategy game?" Thomas asked.

"Not exactly," Merlin replied. "This is a test of leadership and decision-making. Each choice Amren makes will have consequences that ripple through the entire scenario."

Amren moved to the edge of the board, his eyes tracking the shifting images with intense focus. "The pieces represent different aspects of command," he observed. "Combat, diplomacy, logistics…this is fascinating.”

“I’m surprised he didn’t get a fighting test,” Burl said while Amren studied the board.

“Or a piloting test,” Thomas agreed. “Or maybe something that would humble him a little bit.”

“Like this test, what happens here will change the course of not only Amren’s life, but yours as well,” Merlin said.

“All of our lives,” Thomas agreed.

What followed was a complex series of choices as Amren worked to balance different competing priorities. Each decision he made triggered the board to reconfigure, presenting new challenges and opportunities.

It quickly became clear that obvious military solutions often led to diplomatic disasters, while purely peaceful approaches left him vulnerable to attack. The key was finding the right balance, understanding when to fight and when to negotiate.

"This isn't just about winning battles," he said as he studied a particularly challenging configuration. "It's about winning the peace that follows."

Amren continued working through the puzzle, each choice carefully considered. Sometimes he would pause for long moments before making a move, other times he would act quickly and decisively.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the board shifted one last time. The holographic images merged together, showing a scene of prosperity and peace maintained by watchful guardians.

The board faded away, leaving only the jungle clearing. A new path opened before them, leading deeper into the vegetation.

"That was impressive," Thomas said as they resumed their journey.

"My father taught me that being a warrior means more than knowing how to fight," Amren replied. "It means understanding when not to fight as well. I…I believe I may have forgotten that part of his lessons in my eagerness to prove my value and make him proud.”

“I’m sure he would be proud of you,” Thomas said.

“I’m not as certain,” Amren replied. “But my story isn’t fully written yet.” He motioned to the opening in the vegetation. “The path is open. The next test is yours, Thomas.”

“You all did so well,” Thomas said. “I’m sorry it comes down to me.”

“Why do you expect to fail?” Burl asked.

“It’s kind of been the story of my life. A series of bad decisions and failures.”

“Your story isn’t fully written yet, either,” Amren reminded him. “Shall we?”

Thomas nodded, his pulse quickening. It wasn’t as if he could run away from this. What would Nimue devise to test him? Combat? Piloting? Something else entirely?

The jungle grew darker and more oppressive as they walked, the air becoming thick with anticipation. Strange sounds echoed through the canopy, while shadows moved at the edges of their vision.

Finally, they emerged into the smallest clearing of the four. At its center stood a simple wooden door, standing alone without any supporting wall or frame.

"Your test awaits, Thomas," Merlin said softly.

Thomas cautiously approached the door, studying its weathered surface. It looked completely ordinary, the kind of door you might find in any old house on Earth.

"What do I need to do?" he asked.

"Open it," Merlin replied,”but be prepared for what you find on the other side."

Thomas reached for the handle, took a deep breath, pulled the door open, and stepped through…


CHAPTER 13


Stale city air washed over Thomas as he stepped into an all too-familiar dark alley. The sounds of the city—distant sirens, the rumble of traffic, the hollow echo of footsteps approaching from the shadows—filled his senses. Graffiti covered the brick walls while trash skittered across broken concrete, propelled by a cold wind.

He knew this place. This time. This memory.

"No," he whispered, his heart racing. "Not this. Anything but this.”

The scene played out before him with cruel clarity. The older members had been clear; this was the only way he would be accepted into the gang. The only way he would belong. He had to prove his loyalty. To show he had what it took to kill without hesitation.

His thirteen-year-old self lurked in the shadows, knife already in hand. He remembered the weight of it, the way his clammy palm felt against the grip as Marcus walked into the alley, exactly as Thomas remembered. Just another rival gang member in the wrong place at the wrong time.

He never saw it coming.

Young Thomas stepped out of the shadows behind him. In three quick, silent steps he caught up to the kid. One hand grabbed Marcus's hair, yanking his head back. The other brought the knife across his throat in a single practiced motion, just as he'd been taught. The metallic scent of blood—so vivid he could taste it—filled his nostrils as Marcus collapsed.

“No,” Thomas whispered, tears springing to his eyes. “Why this?”

"You didn't even give me a chance," a voice said from behind him. Thomas turned to find Marcus standing there—not the dying teenager, but as he might have looked now, in his mid-twenties. "No warning. No fight. You murdered me to prove you were tough. That you belonged."

"I was stupid," Thomas said, watching his younger self drop the bloody knife. "Young and stupid, trying to be part of a family.”

"And that makes it okay?" Marcus asked. "That makes it better somehow?"

They both watched as young Thomas ran, leaving Marcus to bleed out alone in the dark.

"You know what the worst part was?" Marcus said conversationally. "I had a little sister. She was seven when you killed me. Our mom worked two jobs, so I was the one who looked after her. Made sure she did her homework.”

Each word felt like a knife in Thomas' gut. He'd never known that. Never wanted to know.

“My gang wasn’t my only family. And my gang wasn’t violent. I remember seeing you watching us shoot hoops. Maybe you could have joined up with us. You could have asked in. Why’d you have to go with those assholes instead? Why’d you have to kill to fit in?”

“I…I don’t know,” Thomas replied. It was the truth. “Maybe I didn’t want to end up like you. Kill or be killed, you know?”

“As if it were that simple.”

The scene shifted. Now they watched Thomas’ younger self in his bedroom weeks later, hands shaking as he dumped pills into his palm. So many pills. He'd stolen them from his mother's medicine cabinet, saved them up until he had enough.

"Couldn't live with what you'd done?" Marcus asked.

"No," Thomas replied simply. He watched his younger self swallow handful after handful, chasing them with cheap vodka. “You were right. It wasn’t that simple. Not at all. But I couldn't even die right. The pills weren’t strong enough. My aunt found me, still breathing, and took me to the hospital.”

"And now here you are." Marcus circled him slowly. "Chosen by some magical starship. Playing at being a hero. Tell me, do you really think you deserve any of this? That you can wash my blood off your hands with good deeds?"

"No," Thomas admitted. "I don't deserve it. I'll never deserve it."

"Then why are you here?"

”Someone has to stand against the Draconite. People are suffering, and I might be able to help stop it.”

"Noble words," Marcus said "But do you even believe them?"

"Vin told me I was better than my past. I try. I have to try,” Thomas said. "Even if I'm not worthy."

“Do you know what happened to my sister? Do you even care?”

Thomas flinched. "I don't know. I never...I couldn't..."

"She fell in with the same gangs I died trying to protect her from," Marcus said bitterly. “A prostitute by the time she was sixteen, dead herself two years later. Another casualty of the streets. Another life you destroyed.”

The words hit Thomas like physical blows. He staggered, caught himself against the brick wall. "I'm sorry," he whispered. “I didn’t know. I'm so sorry."

"Sorry doesn't bring us back," Marcus replied. "Sorry doesn't change anything."

“No, it doesn’t,” Thomas agreed, his voice thick with emotion. "I killed you. Not in self-defense. Not in the heat of the moment. I murdered you in cold blood to prove myself to people who didn't give a shit about me. And your death destroyed your sister's life." He took a shuddering breath. "I can never make that right."

"No," Marcus agreed. "You can't."

"But maybe," Thomas continued slowly, "maybe that's why Excalibur chose me. Not because I'm a good person, but because I understand exactly how much damage one act of violence can cause. How it ripples out and affects everyone it touches."

"Pretty words," Marcus sneered. "But you didn't care about the ripples when you slit my throat."

"No, I didn't. I was a selfish, stupid kid who thought belonging to a gang would fill the emptiness inside me." Thomas straightened, directly meeting Marcus's eyes. "I can't change what I did. Can't bring you back. Can't save your sister. But I can try to stop others from making the same choices I did. Try to protect people who can't protect themselves."

“You aren’t worthy,” Marcus accused.

"Maybe because I'm not worthy," Thomas replied, "because I know exactly what I am, what I've done, I can choose to try to be better anyway."

"But you still want to die," Marcus observed. "Still think about the end sometimes.”

“I used to,” Thomas admitted, “but things have changed. I’ve changed.”

“You can say whatever you want. I’ll never forgive you. Neither will my sister.”

"I don't deserve forgiveness for what I took from you," Thomas said firmly, "and I won't insult you by asking for it. All I can do is try to balance the scales somehow. To save lives now instead of taking them."

"Even though the memories haunt you?" Marcus asked. "Even though you see my face every time you close your eyes?"

"Yes, because maybe that's exactly what I deserve. It’s my penance. To remember." Thomas's voice grew stronger. "I may not be worthy of Excalibur, of leading anyone, but I'm the one who was chosen. I won't walk away from that responsibility."

The alley fell silent. Marcus studied him for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Finally, he nodded slightly.

"You're right," he said. "You don't deserve forgiveness, but maybe you deserve a chance to try to make things right. Not for me—I'm dead, and nothing changes that—but for others who might be saved."

“My story isn’t fully written yet,” Thomas said, remembering Amren’s words. The full weight of his guilt, his shame, his unworthiness weighed down on him, but it no longer controlled him. It made him who he was now. “I’m worthy because I’m not worthy. And I’ll never give up on myself. Not ever again.”

The alley began to fade around them, Marcus's figure dissolving like smoke in the wind. Thomas found himself back in the jungle clearing, his companions watching him with concern. The door had vanished as if it had never existed.

"Are you alright?" Amren asked quietly.

Thomas straightened his shoulders, feeling drained but somehow stronger. "No," he answered honestly. "But I will be."

“I’m proud of you, Thomas,” Merlin said. “As Excalibur’s chosen, I imagine your test was the hardest of them all.”

“We all have our parts to play,” Thomas said. “I’m just glad we made it through.”

The jungle parted before them, revealing a clear trail leading to a distant stone structure. Thomas stared at it, still processing everything that had happened.

He would never be free of his guilt. Never truly believe he deserved the role thrust upon him. But maybe that didn't matter as much as what he chose to do with the opportunity he'd been given.

The path to Nimue's sanctuary stretched before them. Thomas took a deep breath and stepped forward, ready to face whatever came next. Not because he was worthy, but because he refused to let his unworthiness stop him from trying to make a difference.

The weight of his past remained heavy on his shoulders, but for the first time, he felt strong enough to carry it.


CHAPTER 14


The small stone building was almost disappointing after their trials in the jungle. Thomas had expected something more impressive, perhaps towers stretching into the canopy or walls carved with ancient runes. Instead, they found what looked like an abandoned cottage, its weathered, crumbling walls nearly hidden beneath creeping vines. Dark green tendrils snaked through cracks in the stonework, while strange glowing flowers bloomed in patches around the foundation.

"This is it?" Burl asked. “This is where the most powerful wizard in the universe imprisoned herself? I was expecting something more...impressive."

"Like what?" Amren asked, moving carefully through the undergrowth. "A fortress? A castle?"

“I don’t know, a castle maybe,” Burl replied. "Something befitting her reputation."

"Appearances can be deceiving," Kaelithan said. He stood completely still, eyes unfocused as he studied energies invisible to the others. "There's more power concentrated in this small dwelling than I've felt anywhere except the sacred cave. The very air crackles with it." He reached out, fingers tracing patterns only he could see. "The magical currents here are extraordinary."

"What do you mean?" Thomas asked, watching the wizard's movements with curiosity.

"Imagine a river of pure energy, but flowing out in all directions at once. Up, down, sideways, through dimensions we can't even perceive." Kaelithan's hands continued their intricate dance. "She's woven the very fabric of reality into a collector. The building itself is just the surface. The real magic goes much deeper."

“Do we need to worry about it hurting us?”

“Not on its own.” Kaelithan glanced at Thomas. “If Nimue means us harm, none of us have the power to prevent it, but after the tests, I doubt she means us harm.” He shrugged. “Now would be a good time for you to see if you can sense the magical energy. If you can’t sense it here, then you never will.”

Thomas nodded, sheathing his sword. He closed his eyes and tried to focus on the sensation of the energy around them. Almost immediately, his skin began to tingle softly. “I…I think I feel it,” he said. “It’s like…being touched all over, but ever so lightly.”

“Yes,” Merlin said. “That’s right. I miss that sensation.”

“Thomas, open your eyes,” Kaelithan said.

He did, taking a step back at the sight of the magical energy suddenly visible around him. Like a concentrated aurora, it shimmered and shifted in various colors, streams of it converging at the cottage. “It’s beautiful.”

“Indeed,” Kaelithan agreed.

At once, it vanished from Thomas’ sight, the sensation of its touch fleeing just as quickly. “Damn,” he said. “I lost it.”

“That you saw it at all is impressive for a human,” Merlin said.

“Does that mean I can learn to be a wizard?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. There are so many variables. But seeing the magical energy means you have the potential to learn, to whatever extent you’re naturally able.”

Thomas smiled, satisfied with that. He approached the simple wooden door. It looked ordinary enough—aged oak bound with iron bands, a simple iron handle that looked like it had never been used. Of course, if Nimue had been locked inside the entire time and never had any visitors…he was surprised the door had a handle at all.

"Should we knock?" Burl asked.

“It’s the polite thing to do,” Merlin replied.

Burl stepped up beside Thomas and slammed his meaty fist on the door. A cloud of dust rose from the frame, but no-one answered.

“Do you think she heard it?” Burl asked.

“The cottage isn’t very big,” Amren replied. “If she didn’t, then she’s either deaf, dead or absent.”

“Should we go in?” Thomas asked.

“A knock is sufficient,” Merlin suggested.

Thomas tested the handle, half-expecting some kind of magical trap, or at least for it to be locked. The door simply opened with a soft creak.

"Well, that was easy,” he muttered, pushing it wider. A musty smell, along with something else—a sharp, electric scent that made his hair stand on end—wafted out. "Kaelithan, do you sense anything magical we need to worry about?”

The wizard focused for a moment before shaking his head. "Nothing that I can detect, though the magical energy is even more intense beyond the threshold. She was definitely siphoning some of it off.”

“For what?” Burl asked.

“Experiments, most likely,” Kaelithan replied.

They entered cautiously, Merlin's ogre GOLEM bringing up the rear. The interior was a single large room perfectly matching Thomas' mental image of a wizard's workshop. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with books, the spines bearing titles in languages he couldn't read. Complex apparatus that was part mechanical and part magical was abandoned in mid-experiment. Work tables held an assortment of crystals in delicate metal fingers, vials of strange liquids, and various materials and components carved with incomplete runes.

A small hallway led to rooms in the back. Thomas could see a simple hay mattress on the floor of the room all the way in the rear.

There was nothing out of the norm for a wizard’s hut, but some things were wrong with the scene. Many of the books had been pulled part way off their shelves, as if someone had been searching in a hurry for specific volumes. Tools lay scattered across the workbenches rather than properly organized. A chair had been knocked over and left where it fell.

"She left in a hurry," Amren observed, righting the fallen chair. His warrior's instincts were clearly on alert as he studied the room's disarray. "Recently, too. There's barely any dust on anything."

"Could someone have forced their way in?" Burl asked, moving to examine the door frame more closely. “Taken her?”

“Not with that layer of dust that went up when you knocked,” Amren replied. "There are no other signs of forced entry.”

“Yet she’s clearly not here,” Merlin said, obvious disappointment in his tone. “She banished herself to this place for the rest of her days. I can’t imagine what would convince her to break that oath.”

“Let’s spread out," Thomas said. "Look for anything that might tell us where she went or why."

“Be careful what you touch,” Merlin added. “In a place like this, anything could be dangerous.”

“You mean she could have left magical traps?”

“Something like that,” Merlin answered.

They began searching the room. Kaelithan gravitated toward the books, handling each tome with reverence. His eyes widened as he read the titles.

"These are incredible," he breathed. "Treatises on magical theories that were thought lost centuries ago. Original research notes on the fusion of technology and arcane energy. This single collection contains more knowledge than the entire Druid archives."

"Focus, wizard," Amren said gently. "We can admire the library later."

Burl examined the various components laid out on one of the tables. “What was she doing with these?” he asked.

“Testing new enchantments on different materials,” Merlin explained.

“Seeking new ways to enhance technology with magic,” Kaelithan added, coming to Burl’s side. “Though I wonder at her purpose for doing so, especially as isolated as she was.” He picked up what appeared to be a dragon scale with a glowing rune on it. “This matches a channeling rune on Excalibur’s hull.”

“Curious,” Merlin said, studying it.

Amren explored the rooms in the back of the cottage. "She didn't even take time to pack,” he called out. "There are still clothes in the drawers."

Thomas’ eyes were shifting across a workbench covered in various metallurgical experiments when he noticed a jar of what appeared to be liquid gold, its surface rippling slightly even though nothing was outwardly disturbing it. "Merlin," he called out. “Look at this.” The substance moved with its own inner life, forming complex patterns before dissolving back into random motion.

The GOLEM moved to his side, its blue eyes focusing on the jar. "Fascinating," it said after a moment of study. "If I'm not mistaken, the jar is filled with nanites, but I’ve never seen anything like these before.”

“What do you think they’re for?”

“I can’t say for certain. Perhaps she used these nanites to extend her life.”

"Do you think they still work?"

“They’re still functional. There’s no reason to believe they wouldn’t, but I could be incorrect about their nature. We would need to examine them to be sure.”

“Maybe we should take them with us,” Kaelithan said. “I’d love to study them. I’d like to take a few of these books as well, if you don’t think Nimue would mind.”

“Whether she would mind depends on where she went,” Merlin said.

“She left the tests for us,” Thomas realized. “She knew we were coming.” He paused. “How did she know we were coming?”

“Magic,” Merlin answered.

Thomas grinned. “I should have known.”

“Nimue always had visions,” Merlin elaborated. “Carried on the currents of magical energy, which some believe exists in identical form in all times and places simultaneously.”

“Except using magical energy diminishes it,” Kaelithan said. “Even if a wizard absorbed enough energy to have visions, they aren’t guaranteed to come to pass. They’re more a premonition of what could be, not what will be.”

“Nimue was better than most at separating the two,” Merlin said. “But she’s not infallible. She didn’t see what befell Arthur before it happened.”

“If she had, could she have warned you? Changed the future?” Thomas asked.

“Yes. There’s no harm in altering something that hasn’t happened yet.”

“That’s a pretty powerful gift to have.”

“Like anything of such power, it cuts both ways. She saw Camelot fall before Morgana’s attack, but she believed it so impossible that she paid the vision little heed.”

“You mean she could have warned Arthur and saved Camelot?”

“Yes.”

Thomas felt a chill run down his spine. “It must be hard to live with that, knowing she could have prevented all of this and didn’t.”

“Not as much as you might think. For the one terrible event that came to pass, she had seen a hundred more that never occurred. That’s the chaotic nature of magic, and as I said, the double-edged sword.” He paused, blue eyes dimming. “We should continue our search for clues.”

Thomas moved on from the workbench, letting his eyes scan the room in search of anything that might seem out of the ordinary while the others completed their own hunts. He was about to give up when he noticed a faint gleam in a shadowy corner. Moving closer, he found what appeared to be a crystal sphere about the size of a baseball, sitting against the wall as if it had rolled there and been forgotten. Three intersecting lines of metal were wrapped around the sphere, etched with enchantments. As he approached it, the metal emitted a soft red glow.

"That's interesting,” he said, completely forgetting Merlin’s warning as he reached down to pick it up. “Merlin,” he said. “Look what I⁠—”

The world twisted sideways as soon as his fingers touched the sphere. Colors blurred and reality folded in on itself, accompanied by a sensation like falling through infinite space. His stomach lurched as existence warped around him.

When his vision cleared, he found himself standing in what appeared to be the sphere itself. Through the slightly distorted transparency, he could see himself from the perspective of the sphere, his thumb wrapped around one side, his arm leading up and away from his hand, his huge face peering down at the device. Looking past himself, he saw the others scattered around the room, frozen in mid-motion like statues.

"What the hell?”

Silvery sparkles began falling around him like stardust, catching the light in mesmerizing patterns. He sensed a presence materialize behind him.

"You aren't Merlin," a woman's voice observed in an amused tone.

Thomas turned slowly. A woman stood watching him, her silver hair floating as if suspended in water. Her robes were woven from starlight itself, shifting and flowing with each movement, but it was her eyes—like windows into the heart of creation, they literally glowed with barely contained magic—that caught his attention.

"No," he agreed. “You must be Nimue.”

She smiled slightly, the expression containing equal parts warmth and sadness. "In a manner of speaking. I'm an echo—a fragment of digitized consciousness she left behind to deliver a message. Though the message was intended for Merlin.” She studied him more closely, her gaze seeming to pierce through to his very soul. “Thomas Drake,” she said. “Of course. She saw you come here in a vision. You and your companions passed the tests. That’s good. I’m afraid if you hadn’t, well…”

“Well, what?” Thomas asked, already amazed she knew his name.

“If you hadn’t, all hope for Avalon would be lost. Tell me, what did you learn?”

Thomas hesitated, looking out of the sphere at the others. They remained fixed in place, as if time had a different meaning here. “What did I learn? That worthiness comes from understanding how unworthy we are. That perfection isn’t something to strive for.”

“Good. It’s the prideful desire for perfection that drove Morgana to these ends. And perhaps may yet be her undoing. Tell me, why have you come seeking Nimue?"

“You don’t already know?”

She smiled. “In the visions, there were multiple pathways.”

"We need help proving whether Merlin's programming was altered," Thomas explained. "Whether he really betrayed Arthur, as Lancelot believes.”

"Ah." The echo's expression grew more melancholy. "Poor Lancelot. Still carrying that burden of guilt. The weight of hindsight can break even the strongest spirit."

"Then Lancelot is wrong? Merlin didn't betray Arthur?"

“I didn’t say that,” she replied. “I have visions of some things, not all things. I’m afraid I can't help you resolve that particular mystery.”

“Well, what about the real, living Nimue. She left you here for Merlin to find. Where did she go?”

"To find Arthur."

Thomas flinched in surprise. "Arthur is dead."

"Is he?" The echo's eyes pierced right through him. “A recent vision suggests otherwise. She heard him calling out across the stars. She broke her vow to remain imprisoned to search for him."

“But Merlin told me visions can be wrong.”

“That is true. Perhaps Nimue will uncover nothing but ancient echoes in the void. The only way to find is to seek.”

"When did she leave?”

“Four weeks ago. She felt something was coming. Something that would change everything. When she heard Arthur's call, she knew she had to act."

“Four weeks ago?” Thomas said. “That’s about the time Excalibur returned to Avalon. That’s probably what she sensed, but Arthur isn’t here with me. He crashed on Earth, left Excalibur behind, and never returned.”

The echo looked dismayed. “I see. It will be a pity then, to sacrifice an oath for nothing. But the risk was worth the reward.”

“Do you have any idea when she might realize he’s gone and return here?”

“The Lady has no intention of returning. If Arthur is indeed dead, as you say, then she will finally allow time to claim her life force, and join her forebears in the stars. A punishment for abandoning her punishment.”

Thomas sighed in frustration. “Is there any advice you can offer? Any ideas of who might still be alive that could read and review Merlin’s source code? I need to know if I can trust him.”

“Seek out Taliesin," the echo said, her form beginning to flicker intermittently. "If anyone can unravel the truth of Merlin's code, it's him."

"Taliesin? Who is he?"

“A close friend of mine and Merlin’s. He helped create the process that allowed organic minds to be digitized. He understood the technical aspects required to preserve consciousness. If Merlin's code was altered, he'll know.”

"Where can we find him?" Thomas asked, sensing his time with the echo growing short.

"That..." The echo's form began to fade, her edges becoming transparent. "That I cannot tell you. My knowledge is limited to what Nimue knew when she created me. But be warned—finding him will be difficult.”

"Story of my life," Thomas muttered. "Nothing's ever simple, is it?"

"The most worthwhile things rarely are," the echo replied with a ghostly smile.

“I should probably go, then. Let the others know this part of our quest doesn’t end here.” He looked around the sphere. “Um…how do I get out?”

“I will release you,” she replied. “But one more thing before I do. If you see Merlin, tell him goodbye for me?”

"I'll tell him," Thomas promised.

"Good luck, Thomas Drake," the echo said. "I understand now why Excalibur chose you.”

Reality twisted again. Colors blurred and space folded, accompanied by that same sensation of falling through infinite dimensions. When his vision cleared, he found himself back in his body, the crystal sphere now dark and lifeless in his hand.

“Thomas, what is that?” Merlin asked, coming up beside him.

“Strange,” Kaelithan said. “I sensed powerful magic for the barest instant, and now it’s gone.”

Thomas quickly explained what had happened, watching his companions' reactions. Kaelithan looked fascinated by the magical aspects, leaning forward eagerly as Thomas described the encounter.

"A preserved consciousness within a crystal matrix," the wizard mused. "The theoretical implications alone are staggering."

"Never mind that," Burl interrupted. "What about Arthur? Could he really be alive?"

"After all this time?" Amren shook his head skeptically. "It seems impossible.”

But it was Merlin's response that interested Thomas most. The GOLEM had gone completely still when Thomas mentioned Nimue's message, its massive frame frozen like a statue. Its blue eyes dimmed slightly, and when it spoke, there was an unfamiliar catch in its mechanical voice.

“I always imagined that I would see her again. But it appears that’s not meant to be.”

“I’m sorry, Merlin,” Thomas said.

“Thank you, my boy.”

"So who's Taliesin?" Amren asked, changing the subject.

“Where Nimue excelled in the arcane arts,” Merlin said. “Taliesin was a master inventor, a genius intellect and engineer. Like her, he was essential in the creation of Excalibur, though from the technical side.”

“If that’s the case, why didn’t we look for him first?” Burl asked.

“For one thing, I didn’t think he would still be alive,” Merlin answered. “For another, I don’t know where to find him.”

"Apparently he's still around somewhere," Thomas added, absently rubbing his temples. The experience in the crystal sphere had left him with a headache. “Nimue’s echo warned that finding him might be tricky."

“Especially if he doesn’t want to be found,” Merlin said. “He’s a Fae, you know. A shapeshifter.”

“Given that, perhaps we should put our mission to review Merlin’s code on hold,” Amren suggested. “And refocus on one of our other priorities.”

“Like filling out the crew,” Burl added.

“We can discuss that later,” Thomas said. “Kaelithan, I think it’s safe for you to take whatever you need from here. We should gather anything else that might be useful, then head back to the ship."

They spent a good half hour carefully searching the workshop, collecting books and components. Kaelithan was especially thorough in selecting texts, though he handled each volume as if it might crumble at any moment.

Finally satisfied they hadn't missed anything critical, they left the small stone cottage behind. The jungle felt less threatening on their return trip, as if Nimue's trials had changed something fundamental about how it perceived them. Or maybe it was them who had changed.

Either way, Thomas felt different. More focused, more determined, and more at ease with himself than he had been in years.


CHAPTER 15


Thomas crossed his arms, staring at the holographic star map floating in the center of Excalibur's flight deck. The shimmering display showed their current position relative to major systems, each point of light representing countless worlds under Draconite control. His muscles still ached from their trek through Nimue's jungle, but the physical discomfort was nothing compared to the frustration gnawing at him.

"We should discuss our next move," Amren said, gesturing at the map.

"What's there to discuss?" Thomas replied, unable to keep the edge from his voice. "Nimue was our best lead for proving Merlin's innocence, and she's gone. We're back to square one."

"Not entirely," Amren countered. "We each learned valuable lessons from her trials. And we have another name—Taliesin."

"Who could be anywhere in the galaxy," Thomas said. "If he's even still alive."

"The journey wasn't wasted," Kaelithan interjected. The wizard stood opposite Thomas, his eyes bright with excitement despite his obvious fatigue. "The magical knowledge we recovered from Nimue’s workshop...it's extraordinary. Things I never dreamed possible."

"Like what?" Burl asked. The big man leaned back against one of the vacant pods, arms crossed over his broad chest.

"Well, for instance, that there are methods of linking multiple enchantments together in ways that amplify their effects. Also, that there are formulas for crafting illusions so perfect they can fool even magical detection."

"That second one might come in handy,” Thomas said. “Unfortunately, it doesn't get us any closer to getting Lancelot off our backs or ending the Draconite tyranny. We need to do something concrete. Something that actually feels like we’re making progress.”

“I understand your eagerness, my boy,” Merlin said. His humanoid GOLEM stood near the edge of the projection field. “I was hopeful for a better outcome from our visit here, but we can’t let our emotions get the best of us.”

“You’re a digital consciousness,” Thomas replied. “Any emotions you have are fake.”

Merlin’s head bowed, his blue eyes dimming.

Thomas immediately regretted the remark. He exhaled sharply, trying to calm himself. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m a little on edge right now."

“Because of what happened in your test?" Amren asked quietly.

Thomas tensed slightly. “I can still see Arlen, standing up to the Draconite. And the other patrons in the tavern, watching him fight and die and then going about their business as if nothing had happened. He was trying to protect people, and he paid for it with his life. I just want those people to know we’re going to fight for them, and maybe when they hear about us, they’ll start to stand up for themselves.”

“It’s a noble thought,” Amren said, his features lit by the soft glow of the projection. “Truly, you have the heart of a true knight, but do you remember my test? The importance of balance? Of understanding when to fight and when to hold back?"

“I feel like it’s time to fight."

“My heart wants to fight as well, but my head tells me not to rush in. We lack essential information." Amren gestured at the countless systems displayed before them. “How can we target the Draconite right now? We don't know which of these planets are heavily defended and which are vulnerable. We don't know where they're moving their assets or concentrating their forces. We don't know their patrol routes or response protocols, or even their shipping schedules, if we wanted to hit a cargo ship, for example. In fact, all our objectives—recruiting more crew, striking at the Draconite, finding Taliesin, even learning more about this artifact Morgana seeks and what's happening in the Llanwyn Cluster—require better intelligence than we currently possess.”

Thomas exhaled again, his impatience deflating along with his lungs. “I know you’re right. I see a chance to make up for my mistakes, to do something good, and I want to take it.”

“I’m with Amren,” Kaelithan said. “If we aren’t smart about how we fight, we’ll be dead before we can make a difference.”

“Okay,” Thomas agreed, knowing they were right. “How are we going to get that information? Should we go back to Caerlyon and try to pick up more rumors from the taverns?”

“Caerlyon was good for getting a general feel of the situation in Avalon after a long absence, or as a newcomer to the realm,” Amren said. “But the taverns there aren’t likely to have the intel we need.”

“It seems like you have somewhere else in mind,” Burl said.

“Actually, I do.” He hesitated, eyes sweeping over each of them, “but you aren’t going to like it.”

“No,” Merlin said immediately. "I believe I know what you're thinking. It's far too dangerous."

"Where?" Thomas asked.

"The risk would be great,” Amren continued, his hand hovering over a particular system that glowed more brightly than the others. "But the potential intelligence value would be equally high."

"It's suicide," Merlin insisted, his GOLEM's blue eyes flaring.

“Where?” Thomas asked again.

“We went out of our way to find a wizard with a talent for illusion,” Amren argued. “We did that for a reason.”

“This isn’t even close to anything I had in mind,” Merlin countered.

“Damn it, where?” Thomas shouted, slamming his fist on the side of the command pod.

Amren zoomed in the star map, highlighting a single world. The system display expanded automatically, revealing a massive planet wrapped in swirling storms, its surface dotted with sprawling cities that gleamed like jewels, even from as far away as orbit. "Draconia," he said. "The Draconite homeworld."

Burl expelled a harsh laugh, alarm pushing it up from his throat rather than his diaphragm.. "You're insane," he said, pushing away from the pod he was leaning against. "Completely insane. There’s no way we’ll be able to land on Draconia, never mind getting in and out.”

Thomas stared at Amren, refusing to immediately dismiss the notion. There was something in the man’s eyes, a conviction he’d rarely seen in anyone, but it was more than that. He felt a stirring in his own chest. A wild, reckless excitement.

"Keep your friends close and your enemies closer," he said. “Amren’s right. Morgana would never expect us to fly right into the dragon's den." He turned to Kaelithan. “If we do this, can you maintain disguises well enough to keep us from being detected?"

“If there’s sufficient magical energy in that area to make it possible,” Kaelithan said. “I like the idea actually. After all, disguising Excalibur is what you enlisted me to do. The books I recovered from Nimue may even make my spells more efficient. Yes...yes, I believe I could do it."

"It’s madness," Merlin protested. “Burl is correct. Even if we somehow get past the orbital defenses, discovery once we’re on the ground would mean certain death."

“The best way for us to beat them is to be unpredictable," Thomas countered. "What could be more unpredictable than this?"

"There's a fine line between unpredictable and suicidal," Merlin replied.

“Where else are we going to have an opportunity to get all of the intel we need in one place?” Amren argued. “Yes, it’s risky. Yes, we might be captured, tortured, and killed. But you don’t overthrow an empire without taking chances.” He turned to Burl. “In your test, you had to understand your enemy before fighting him. And once you understood him, defeating him was easy. This is no different.”

“And Kaelithan,” Thomas said. “Your test gave you deeper insight in how to use magic. And Nimue had books you needed to increase your illusion skills. We all agree she had visions. Do you think your test was an accident? I don’t. I think she saw us going to Draconia. I think she was trying to prepare us.” He looked at Merlin, his decision made. “Initiate a wormhole. Bring us through it within burst range of the planet. We’ll need to be ready before we make our move.”

"Thomas, I’m concerned you may be reading too much into our visit here. Nimue is quite powerful, it’s true, but that doesn’t mean she foresaw us going to Draconia. We can get this information from other sources, it just may take a bit longer.”

“I appreciate your advice, Merlin,” Thomas said. “I still don’t know why, and I’m still sure I don’t deserve it, but like you told me, fate brought me here for a reason. Prepare the wormhole,” he repeated firmly. "That's an order."


CHAPTER 16


The sleek Draconite corvette known as Visceral emerged from a wormhole near Nimue's planet. The vessel's silhouette was unmistakably military, but extensive modifications had transformed it into something more predatory. Missile launchers lined its flanks, their tubes tracking empty space like the eyes of hungry predators. Enhanced shield generators created a subtle distortion in the surrounding void, while reinforced armor plates gave the ship an intimidating profile.

On the bridge, Sir Turquine stood motionless before the main viewport, his midnight-black scales resistant to what little light reached them. Ritual scarification marked intricate patterns across his face and neck, telling the story of countless kills in a language few remembered. His armor grew naturally out of his flesh, the result of experimental nanite enhancement that had left him more machine in some ways than organic.

"Entering high orbit, my lord," reported Kesper from the helm. Like all of Turquine's elite Flayers, he bore similar scarification, though not as extensive as his master's. "No signs of recent activity in the system."

"What do the sensors show?" Turquine asked, his voice carrying a rasp like steel on stone.

"Nothing unusual, sir," replied Varx from the tactical station.

Turquine's vertical-slit pupils contracted slightly as he studied the jungle world below. Something about this mission felt wrong. The queen herself had dispatched them here, claiming Excalibur might pay a visit to this uncharted world. She had told Turquine that the Lady of the Stars lived here. Seeing it now, he struggled to believe it. What would such a powerful wizard be doing living on such a wretched world?

"My lord," called Cartigan, the Ursan who served as the Flayers' wizard. "I'm detecting unusual energy patterns in a localized area of the surface. They could be residual traces of recent magical activity."

"Could be anything," growled Galok, one of the more aggressive Flayers. His scarification was still healing from their last hunt. “According to sensors, this whole planet is bathed in magic.”

"Perhaps," Turquine replied. "Regardless, we have orders directly from Queen Morgana to investigate. The vegetation is too dense to land Visceral on the surface. We’ll go down in the shuttle. Kesper, put us in a stable orbit and set the autopilot.”

Visceral approached the planet at a rapid pace, slowing aggressively as it neared orbit. Kesper guided the ship deftly into orbit before looking back at Turquine over his shoulder. “We are in position, sir.”

Turquine rose from the command seat. At nearly eight feet tall, he towered over the other Flayers. “Move out.”

The eight other members of his team complied without hesitation. Each was a proven killer, enhanced both technologically and through rigorous training. Their reputation for brutality was matched only by their effectiveness.

Together with Turquine, they exited the flight deck and made their way to the transporter, entering the blue light and emerging four decks down, in the armory adjacent to the hangar. All of them quickly added protection to their existing leather pants and doublets, installing metal plate reinforcements at the chest, knees, shins, and shoulders. Each piece of plate carried an integrated energy shield, further fortifying their protection. For weapons, they gathered fayrilite blades of various types and smaller daggers, mounting them on thick belts at their waists.

From the armory, they entered the hangar, where the shuttle waited, along with a squadron of six Draconite starfighters, also heavily modified from their original designs.

The shuttle stood at the center of the hangar like a dragon poised to strike. Its matte black hull, streaked with pulsing crimson accents made it look alive. The nose, housing an array of sensors, tapered to a sharp point. Midway back, the wings were wide and slightly swept back. The integrated thrusters that made for exceptional maneuverability in tight combat zones hummed quietly, even at rest. Reinforced and enchanted armor plating covered vulnerable areas along the sides of the fuselage, going a long way in protecting it from magical attacks. Modular weapon bays beneath and above the fuselage held twin plasma turrets and a missile launcher.

Despite its utilitarian purpose, the shuttle exuded a sense of menace, as though it had seen countless battles and emerged victorious from each one. It was built not just for transport but for survival, a harbinger of destruction for anything that stood in its path.

"What's the plan, sir?" Rosk asked, checking his weapons as they boarded the shuttle. "Standard search pattern?"

"No," Turquine replied, settling into a command seat positioned in the center of the ship. "We'll start with the anomaly Cartigan detected."

The others took up positions in the seats surrounding the command seat, save for Kesper who moved up front to the flight deck to pilot the craft. Remote commands opened Visceral’s hangar doors, and within moments, the shuttle launched away from the corvette, rocketing toward the surface.

The descent through the atmosphere was smooth and silent, not with the tense silence of nerves before a dangerous mission, but with the calm, comfortable silence of a well-oiled team confident in its ability. They emerged from the cloud layer over an endless expanse of jungle, the dense canopy broken only occasionally by rivers and small clearings. Their sensors quickly identified a suitable landing zone. A small island in the middle of a dark marsh.

As the shuttle touched down and the hatch opened, Turquine studied the surrounding water through narrowed eyes. The surface was unnaturally still, but the shuttle’s sensors had already warned him of the creatures hiding beneath water’s surface in the murky depths.

But waiting for what? Them perhaps?

"Form up," he ordered. "Something hunts below the surface. Let them come to us."

The Flayers exited the shuttle, spreading out in a defensive formation. Their weapons moved smoothly from scabbard to hand, ready for what might emerge from the dark water. All except Turquine, who stood with his arms folded, fearless in the face of the unknown.

"I don't like this place," muttered Vex, the youngest of the Flayers. "It feels...wrong."

"Fear is for prey, not predators,” Turquine reminded him.

The attack came—enormous but primitive reptilian forms exploding from the water with shocking speed—before Vex could respond. They charged forward on six powerful limbs, snarling like raging bulls, their low, elongated bodies rippling with massive muscles beneath mottled green and bronze scales. A shell of jagged, overlapping plates shimmered atop their backs as though coated in oil.

From their long, flat, tapered heads, three black, soulless eyes glittered at the Flayers with cold rage. If their snapping jaws—filled with rows of gleaming serrated teeth—didn’t promise a certain violent death, the creatures’ tails, long and ridged with spiked plating, would likely behead a Flayer with one mighty swing.

Despite their bulk, they surged toward the landing party with terrifying speed. The ground trembled beneath their massive weight, but Turquine didn't flinch. His hand moved in a blur, drawing his massive sword in a single fluid motion. While the lesser Draconite needed two hands to manage their oversized blades, Turquine hefted his easily in one.

He met the first creature's charge, stepping inside its reach, its claws scraping nothing but air as Turquine drove the weapon up through its chin. The beast's mass continued forward, its claws swiping nothing but air as it died, the weight of its body helping Turquine tear his blade free in a spray of dark blood. Around him, his Flayers engaged with similar brutal efficiency.

"Watch the flanks!" Varx called out, his twin blades flashing in the dim light as he carved through one of the beasts. "They're trying to circle behind us!"

"Let them try," Rosk laughed, swinging his battleaxe with such force that he cleaved through the head a creature with one mighty stroke. "This is barely a warmup!"

Cartigan gestured sharply and one beast simply stopped moving, held in place by invisible bonds while Kesper calmly decapitated it. The wizard's eyes glowed with gathered power as he scanned their surroundings. "More approaching from the north side," he warned. "Larger ones."

"Good," Turquine replied, his blade claiming another victim. "I was beginning to think this world would offer no challenge at all."

The larger creatures proved more resilient but no more successful. The Flayers worked with mechanical precision, years of training and enhancement allowing them to perfectly anticipate each other's movements. Where one warrior created an opening, another would exploit it. When one was threatened, another would intervene.

"Pathetic," Turquine said as the last creature fell. "Is this all the mighty Lady of the Stars has to defend her realm?"

"These weren't defensive measures," Cartigan observed, kneeling to examine one of the corpses. "Just local wildlife. Aggressive, but not coordinated."

"Then let's see what else this jungle has to offer," Turquine replied. “I hope to at least work up an appetite before the day is over. Move out. Standard formation."

They advanced into the jungle. The vegetation grew increasingly dense, forcing them to cut their way through in places. Strange calls echoed through the canopy, while unfamiliar scents filled the air.

"Contact!" Kesper called out suddenly. "Above!"

Dark clouds formed in the overhead canopy just before massive arachnids dropped from the trees, their chitinous bodies gleaming unnaturally. Each one was nearly the size of a grown Ursan, with long fangs that looked like they could easily pierce the Flayers’ armor and shields. They responded instantly, weapons cutting the creatures to pieces before they could strike.

Swarms of insects erupted from hidden nests, and carnivorous plants attempted to ensnare them with lightning-fast vines. The Flayers didn't attempt to evade the threats. They simply killed everything that opposed them, taking obvious pleasure in the violence. Turquine led with his blade ending life after life with visceral pleasure.

"Sir," Cartigan called out after they cleared another wave of attackers, this time large rodents with enormous front teeth and slashing claws. "These creatures...their behavior is unusual. The magical signatures suggest⁠—”

"Intelligence behind their attacks," Turquine finished for him. "Yes, I suspected as much. Her Majesty swore this planet was the home of the Lady of the Stars. I didn’t fully believe her before, but it’s clear Nimue’s magic is guiding these creatures. If we see her, I’ll be sure to thank her for the somewhat entertaining diversion.”

They pressed on, leaving a trail of destruction in their wake, finally reaching a simple stone cottage, its weathered walls nearly hidden beneath creeping vines. Strange flowers that glowed from within bloomed in patches around the foundation.

"This is it?" Vex asked incredulously. "This is where the most powerful wizard in the galaxy is to be found?”

“Do you question our queen?” Turquine chided, Vex flinching at his angry, hissing tone. “Cartigan, what do you sense?”

The Ursan wizard closed his eyes in concentration. "The magic here is... strange. Layered. Some of it is ancient—wards and protections woven into the very stones, but there are fresher traces too. Recent disturbances."

"How recent?" Turquine demanded.

"It's difficult to be precise, but I'd say within the last few days."

Rosk snorted, his scaled features twisting in a sneer. "That doesn't mean it was Excalibur. Could be anyone."

"In a place this remote?" Varx countered. “Who else would come here?"

"Enough speculation," Turquine commanded. "We'll find our answers inside.”

He pushed the door open, alert for any threat. The interior was a single large room that clearly served as both living space and a workshop. Shelves lined the walls, many now partially empty, their remaining books covered in a thin layer of dust. Worktables held various half-completed projects and experiments that appeared to be part mechanical, part magical.

"Spread out," he ordered. "Look for signs of recent activity. And don't touch anything without Cartigan examining it first."

The Flayers moved through the space with professional efficiency, though their disdain for the humble surroundings was evident in their expressions.

"Sir," Kesper called out. "There are clear signs of recent movement here. Multiple sets of footprints in the dust on the floor. And it appears some books were recently removed." He gestured to several obvious gaps in the books, dust having been disturbed by someone pulling the tomes off the shelving.

"Over here," Rosk added. "Components are missing from this workbench. Someone took specific items."

"Make contact," Turquine commanded, turning to Cartigan. "The Queen will want to see this."

The wizard removed a crystal from a pouch at his belt and held it up. The air shimmered, and suddenly Morgana's image appeared before them, projected in gleaming detail.

"Report," she commanded.

"Your Majesty," Turquine replied with a slight bow. "We've found evidence of recent visitors, though we cannot yet confirm it was our target."

"Show me."

Cartigan guided the crystal's view around the room while the Flayers pointed out signs of disturbance. Morgana's eyes narrowed as she took in the scene.

"Here, my Queen," Vex suddenly called out. He stood near a darkened corner, holding what appeared to be a crystal sphere wrapped in metal bands. "I found this on the floor."

"Careful with that!" Cartigan warned, but Morgana's sharp intake of breath caught everyone's attention.

"That sphere," she said, her voice tight with sudden intensity. "Has it been used recently?"

Cartigan moved to examine it, his hands hovering over its surface. “It appears so, your Majesty."

"Then we have our confirmation," Morgana said, satisfaction evident in her tone. "They were definitely here."

“How can you be sure it was them, my Queen?” Turquine asked.

“No one else knew who was hiding on this world beyond myself and Merlin. If a random scavenger landed here and discovered this place, not recognizing it, he wouldn’t have paid the memory sphere any heed.”

“Your wisdom is eclipsed only by your beauty, your Majesty,” Turquine said with sincerity. “What are your orders?”

“Before coming here, they visited the Wyldentree on Avalyeth. It’s since burned to the forest floor, but the Druids took prisoners. They might have knowledge about Merlin’s plans for the ship.”

“If anyone on Avalyeth knows where Excalibur might be headed, I’ll get the information out of them. And I’ll enjoy every second of it.”

“I’m sure you will,” Morgana said. “When you find the ship, I want it intact if possible. But its crew..." She smiled, showing teeth like polished daggers. "Well, I'm sure you can be creative."

"It will be done," Turquine assured her as the projection faded.

"Sir?" Vex asked cautiously. "What makes this prey so special? Why does the Queen want them so badly?"

Turquine's scarified features twisted into his closest version of a smile. "Because, my young Flayer, Excalibur represents hope. And there is nothing more dangerous or more satisfying than crushing hope."

The hunt was on, and Sir Turquine never failed to catch his prey.


CHAPTER 17


The wormhole collapsed behind Excalibur as the ship emerged into normal space near Draconia. Thomas felt the familiar rush of sensor data flooding his consciousness, instantly providing him with a detailed picture of their surroundings. No ships, no stations, no anything—just as he’d hoped. Only the vastness of space and, somewhere ahead, their target.

“We’re all clear,” he announced. "No signs of any vessels within detection range."

"Let's hope it stays that way," Burl replied from his pod. "The last thing we need is some random patrol spotting us before we even get close to Draconia."

"Agreed. Though I have to admit, part of me almost wishes something would show up. Give us a chance to test what we've learned."

Burl chuckled. "Careful what you wish for. We'll have enough excitement soon enough."

Thomas brought Excalibur to a full stop, leaving them hanging in space, a mote of dust in a massive ocean. The maneuver was smooth and natural now, his training paying off as the ship responded to his thoughts like an extension of his body.

"You're getting better at that," Burl observed. "A lot smoother than our first practice runs."

"We’re both smoother,” Thomas replied. “It seems like yesterday that I could barely manage basic course corrections without overcompensating.”

“It practically was yesterday,” Merlin chimed in.

Satisfied with their position, Thomas opened his pod's canopy and climbed out, joining Burl and the others around the holographic display at the center of the flight deck.

"Ten light years out," Merlin announced, his humanoid GOLEM gesturing at the display. "Far enough that we shouldn't draw any attention, close enough that we can reach Draconia quickly once you give the word, my boy.”

Thomas studied the projection. Their destination—a massive world not unlike Earth in its multiple climates and varied geography—hung before them like a malevolent jewel. According to what he had read in the library, it had given rise to the evolution of various types of dragons who had eventually used Nimue’s nanites to evolve further into the Draconite of today. Just looking at the planet sent a chill down his spine.

"We're absolutely certain about this plan?" Kaelithan asked, his fingers twitching slightly as he studied the display. The young wizard's anxiety was obvious in his stance. "Infiltrating the heart of the usurper empire seems...well, suicidal might be understating it."

"Having second thoughts?" Burl asked.

"No, no," Kaelithan replied quickly, though his hands continued their nervous movement. "I'm committed to this. I just want to be certain we understand exactly what we're attempting. My illusions will need to be perfect. Even a momentary slip could give us away."

“There’s no need to be too worried,” Merlin said. “Excalibur's hull enchantments weren't designed solely for protection. They're meant to amplify and stabilize magical effects. Once you cast your illusion on the ship, the enchantments will maintain it for some time.”

Kaelithan's eyes lit up, his anxiety momentarily forgotten. “You should have mentioned that sooner! I've been worried sick about trying to maintain disguises for both the ship and us simultaneously, especially as we move away from Excalibur. I mean, I could do it, but it would drain me so much faster."

“My apologies,” Merlin said. “You’re correct. I should have brought it up earlier. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

Thomas glanced sidelong at the GOLEM. He didn’t say anything, but that kind of response didn’t make him feel any better about Merlin’s programming. Giving up on finding Taliesin was still the right decision, but a difficult pill to swallow.

"Now you can focus on keeping us hidden," he said before pausing to consider their next challenge. "Speaking of which, what's our cover story going to be? We can't exactly walk around looking like ourselves."

"We need something that won't draw attention," Amren said thoughtfully. "Something that gives us freedom of movement without raising too many questions."

"What about merchants?" Burl suggested. "Everyone expects merchants to be poking around."

"Too common," Amren replied, shaking his head. “It’s possible we might be questioned about our business. If that happened, it would be hard to maintain that level of deception for long."

"What about arms dealers?" Burl suggested, crossing his arms. "We could claim we're here to demonstrate new weapons."

"That would draw too much attention," Amren replied. "Every enforcer on the planet would want to know what we're selling."

“What about archaeologists then?" Thomas offered. "Coming to share a discovery about ancient dragon culture? The Draconite seem obsessed with their heritage."

“Obsessed enough we would need to have a very detailed description of our discovery,” Kaelithan said. “Like merchants, difficult to maintain.”

“Okay, okay,” Thomas said. “Just brainstorming here. What if we posed as bounty hunters? Returning to collect payment for some job. That would explain why we're armed, at least."

Burl nodded enthusiastically. "I like that one. Bounty hunters can get away with a lot."

“I think we should keep it simpler," Amren interrupted. "The more elaborate the story, the more likely we are to make a mistake. We could pose as Draconite civilians in a personal shuttle, coming to visit the homeworld. It happens every day, and there’s nothing remarkable about it at all."

Thomas frowned. "I don't know. The idea itself makes sense, but I really don’t want to pretend to be Draconite.”

“Do you have a better idea?" Amren asked.

“There have to be other beings who live on Draconia, aren’t there?”

“Approximately thirty percent of the population,” Amren said. “They work as servants to the Draconite. No one with the coin to own a starship is coming to visit a servant.”

Thomas sighed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s just…they’re the ones who destroyed Camelot and have oppressed the galaxy for over a century. The idea of pretending to be one of them..." He shook his head. “…it just sits wrong with me.”

“Sometimes if you’re uncomfortable, it means you’re on the right track,” Amren said. "Besides, not every Draconite supports Morgana's regime. Many are just trying to live their lives.”

"That almost makes it worse," Thomas argued. "They just accept what's happening? Stand by while their leaders terrorize everyone else?"

"Focus on the mission," Merlin interjected. "We're not here to judge their society. We're here to gather intelligence."

"You're right. I know you're right. It just feels like we're accepting everything they’ve done by pretending to be them.”

"Think of it as knowing your enemy," Burl suggested. "The better we understand them, the better chance we have of beating them."

"Fine," Thomas conceded. "Draconite civilians it is. But I don't have to like it."

"You just have to be convincing," Amren said. "Kaelithan, can you make us look the part?"

"The physical illusion is the easy part," the wizard replied. "Creating scales, horns, the right body structure—that's all straightforward enough. It's maintaining consistent behavior that will be challenging. I can’t illusion our mannerisms or posture. We'll need to act like we belong."

"We should go in armed," Burl said, changing the subject. "Just in case things go wrong."

"Agreed, but nothing too obvious," Amren cautioned. "Standard weapons only. The kind of personal protection any civilian might carry."

Thomas touched the sword at his hip nervously. "I've barely got the basics down with this. If we get into trouble..."

"You'll do fine," Amren assured him. "Besides, the Draconite often favor longer blades. It will look natural."

"I'm used to something bigger," Burl added, spreading his arms to indicate his usual weapon's size. "A regular sword feels like a toothpick."

"You'll adapt," Amren said firmly. "We need to blend in, not stand out."

"I just hope we won't need to use them," Kaelithan said. "Maintaining the disguises will require most of my concentration. I won't be much help if we get into a fight."

“We should figure out the actual plan once we reach the surface,” Thomas said. "Beyond not getting caught, I mean."

"We need intelligence," Amren replied. "The kind of information you only get from military officers when they think they're among friends. Current events from different sectors, what’s deployed where, really anything we can get.”

"Like we gathered in the taverns on Caerlyon?"

Amren shook his head. "Not for what we need. Regular taverns won't have the right clientele. We need something more exclusive. An officer's club or a similar establishment, which we'll have to locate once we're on the ground.”

"Any idea where to start looking?" Thomas asked.

“I know that the capital city, Hreth, is home to a large military quarter,” Amren replied. “The Bastion is there, along with the city enforcer’s barracks. Plus, the highest ranking officers and knights charged with planning for the Draconite military have mansions in the area.”

“Mansions?” Thomas said.

“Of course, the top echelon of Draconite military is well taken care of,” Merlin said. “The Draconite plunder the spoils of war from top to bottom.”

“Living in comfort off another’s misery,” Thomas said.

“That’s a tale as old as time.”

“Not when Arthur ruled Avalon,” Amren countered.

“No,” Merlin agreed, his blue eyes dimming. “Not when Arthur ruled.”

The group fell into a short, mournful silence before Amren picked up again. “We'll need to be careful. Security will be tight. Which is why we need to be properly equipped.”

“The armory?” Thomas suggested.

“Indeed,” Amren answered with a grin.

They made their way through Excalibur's corridors to the armory. Once there, Amren recommended light combat suits from a row hanging in the rear of the compartment, ahead of the exosuits they had worn earlier.

“The right armor for the right mission,” he said. “My father drilled that into me from the time I was this high.” He crouched to put his hand about two feet off the deck.

Crafted from tough, flexible nanoweave reinforced with etched metal plates along the chest, shoulders, and thighs, they offered solid protection while remaining light and flexible enough for easy movement. The boots bore soft soles for quiet steps, making them suited for sneaking around.

“The metal plates will augment the function of the shield bracers,” Amren explained, pulling one of the bracers onto his arm, “and offer some though not much protection against fayrilite.” He moved to a separate section of the armory, reaching for a light white and blue pea coat to cover his armor. “The pea coat’s nano weave will help deflect blades.”

Thomas added his own bracer to his arm before picking a crimson pea coat.

“It doesn’t look like we have a coat in my size,” Burl complained, flipping through the available pieces.

“None of Arthur’s knights were as large as you,” Merlin explained.

“What should I wear, then?”

Kaelithan turned to Merlin. “I assume there are no Draconite robes on board?”

“There are not,” Merlin admitted.

“In that case, I’ll have to maintain a complete illusion over the clothes anyway,” Kaelithan said. “So you’re fine without a coat.”

"Will that be a problem?" Thomas asked. “A complete illusion?”

"No, but it adds another layer of complexity," the wizard replied, adjusting his own armor.

“We can purchase proper robes when we arrive,” Amren said.

“That’ll take the strain off, right?” Thomas asked.

“It will,” Kaelithan agreed.

Once equipped, they returned to the flight deck. Thomas noticed how both he and the others moved with more purpose now, the reality of what they were about to attempt settling in. This wasn't training anymore. One mistake could get them all killed or captured.

Still, he wasn’t afraid. He was eager. Nimue’s test had shown him he was still responsible for the things he had done, but he could use them as motivation to better himself. Vin had tried to pound that into him, too, but it never stuck before the wizard made it all so real.

"Everyone ready?" he asked, looking at each of his companions in turn. They nodded, faces set with determination. "Then let's do this," he said, climbing back into his pod. As the neural gel embraced him, he felt Burl's consciousness join his through the ship's systems. “Kaelithan, we’re ready when you are.”

“I’ll only cast the illusion on Excalibur for now,” Kaelithan replied. “Though it won’t seem like it from the inside, the ship will resemble a Draconite shuttle on the outside. A simple burst-capable private transport.”

“Sounds good to me,” Thomas said.

Kaelithan closed his eyes in concentration, his fingers weaving patterns in the air. Though Thomas couldn’t see it, he could imagine the magical energy of the universe being pulled toward those gestures, gathered and positioned like pieces of a puzzle. Soft light began to gather around Kaelithan’s hands, taking on a silvery sheen that reminded Thomas of moonlight on water.

The silvery light expanded outward, washing over them in gentle waves. Thomas felt a peculiar tingling sensation as it passed through him, like static electricity but warmer somehow. Though he couldn’t see the illusion take shape, he could sense the magical energy affecting the ship as though it were changing his body. He knew instinctively that Excalibur was being layered in magic. He could almost visualize the sleek lines of the legendary vessel blurring and shifting, reforming into the more angular design of a personal Draconite shuttle.

"How's that?" Kaelithan asked, opening his eyes. Despite the complexity of the illusion, he showed no signs of strain.

“It feels like it worked,” Thomas said.

“Only one way to find out for sure,” Burl added.

“Merlin,” Thomas called out. “Set a course for Draconia.”

"Preparing for burst," Merlin announced.

Thomas took a deep breath, trying not to let a sudden bout of anxiety throw Excalibur into a wild spin. Once they committed, there would be no turning back. Either they would succeed in gathering the intelligence they needed, or they would die trying.

Or worse.

"Any last words?" he asked.

“Let’s not get caught," Amren replied.

“Good advice.” Thomas managed a small smile despite his nerves. “Merlin, take us in.”


CHAPTER 18


The burst drive disengaged with a subtle shudder that Thomas felt through his connection to Excalibur. He eased back on the throttle, bringing them smoothly to approach speed as he sensed Draconia growing larger. The homeworld of the Draconite empire hung before them like a marble—or perhaps more accurately, like the eye of some great predator—watching their approach.

Thomas could sense Burl's tension matching his own. Their shared consciousness through the neural interface amplified every doubt, every flutter of anxiety. Neither of them spoke, but they didn't need to. Their merged awareness communicated volumes.

“This is unbelievable,” he breathed, his consciousness expanding through Excalibur's sensors to take in the full scope of the orbital activity.

It wasn't the planet itself that impressed Thomas. It was the sheer volume of traffic in orbit. Hundreds, maybe thousands of vessels, circled the world, creating an intricate array of commerce and military might. Massive cargo haulers lumbered around sleek warships while elegant personal yachts wove between them both, their pristine hulls gleaming in the system's golden sunlight. Smaller ships swarmed like flies around the larger vessels, many of them matching a similar appearance to Excalibur’s spelled likeness.

"Look at that Druid merchant ship,” he went on, “the way its hull seems to pulse with magical energy. And that Sidhe vessel, it’s so big.”

"Stop gawking," Amren warned from behind them. "When we reach the surface, we’ll need to act like we've seen it all before. No better time to practice than now.”

"He's right," Burl agreed through their neural link. "Even most poor Draconite citizens would have visited the homeworld at least once."

“And we aren’t passing as poor,” Amren added.

“Right,” Thomas said, doing his best to shift the thought of the orbital traffic from incredible to typical.

"We need to prepare for orbital control contact, my boy,” Merlin said. “When they hail us, you'll need to project a convincing image through the requested video feed."

Thomas felt his stomach drop. "What? You're just telling me this now?"

"I didn't want to give you too much time to worry about it," Merlin replied. "The neural interface will help generate the projection based on your mental image. Just picture yourself as a Draconite sitting at shuttle controls."

"I'm panicking anyway," Thomas muttered, his hands clenching inside the neural gel. "A little warning would have been nice."

"You can do this," Merlin assured him. "I believe in you."

"That makes one of us," Thomas replied. His heart rate spiked as a massive dreadnought passed overhead, its shadow momentarily darkening their view. The vessel's hull bore scarring that spoke of recent combat. Thomas wondered where those battles might have been fought, and against whom.

They spent the next few minutes in silence, until he sensed an incoming transmission. His mouth went dry as he accepted the hail.

"Draconite shuttle,” a bored-sounding voice announced as Thomas became aware of a green-scaled Draconite in a formal uniform. "This is Draconia Orbital Control. Please transmit visual and verbal identification.”

Thomas forced himself to take a deep breath, picturing himself as a red-scaled Draconite of middle years and projecting that image through the neural interface. Through their connection, he felt Burl helping him focus, steadying his thoughts.

"This is Strax Gilclaw," he said, mentally fixing his voice as appropriately reptilian. His mind raced. What would a proper Draconite citizen sound like? Proud? Arrogant? Or would trying too hard give them away? "Private citizen from..." he faltered, his mind going blank.

“Greshnax,” Burl's voice cut in smoothly through their shared connection, still speaking as the red Draconite. "We're here to visit relatives in Hreth."

The orbital controller's vertical pupils contracted slightly as he studied them. Thomas held his breath, terrified their deception would be discovered. The seconds stretched like hours. His heart pounded, and he had to resist the urge to fidget. Would a Draconite fidget? Would that tiny tell give them away?

The controller's eyes narrowed further. “Greshnax, you say? Interesting. We don't get many shuttles from there these days."

Thomas’ heart skipped a beat. Had they made a mistake? He could sense Burl's anxiety spiking through their connection, but before either of them could respond, the controller continued.

"The piracy along the route has made travel complicated. Those Ursan outlaws are slimy little worms, aren’t they?”

Thomas swallowed hard. “Um…yes. They disgust me.”

He resisted the urge to wince, unsure if his physical motion in the pod gel would translate to his projected Draconite image.

“Disgusting is the kindest word I would use,” the controller said. “I trust you had no difficulties during your journey?"

"None worth mentioning," Thomas replied, trying to project casual confidence while his pulse thundered in his ears.

The controller studied them for another long moment before finally nodding. "Confirmed, Citizen Gilclaw. You are cleared to land at Hreth Spaceport, landing zone twenty-two."

The transmission cut off, leaving Thomas weak with relief. “Damn,” he whispered. "I can't believe that worked. Thanks for the save, Burl.”

“That was fun,” Burl replied.

"Well done," Amren said. "Both of you."

“We should try to find out more about these pirates he mentioned,” Merlin said. “We may be able to find allies there.”

"Agreed," Thomas replied. “Kaelithan, your illusion must be perfect.”

"The spell held," the wizard confirmed, though his voice was tight with concentration. "But maintaining it is taking more effort than I expected."

"Can we proceed with the mission?” Amren asked sharply.

"Yes, but we should purchase those robes as soon as we can. Without them, it will be difficult to maintain the detail needed to fool closer inspection for long.”

As they descended through the upper atmosphere, the capital city of Hreth came into view through Exclaibur’s sensor feeds, and once again Thomas found himself awestruck by the sight.

The city was built into and around a range of jagged mountains that thrust up from the coastline like the spine of some ancient dragon, each peak adorned with glimmering spires and terraces. Massive towers of crystal and steel rose from the rock like claws reaching for the sky. Their surfaces caught and refracted sunlight in ways that made them seem alive, as if they pulsed with the heartbeat of the mountain itself. Between the towers, thin streams of energy flowed in glowing arcs, powering the city and illuminating it in a constant interplay of light and shadow.

Suspended roadways and walkways stretched between the towers, some held up by thick, sinewy cables, others by massive, curving pillars that reminded Thomas of ancient Roman aqueducts. The walkways were wide enough to accommodate not just foot traffic but wheeled transports and carriages pulled by alien beasts of burden.

Nestled into the cliffsides were countless alcoves and openings, each serving as an entrance to homes, workshops, and markets carved directly into the stone. Many were framed by intricate carvings that resembled dragons in flight, flames, and constellations—artistic reminders of Draconite history.

At the city's heart stood a colossal citadel that merged seamlessly with the mountain's highest peak, its crown radiating a beam of golden energy like a beacon into the sky. The structure looked more like a fortress than a palace, but Thomas couldn’t help wondering if Morgana was somewhere inside.

The entire city flowed outward from the fortress, a perfect blend of the raw, untamed beauty of the mountains and the wonder of highly-advanced engineering. "Beautiful, isn't it?" Merlin said softly. “Though it’s changed since I…or rather, the real Merlin was last here.”

"What was it like then?" Thomas asked, effortlessly guiding them around a rising passenger transport.

"Those suspended walkways used to use enchantments to float,” Merlin replied, a note of sadness in his mechanical voice. “Seeing them like that, it’s obvious Morgana is reducing the Draconite use of magic. I’m sure there are more examples throughout the city.”

“What about the fortress in the center of the city? Is that Morgana’s palace?”

“It may be. Or perhaps she’s taken up residence at Langoris. That’s where Arthur moved the seat of Avalon after the destruction of Camelot.”

“I need to be careful what I think,” Thomas said. “Or I might end up shooting at it. Accidentally, of course.”

Merlin chuckled. “There are few weapons or spells that can defeat the protections around the palace. It would be easier to destroy the planet beneath it.”

“Whatever works.”

The spaceport—an enormous volcanic caldera that had been converted into a massive landing facility—came into view. Thomas followed their assigned vector down into it, marveling at how the internal walls had been terraced to create multiple levels of landing pads. Their designated spot was about halfway down, a standard-sized pad surrounded by other private vessels of similar size.

Through the sensors, Thomas could see various ships coming and going. The normality of it was almost surreal, considering where they were.

Thomas settled them gently onto the pad, this time maintaining Draconite appearances by using the landing gear to touch down rather than Excalibur’s ability to hover on a magic-induced cushion of air. "That was easier than I expected," he said, finally allowing himself to relax a little.

"Don't get overconfident," Amren warned. "Getting to the surface was always going to be the easiest part. Now comes the real challenge."

Thomas nodded, opening his pod's canopy and climbing out. He and Burl joined Kaelithan and Amren near the door off the flight deck.

“Kaelithan, are you ready to disguise us?” Thomas asked.

“Yes,” he replied. “Stand as still as you can, or the enchantment may not sync correctly with your movements.” He closed his eyes momentarily, then opened them as his hands began tracing symbols in the air, pulling in magical energy as he concentrated on the spell.

Thomas stood still while the magic washed over him, a peculiar tingling sensation coursing across his body as his appearance transformed. When he looked down at his hands, he saw red scales where skin had been moments before.

"How do we look?" Burl asked, his voice now carrying a slight reptilian rasp.

"Like proper Draconite citizens," Merlin replied through his GOLEM.

"Remember,” Amren said. “We belong here. This is our homeworld. Act like it."

“You have forty-eight hours,” Merlin reminded them. “Or as long as Kaelithan can hold your disguises. I’ll hold down the fort here.”

“You aren’t coming?” Thomas asked. “Not even your mouse GOLEM?”

“It’s too risky. If anyone caught sight of the GOLEM, or stole it as Ryn did, your cover might be blown.”

“What if we run into trouble?”

“You have your knights, my boy. And you’ve come a long way. You don’t need me on every mission. I believe in you.”

Thomas nodded. “We’ll be back in time.”

“I know you will.”

Together, they exited the flight deck and headed for the teleportal to begin their mission in earnest. Thomas tried not to think about how many ways this could all go wrong.

They had made it to the surface. Now, the real fun began.


CHAPTER 19


The massive doors leading from the landing pad slid open with a soft hiss, revealing a bustling corridor filled with Draconite of various sizes and colors. Thomas hesitated momentarily, his heart racing as he took in the scene. Despite Kaelithan's illusion making him appear as one of them, he still felt exposed and vulnerable.

"Remember," Amren whispered beside him, his own disguise making him appear as a bronze-scaled Draconite in dark traveling robes. "We belong here. Act like it. And whatever you do, don't stare at anyone for too long.”

Thomas nodded and stepped forward, trying to project confidence he didn't feel. The corridor was wider than he'd expected, its high ceiling supported by carved stone columns that resembled ancient dragon bones. The walls were adorned with murals depicting various scenes from Draconite history, though Thomas noticed they focused heavily on military victories and displays of power. One particularly vivid scene showed unevolved dragons descending on an Ursan city, their flames reducing the legendary city to ash.

“Pure fiction,” Amren muttered softly beside him at the sight of the mural.

A large Draconite in elaborate green robes brushed past him, nearly causing Thomas to flinch. He managed to hold his composure, though his pulse quickened. The Draconite's scales were a deep burgundy color that shimmered as he moved, and ornate golden bands adorned his curved horns. He glanced over at Thomas, his eyelids narrowing, sensing Thomas’ sudden distress.

“I apologize,” the Draconite said, offering amends instead of suspicion, and catching Thomas by surprise.

“N…no harm done,” he replied. The Draconite continued on, and Thomas moved in closer to Kaelithan. “I thought I was a goner for sure.”

"The illusion will hold," Kaelithan assured him quietly, his own disguise showing him as a smaller, gray-scaled Draconite. "Even if someone bumps into you, they'll feel scales. This is my specialty, don’t forget, and between Merlin’s tutorials and Nimue’s books…I’ve only gotten better at it.”

"That's good," Thomas replied, keeping his voice low. "Because this place is packed. And they all have very sharp claws."

The corridor was alive with movement and color, a full sampling of Draconite culture expressed through their clothing and adornments. Both male and female Draconite predominantly wore long, flowing robes, their designs blending the elegance of their traditions with the practicality of their daily lives. These robes, often layered and intricately detailed, were tailored to their scaled physiques and ranged from simple utilitarian styles like the ones Kaelithan had used for his illusion, to opulent garments adorned with embroidery resembling flames, wings, or ancient glyphs. Metallic threading ran through many of the designs, catching the light and accentuating the natural shimmer of their scales. The colors—deep crimson, royal blue, and rich emerald along with shimmering silvers and golds—were as varied as the Draconite themselves.

Some Draconite, however, had embraced human-inspired clothing. Males occasionally wore doublets with high collars and flared shoulders, each piece tailored to accommodate their powerful builds. Females often mixed traditional robes with elements of human style, such as cinched waists or layered skirts, seamlessly blending both influences. These human-inspired outfits added variety to their fashion statements, but remained secondary to their traditional attire.

Jewelry was omnipresent and ornate. Many of the Draconite adorned their horns with delicate chains strung with gemstones, some dangling small charms that jingled softly as they walked. Piercings—rings and studs in their ears and snouts, some simple, others studded with jewels that sparkled with every turn of their heads—were common. Bracelets and armbands were common, as were elaborate rings adorning their clawed fingers.

"Look at how they carry themselves," Amren observed. "Such confidence. Such surety in their superiority. Every movement screams we own this galaxy and everyone in it."

"Can you blame them?" Burl replied, his massive frame translated by the illusion into an impressively large Draconite with forest-green scales. "This is their seat of power. The heart of their empire."

"Makes me sick," Thomas muttered.

“Careful,” Kaelithan warned. "We don't know who might be listening."

They emerged into a vast central concourse, and Thomas had to clamp his jaw shut to keep from staring open-mouthed at the sheer scale and splendor he was seeing. The space was enormous, its domed ceiling soaring at least two hundred feet high. Crystalline windows stretched across the upper walls, forming a dome which refracted the sunlight, turning it into prismatic rainbows that danced as gracefully as ballerinas across the polished stone floor.

The concourse itself teemed with activity. Draconite of every size and hue mingled with a much smaller contingent of other beings, which—to Thomas’ surprise—included Ursans. Shops and eateries lined the walls in a seemingly endless array, their signage glowing with bright, animated glyphs. Some were etched into the rock itself, others projected holographically into the air.

Thomas’s attention snapped to the sound of raucous laughter from a group of Draconite near one of the larger eateries. The smell—a thick, pungent aroma that made him think of skunk—turned his stomach. Through one open doorway, he saw a bustling restaurant where Draconite patrons were tearing into massive slabs of barely seared meat, blood dripping off their scaled chins. One particularly large patron snapped the bone of a haunch with a resounding crack, his long, snake-like tongue lapping at the marrow with a growl of satisfaction. The sight of it was as primal as it was gross.

In the center of the concourse stood a massive fountain, its design unmistakably Draconite. A large dragon carved from black stone twisted upward, its wings spread wide and mouth open as if in mid-roar. From its maw poured streams of shimmering water, cascading down into a wide, circular basin. Around the fountain, groups of Draconite gathered in animated conversation, their gestures sharp and fluid.

Thomas tore his gaze away from the spectacle and glanced around, trying to focus. The sheer volume of sound—voices, footsteps, the occasional metallic clang from a nearby shop—created a cacophony that set his nerves on edge. Still, beneath his unease, he couldn’t help but marvel.

“I think I see a clothier over there,” Kaelithan said, pointing to a storefront on the other side of the concourse. "The sooner I can drop the robes as part of the illusion, the better. Maintaining the complete disguise is taxing."

Thomas scanned the concourse, noting how few security personnel were visible. He spotted only a handful of armed and armored enforcers, standing casually near one of the exits, chatting rather than watching the crowds.

"This is their stronghold,” Amren murmured, noticing Thomas' observation. “Who would dare cause trouble? We’re fine."

They made their way across the open space, Thomas growing increasingly aware of how exposed they were. Each step felt like it might be the one that gave them away. His heart nearly stopped when a young Draconite child ran past them, its tail nearly tripping Burl.

"Careful, little one," Burl said automatically, his voice carrying the proper reptilian rasp.

The child's mother hurried after it, offering a quick, "My apologies," before hurrying away.

The shop's entrance was flanked by holographic displays showing various styles of robes on different Draconite body types. The materials looked expensive, with the same shimmering threading and arrays of colors he had seen on many of the dragonfolk they had passed.

“This is perfect,” Kaelithan said.

The clothing shop was elegant but simple, its dark wood furnishings offset by racks of robes matching what was on their displays. A tall, elegant Draconite with silver scales looked up as they entered, her vertical pupils contracting slightly as she studied them.

"Welcome to Scales & Silks," she said, her voice carrying the slight sibilant quality Thomas was coming to associate with the species. "I am Madame Shenth. How may I assist you today?"

Thomas forced himself to remain calm as she approached. This would be their first real test—close contact with a Draconite who would be studying them carefully.

"We require new robes," he said, trying to match the precise, cultured tones he'd heard from other Draconite. "Something suitable for the capital."

Her eyes traveled over all four of them. “Indeed, you do. Not to be rude, but your current attire lacks…interest. Where are you arriving from?”

"Greshnax," Thomas replied, using the same cover story they'd given orbital control.

"Ah, yes," she said, moving closer, her tone suggesting their proposed origin point explained everything.”The fashions there tend to be less refined. We'll soon have you properly attired." Her own robes were a deep purple that perfectly complemented her silver scales. "May I take your measurements?"

Thomas nodded, fighting the urge to step back as she approached with a measuring device that looked more like a medical scanner than a tape measure. She moved around him professionally, the device humming softly as it worked. "Though I must say, your scale patterns are quite unusual for that region. More common in the southern territories, I would think."

Thomas felt his heart skip a beat. Had they made a mistake in their disguises? Before he could respond, Amren—smooth as ever—stepped in. “We’re all from the same brood,” he said. "Our grandfather was from the south. His patterns tend to run strong in our bloodline."

"Ah, of course," Madame Shenth replied, returning to her measurements. "Family traits can be so fascinating, can they not?”

She continued chatting as she worked, and gradually, Thomas began to relax. The shopkeeper showed no sign of real suspicion, treating them exactly as she would any other customers. When she brought out several options for them to consider, Thomas found himself actually enjoying the process of selecting appropriate robes.

"These will serve nicely," Amren said after making their selections in rich, dark colors. The cost was steep, and they weren’t quite as fine as what Thomas had seen, but they wouldn't draw attention while still suggesting reasonable wealth. The coins Grenyth had gifted them more than covered it.

“Thank you for your patronage,” Madame Shenth said as she finished packing up their goods. “Glory to the Queen.”

Thomas nearly flinched at the statement, and he choked on the words, struggling to get them out.

“Glory to the Queen,” Burl said, filling in for him.

Thomas breathed a quiet sigh of relief as they left the shop with their purchases. "That wasn't so bad until the end,” he said.

“The Draconite are proud of Morgana’s accomplishments,” Amren said, looking around. “Now we just need somewhere to change."

Nearby, they found what appeared to be public facilities, but as soon as they entered, Thomas realized they had made an inexperienced mistake. The space was completely open, with no private stalls or separate areas. Draconite of both sexes moved about casually, voiding into simple pits in the floor without any embarrassment or concern for personal privacy.

"Well," Burl said after a moment. "That's...different."

"We should go," Thomas said quickly, backing out. "Find somewhere else to change."

Back in the concourse, they regrouped near one of the massive support columns. "We need to reach the city," Amren said. "We can worry about changing once we're there."

"I can maintain the illusion," Kaelithan assured them. "But we should hurry. The risk remains greater until we can reduce my effort.”

They followed signs to ground transportation, emerging onto a massive platform where vehicles waited to carry passengers into the city proper. What caught Thomas' attention was the complete lack of safety features. There were no guardrails on the platform edges, and no obvious emergency systems.

"Their natural balance and durability makes such precautions unnecessary," Amren explained quietly, noting Thomas' concern. "To them, anyone who needs such protection is inherently inferior."

"There," he added, indicating what appeared to be an automated transport. "That should take us into the city."

The transport was essentially a large open platform, no roof or sides, with nothing but metal grips set into the floor. Thomas watched as the Draconite wrapped their clawed feet around these holds, their powerful legs and natural balance keeping them steady. Several were engaged in casual conversation, completely at ease despite standing on what felt like a floating piece of metal high above the ground.

A wave of anxiety washed over Thomas. With no claws to grab onto the floor, there was a chance he could lose his balance and embarrass himself. Or worse, knock into Kaelithan and break his concentration.

As if reading his mind, Kaelithin’s Draconite hands became completely still. His real hands were working beneath the illusion however, and Thomas felt something wrap around his ankle, holding him fast.

“Let’s hope this is a short ride,” Kaelithan said.

A young Draconite couple boarded after them, their scales matching shades of deep blue. They were discussing what sounded like a military parade planned for the following week.

"I heard the Queen herself might attend," the female said excitedly.

"It would be fitting," her companion replied. "The empire grows stronger each day."

Thomas filed that information away as the transport began to move, accelerating quickly as it joined others on a complex network of suspended roadways. He did his best not to look down at the dizzying drops on either side. Around them, Draconite chatted casually or stood in dignified silence, completely at ease.

Thomas kept his eyes focused ahead, watching as they soon came in view of a massive entrance into a cave in the sheer face of an adjacent mountain. A transport similar to theirs approached in the opposite direction, even more crowded with passengers than theirs. Not wanting to stare, Thomas began to look away.

A flash of red and orange light pulled his attention back to the transport, just in time to see the front of it erupt in a massive fireball.

Cries of surprise rose across their ride moments before the shock wave hit their transport, causing it to sway wildly. Screams filled the air as burning debris rained down around them. Through the smoke and chaos, Thomas caught glimpses of bodies falling, some already burning. Their transport shuddered again as it crashed into one of the pieces of debris.

"Hold on!" Amren shouted as their transport began to tilt dangerously to one side.

Kaelithan’s magic held them to the deck. Thomas’ mind raced in frightened panic. Had they been discovered? Was this an attack meant for them? Or had they just stumbled into someone else's fight?

Several Draconite near the edge lost their footing and slid toward the open side of the transport. Thomas watched in horror as one went over, disappearing into the smoke below.

The transport stabilized marginally and kept moving, but the damage was clearly severe. Through the smoke, Thomas could see that the explosion had damaged the support structure of the bridge they were on. Long cracks spreading through it threatened to bring the whole thing down. "We need to get off here,” Thomas said urgently. "Now!"

“Agreed,” Amren replied, his eyes scanning their surroundings, “but the bridge won't collapse. It's too well reinforced.”

As if to emphasize his point, another explosion rocked a transport further ahead. It was smaller, but the message was clear. This was a coordinated attack. "Pirates," one of the other passengers spat. "Ursan scum! How dare they attack the capital itself!"

"Quiet!" a large Draconite in fine black and gold robes commanded. "Everyone stay calm and⁠—”

He never finished the sentence. Their transport shuddered again as nearby explosions buffeted it.

“They’re trying to bring the bridge down,” Amren decided.

“With us on it,” Thomas said. “Where are the attackers? I don’t see anything or anyone.”

“They may be firing from the valley below.”

“You’re sure the bridge will hold?”

“Not anymore.”

Thomas could hardly believe their transport had yet to stop. It trundled across the bridge, its surface splitting apart before their eyes. He could hear popping and creaking from the columns below, too few now supporting too much weight.

“We need to stop this thing,” he said, loud enough another Draconite overheard him.

“We can’t. It has no emergency override,” she hissed. “If we die today, we die unafraid.”

Thomas looked around the transport. None of the Draconite looked overly frightened. They clearly didn’t fear death. Even the young on board were relatively calm.

Another explosion erupted under them, and Thomas felt the heat rise from right beneath them. The surface buckled, lifting the transport and throwing it sideways. Losing contact with the deck, it threatened to roll over on its side.

The Draconite around them held on tight, releasing growls and gasps but not panicking. Thomas gritted his teeth, almost amused by the irony that they could be killed by one of the very groups they wanted to help.

“Kaelithan!” Amren snapped.

The illusion identifying them as Draconite suddenly vanished. In the time it took their transport to begin tumbling out from under them, a sphere of magical energy enveloped them, holding them secure. Thomas watched in horror as their transport tossed all its other riders over the side as it rolled over and over before coming to a stop on the edge of the platform.

Kaelithan released the sphere, dropping their feet to the bridge a short distance from the wreckage of their transport. More explosions shook the bridge, and it swayed so violently Thomas knew it wouldn’t last much longer.

"There!" Burl pointed ahead to what appeared to be an emergency access ladder. They sprinted for it. Overhead, a Draconite patrol ship shot past, slowing and circling before opening fire on something far below. Echoes of explosions rose up to the bridge as they ran, ignored for now in the chaos.

They reached the ladder, quickly grabbing on and climbing down to a secondary platform a short distance below. Thomas reached the platform first. He did his best not to look down as he ran across an unprotected metal catwalk that stretched from it the rest of the way to the rock face. One wrong move and he would tumble to his death. The others were in the same situation, complicated when a shudder from the bridge shook the catwalk. Burl cried out, and when Thomas looked back the big warrior was slipping over the edge.

“No!” Thomas shouted, just before Amren grabbed Burl with a steadying hand, pulling him back up. They continued the run, lunging into the cave just before the whole bridge shuddered one final time and began to give way.

Thomas whirled around, crouching and leaning his shoulder against the stone wall to watch the massive bridge shatter to pieces. The remaining support columns suddenly crumpled under its massive weight as it all collapsed into the ravine, rumbling like an earthquake. Dust and debris rose up, spilling into the smaller cave opening and threatening to choke them.

And then, it was over. The rumbling settled. The dust slowly subsided, leaving Thomas and his companions covered in a layer of ash and dirt.

“That wasn’t how I imagined we might die on this planet,” Burl wheezed out, still coughing up dust as he sat up from where he’d thrown himself through the cave opening and onto the stone floor.

Thomas rose to his feet, wiping at the lingering dust in his eyes to examine the cave. It led into a smaller tunnel that he was sure would connect to somewhere in the city. The good news was that they’d made it off the bridge before its collapse and were alone in the cave.

“At least we’re still alive,” Amren said, rising and shaking himself off. “That’s more than I can say for anyone else on the bridge.”

“Funny to think,” Kaelithan added. “If it were still using enchantment it wouldn’t have fallen.”

“I bet whoever blew it up was thinking the same thing,” Thomas said. “Do you think anyone saw us?”

“Even if they did, we’ll be gone before they can figure out which Draconites we were,” Amren replied. “Kaelithan?”

The wizard nodded, repeating the earlier procedure to hide them in illusion. Since it wasn’t real, they were completely clean dragonfolk to anyone looking at them.

“Things are going to get more crazy around here because of that attack,” Amren said.

“Our goals haven’t changed,” Thomas said, motioning to the tunnel. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER 20


Thomas's boots scraped against rough stone as he stumbled along the maintenance tunnel, feeling his way forward. There were no lights in the tunnel—real Draconite had superior night vision—so it was all he could do to lead the group away from the collapsed bridge.

"I don't like this," Burl muttered behind him. "Too confined. If we run into anyone…they’ll know right away something is wrong because we can’t see.”

"We won't run into anyone,” Amren replied softly. "These tunnels are only used in emergencies."

"Like terrorist attacks that bring down bridges?"

“The bridge is gone. This tunnel is useless compared to the main entrance, which is much more accessible. We’ll be fine. Slow and steady, Thomas.”

Their footsteps echoed off the stone in a four-person percussion. The sound bounced back at them, making it impossible to tell if anyone else might be approaching.

"How much further?" Kaelithan asked, his voice tight with strain. “I expended a lot of energy creating that protection sphere around us. I can’t hold the illusion for more than another few hours without rest.”

“That won’t get us very far,” Burl said.

"No," Thomas agreed. "But we can't go back."

“We can find an inn as soon as we reach the city,” Amren said.

“Maybe I should drop the illusion. You said no one will⁠—”

“Do not drop it,” Amren ordered. “I’m no seer. I could be wrong.”

“You also aren’t in charge,” Kaelithan griped. “Though you seem to have trouble remembering that.”

“Okay, you two,” Thomas said before they could get into it. He had seen fellow gang members fight often enough to know how quickly things could escalate when emotions were high. And their near-death experience had left them all rattled. “Kaelithan, keep the illusion going as long as you can. We can’t be sure no one will stumble on us.”

They continued forward, the tunnel curving gradually to the right. After some time, Thomas’ outstretched hand made contact with a barrier in front of them. Not stone, thankfully. A heavy metal door set into the wall.

“There’s a door here,” he said, stopping the group.

"Think it's locked?" Burl whispered.

"Only one way to find out," Thomas replied. He reached for the handle, his heart pounding. If it was locked, they'd be trapped here. If it wasn't...who knew what waited on the other side?

The handle turned with little effort. Thomas eased the door open, cringing at the slight creak of its hinges. He peered through the widening gap into what appeared to be a small maintenance station. Tools lined the walls on magnetic strips, and various spare parts sat organized on metal shelving units. The space was mercifully empty.

"Clear," he announced, stepping inside, the others following. Kaelithan closed the door behind them with trembling hands. Under the dim lighting, Thomas could see how pale the wizard was. Sweat beaded his forehead despite the cool air.

"You okay?" he asked quietly.

Kaelithan managed a tight nod. “For now.”

"There's another door," Amren interrupted, pointing to the far wall. ”It must lead into the city proper."

Thomas went to it. Placing his ear against the cold surface, he listened for any sound on the other side. Hearing nothing, he eased it open just enough to peer through.

And sucked in a surprised breath.

The door opened into a cavern of staggering scale. The cool air that washed through the door and over Thomas carried a faint mineral tang. He realized immediately the Draconite had hollowed out the interior of an entire mountain. A stone and crystal ceiling arched high above the vast floor, forming a cathedral-like roof at least five hundred feet high. Seamlessly integrated into the stone, colossal sections of crystalline panes scattered multi-colored light across the cavern.

The floor was divided into multiple tiers, with wide terraces connected by sweeping staircases, ramps, and bridges. An array of structures had been constructed on each level, some resembling stone fortresses with metallic accents, their sharp, angular designs contrasting with the more organic cavern forms. Others were elegant spires and domes, glowing faintly with embedded crystals. Elevated walkways of tempered metal and translucent glass crisscrossed the cavern, spanning immense gaps with daring grace and allowing the Draconite to move effortlessly through the massive space.

The sheer enormity of the cavern was breathtaking, yet there was an underlying weight to it, a sense of dominance that bordered on oppressive. This was no mere feat of engineering. It was a statement, a declaration of the Draconite’s supremacy. They had not merely adapted to their environment; they had conquered it, bending the mountain to their will.

"This isn't our final destination,” Amren whispered, his scaled disguise shifting slightly as he spoke. "The military quarter is closer to the palace.”

A sudden commotion drew their attention. Emergency vehicles streaked past. Their low, hissing warning tones echoed off the stone, creating a disorienting rumble. Thomas spotted teams of heavily armed enforcers deploying throughout the area, their black armor a stark contrast to the lighter stone.

"They're searching for the terrorists," Burl observed. "Every enforcer in the city must be mobilized."

"We need somewhere to hide…to rest," Kaelithan said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Thomas noticed how the wizard swayed slightly beside him, his disguise flickering for just a moment. It was barely noticeable, but enough to send a spike of fear through Thomas' chest.

“Look up on the second level,” Thomas said, pointing to an alcove in the rock where a holographic sign depicting a sleeping dragon hung above its dark entrance. “That looks like an inn.”

They joined the crowd of Draconite gathering to watch the emergency response, trying to mimic their mannerisms. Thomas noticed how they stood—backs straight, heads held high. He attempted to copy the posture while guiding their group toward the steps leading to the second tier of the interior.

A particularly large Draconite bumped into him, nearly knocking him off balance. "Watch yourself," the creature growled, its teeth gleaming.

"Apologies," Thomas managed, his heart hammering. The Draconite's eyes narrowed slightly, studying him before moving on.

"That was close," Burl muttered.

They moved through the onlookers, avoiding the enforcers as they made their way to the stone stairs leading up to the second tier. Climbing them quickly, without rushing so much they made a spectacle of themselves, they reached the next level, pausing once more to locate the inn. Noticing a group of enforcers walking the perimeter of the level, Thomas picked up the pace slightly to reach the inn's entrance before they did. He continued through the alcove into a lobby furnished with dark wood and deep cushions sized for the Draconite. The air carried a spiced-meat scent that made Thomas's nose itch.

The innkeeper looked up from behind a polished stone counter, his rust-colored scales catching the prismed light. His vertical pupils contracted as he studied them. "Welcome to the Hibernating Wyrm," he said, his voice carrying the typical Draconite rasp. “You didn’t just arrive from the spaceport, did you?”

“Actually, we did,” Thomas said. “The last transport that made it across before…” He trailed off.

“We still aren’t sure what happened,” Amren said. “We were disembarking when we heard the first explosion.”

“It’s those bastard Ursans, that’s what happened,” the innkeeper said. “We give them a way to be useful, provide food, clothing and shelter—and this is how they repay us.”

“What is it they want?”

“Want?” The innkeeper snarled. “They want Arthur back. After a hundred years, as if he would still be alive. As if we hadn’t defeated him fairly and justly.”

“That’s why they did this? It seems…futile.”

“It is futile. But there’s some crazy rumor going around that Excalibur has returned. And now every Ursan that’s ever had an itch to cause trouble is trying to live out that fantasy. Bastards.” His tongue flicked out of his mouth at the last word, as if he had tasted something awful. “I’m glad you made it in before it happened. The others, they died unafraid, as all good Draconite do, I’m sure. Where are you from?”

“Greshnax,” Thomas said. “Here to visit family.”

“And you aren’t staying with them?”

Thomas froze, realizing he had made a mistake.

“We are,” Amren covered without missing a beat. “But with the commotion outside, we decided it would be better to stay out of the way of the enforcers until tomorrow.”

“That’s a wise idea,” the innkeeper said. “How many rooms do you need?”

“We’re all brood brothers. One room will suffice, if it’s large enough.”

“I have a few brood rooms available. Five gold per night," he said finally. "Will you be requiring meals as well?"

Thomas's stomach turned at the memory of what he'd seen in the spaceport restaurant—the raw flesh, the blood, the cracking bones. "No," he said quickly, perhaps too quickly. "Just the room."

The innkeeper's expression shifted again, a slight narrowing of his eyes that sent fresh anxiety through Thomas. But then the Draconite simply nodded and retrieved two key cards from beneath the counter.

"Third floor," he said. "Room 312." He paused, his tongue flicking out briefly. "Strange times we live in. Terrorists attacking the capital itself...one wonders if anywhere is truly safe anymore."

"Indeed," Thomas managed, taking the room key.

They climbed the narrow stairs, each step feeling like it might be the one where Kaelithan's magic finally failed. The wizard stumbled slightly on the second floor landing, and Thomas had to catch his arm.

"Almost there," he whispered. "Hold on."

The third floor corridor was thankfully empty. Thomas fumbled with the key at room 312, painfully aware of how exposed they were. The lock clicked open just as voices echoed up from the stairwell below.

They piled into the room, quickly closing and locking the door behind them. The space was clean, with simple furnishings that included two large beds that looked uncomfortably hard and a futon-like sofa with a single matching chair. A display screen hung on one wall, currently dark.

As soon as the door was secured, Kaelithan released their disguises with a shuddering exhale. He fell backwards into the huge chair, his real face ashen with exhaustion as he closed his eyes and immediately fell asleep.

Before Thomas could even sit, the display screen suddenly flared to life, causing them all, except Kaelithan, to jump. A Draconite in an elaborate military uniform appeared and began to speak.

"This is Marshal Keldrix of City Peace Enforcement," the Draconite announced. "As many of you are likely aware, at approximately fourteen hundred hours today, terrorist forces launched a cowardly attack on our noble city. Over four hundred are dead, including seven broodlings. This is a dark and terrible day for Draconia, and for Avalon. For decades, the rule of law has held fast across the galaxy, but today, that line was crossed." He slammed a fist down on a stone podium beside him. "While several of the perpetrators have been eliminated, we believe others may still be at large within the city. This is a call to all to report any suspicious activity immediately to the CPE. These inferior drok need to be taught a fresh lesson that breaking our law, and worse, attacking our capital, carries severe consequences. Again, if you see any suspicious activity at all, you are strongly urged to report it immediately."

The screen turned off the moment Marshal Keldrix finished the announcement. Thomas sat on the edge of one of the room’s hard beds. "This is bad. Security's already intense here, and now every civilian will be watching for anything unusual."

"Perhaps not as bad as you think," Amren said thoughtfully. "These Ursan rebels clearly have significant resources and skills to destroy a bridge. This may be an opportunity to recruit them to our cause, or at least convince them to help us gather information.”

“We don’t even know where to look for them,” Thomas said. “And we only have forty-eight hours.” He looked at Kaelithan, for all intents and purposes, dead to the world. “Probably less.”

“Definitely less,” Burl agreed. “If Kael rests for a while, maybe he can go a bit longer.”

“There’s also the fact that…well…” Thomas hesitated.

“What is it?” Amren asked.

“I’m no friend to the Draconite,” he continued in a hushed voice, “but there were innocent women and children on that bridge. Civilians.”

"And how many Ursan civilians have the Draconite killed over the centuries?" Amren countered. "I'm not saying what the rebels did was right, but they're clearly organized and effective. They’re bound to know things. They’re right here in Draconia, and they’re on our side.”

“We don’t know for sure they’re on our side,” Thomas countered. “They could be mad about anything.” The look Amren passed him made him flinch. “Look, I just think we should stick to the original plan. Find where the military officers gather and learn what we can about their operations and deployments.”

“Very well,” Amren agreed. “And if we happen to hear anything about these rebels?”

"Then we keep our options open," Thomas finished with a slight smile, though the thought of aligning with terrorists still didn’t sit that well.

"While Kaelithan rests, I'll use the room's terminal to research potential targets,” Amren said. “Officers need somewhere to relax, especially after events like today."

“If you don’t mind, I’m going to rest up, too,” Burl said.

“Go ahead,” Thomas replied.

Burl was already dozing by the time Amren began his search, using a motion controlled holographic terminal to navigate what Thomas took to be the Draconite Internet. The language and symbols were completely foreign to him, but Amren handled it without the hint of a problem.

“How are you reading that?” he asked at last, unable to contain his curiosity. “Enchantment?”

“My father taught me to read, write, and speak Draconite,” Amren replied. “He thought it would be a useful skill. It turns out, he was right.”

“Your father seems like he was an amazing man.”

“Yes, he was. It’s an honor to be his son. And it will be a greater honor to use his teachings to end Draconite tyranny.”

Thomas quieted to watch him work. They quickly learned that Hreth's military quarter contained several exclusive establishments catering to officers, though getting accurate information about requirements to enter them proved challenging.

Two hours passed quietly. By then, Kaelithan's color had improved somewhat with rest, while Amren had compiled a promising list of potential targets. Thomas was beginning to doze off himself when a sharp knock at the door echoed through the room. He jumped, Kaelithan’s eyes snapped open, and Burl roused with a snorted breath.

“City Peace Enforcement!" a commanding voice called from the corridor. “Open up!”

Kaelithan didn’t wait for Thomas to ask, his hands already moving to recast their disguises. Thomas waited until the illusions settled before approaching the door, his pulse thundering in his ears.

They were bound to smell his fear, but would they find it suspicious?


CHAPTER 21


The heavy fist again pounded on their door, making the hinges rattle. "Enforcement!" the voice barked from the corridor. "Open up now or we'll break the door down!"

Thomas exchanged tense glances with the others. Kaelithan's illusions still held, transforming them into proper Draconite citizens, but close scrutiny by trained enforcers might be another matter entirely. One slip, one wrong word or gesture, and they were finished.

"We need to answer," Amren whispered urgently. "Before they actually bust in.”

Sweat trickled down Thomas' back as he moved to the door. His hand trembled slightly as he reached for the handle. He forced himself to take a deep breath, squaring his shoulders before opening it.

Five Draconite enforcers filled the corridor, dressed in black metal armor. The commander stood at their center, distinguished by crimson markings that streaked across his chest plate like claw marks. His unblinking gaze fixed on Thomas, vertical pupils contracting to thin slits. His scaled features might have been carved from stone for all the emotion they revealed.

"The innkeeper tells us you arrived on the last transport before the bridge collapse," he said, his voice carrying undertones that reminded Thomas of steel scraping against granite. “Is that correct?”

“That’s right,” Thomas replied. “We just made it before everything turned into complete chaos.”

“I see. I need you and your brood brothers to come with me to the local office for questioning."

Thomas struggled to keep the tremor out of his voice. "May I ask why, commander?"

The enforcer's hand drifted to rest on his sword hilt. "You may not. This is not a request, civilian. The destruction of that bridge was an act of terrorism against the empire itself. Anyone who might have witnessed anything is being questioned."

“What if we didn’t see anything?”

“You will still need to come with me to make your statement at the office.”

"We understand," Thomas replied. “Could you give us five minutes to change into fresh clothes? We've been traveling all day and resting for the past couple hours. I wouldn't want to disgrace the enforcement office by appearing disheveled."

The commander studied him with predatory intensity. Thomas could feel cold sweat running down his spine as that reptilian gaze seemed to pierce through their magical disguises. Finally, the commander gave a sharp nod.

"Five minutes," he said. "Not one second more."

Thomas closed the door and turned to the others, his heart thundering so loudly he worried the enforcers might hear it through the wall. "Ideas?" he whispered. "Because I'm pretty sure their questioning isn't going to end well for us. They're going to ask us things we can't possibly answer. About family we don't have, about a home we've never seen. One wrong detail and we're finished."

Burl shifted uncomfortably. "We don't have much choice," he replied softly. "We can't exactly fight our way out of here. Not against those numbers out in the hallway.”

Thomas glanced back at the door. “We need another option.”

“Change into your robes,” Kaelithan said. “I have an idea.”

“What kind of idea?” Amren asked. “You aren’t in charge, either.”

“Our appearance as Draconites is an illusion. We don’t need to maintain the same appearances as before, and the innkeeper hasn’t seen us in the robes we purchased. We can sneak out without anyone the wiser.”

“Except for the goon squad blocking our path,” Thomas said.

“No, we'll also need some kind of distraction to get past them."

"What do you have in mind?” Thomas asked.

A slight smile crossed Kaelithan's face. “The very thing they're looking for. Ursan terrorists.”

"Can you manage that much magic?" Amren asked with concern.

“The rest helped quite a bit. I can do it. But we need to put on the robes.”

“Let’s do it,” Thomas decided.

He quickly opened their parcel and distributed the robes, which he and the others threw on top of their existing armor.

“Two minutes!” the commander shouted through the door.

When everyone was ready, Kaelithan closed his eyes in concentration. His hands danced in the air, pulling in magical energy. Thomas felt the familiar tingle of it washing over him as their appearances shifted once more.

“Get ready to go,” Kaelithan said.

Before anyone could respond, shouting erupted in the hallway. Thomas rushed to the peephole to see what was happening. Through the distorted view, he saw the enforcers take off down the hall. "Now," Thomas announced.

They slipped out of the room in time to see what appeared to be an Ursan male dart around the corner at the end of the hallway, heading toward the elevator. The enforcer’s boots thundered against stone as they chased after him. The commander shouted into his comm. "Seal off the exits!” And then he ordered his detail, “Don't let him escape!" before they too disappeared around the corner.

For the moment, Kaelithan dropped their Draconite disguises, but as they descended the stairs, Thomas felt the wizard’s magic again take hold. By the time they reached the bottom floor, they were once again Draconite, but with completely different appearances.

Thomas caught a glimpse of himself as they passed a decorative mirror. Emerald scales covered his new form, swept-back horns giving him a more aristocratic bearing. Beside him, Burl had been transformed into a massive copper-scaled warrior, while Amren had obsidian coloring and Kaelithan appeared as a slim, silver-scaled scholar.

They emerged into the lobby just as more enforcers burst through the entrance, weapons ready. "Upper floors!" one shouted. "They went up!"

Though every instinct screamed at him to run, Thomas forced himself to maintain an unhurried pace as they walked past the rushing enforcers. He even managed a disdainful sniff, as if the very presence of security forces offended his refined sensibilities.

"Don't look back," Amren murmured as they made their way across the tier.

More enforcers hurried past them as they crossed the tier on one of the glass walkways. Scanning the interior for transportation, Thomas noticed a shuttle drop down from the transport station on the sixth tier. “Up there,” he said, pointing to it as, like a dragon, it swooped down in a straight shot toward an exit directly opposite the collapsed bridge.

“I see it,” Amren replied. “We can ascend once we reach the other side.”

It took some time, but they crossed the walkway without incident and ascended to the sixth tier. A line of sleek shuttles waited there to carry passengers throughout the city.

Amren approached the dispatch terminal. The dispatcher, a bored-looking bronze-scaled male, barely glanced up from his holoscreen. "Destination?" he asked, his tone making it clear he'd rather be somewhere else.

"The military quarter," Amren replied. "Destination: Swords and Scales."

That got the dispatcher's attention. His head popped up, his eyes narrowing slightly as he studied them. Despite his obvious interest, he didn’t say anything about it. “That will be five silver from here to the Bastion,”he said. “Swords and Scales is just down the street from the military compound.”

Thomas stepped forward, digging the coins out of Grenyth’s purse and placing them on the desk. The dispatcher took the coins, tapped on the terminal a few times, and pointed to a particular shuttle. "Transport 247 will take you directly there."

They made their way to the shuttle—a boxy vehicle with plush seating and no apparent pilot—and climbed aboard and sank into seats. As the shuttle lifted off and merged with the traffic flow, Thomas allowed himself to relax back into the plush black upholstery.

The shuttle carried them out of the mountain before ascending, giving Thomas his second amazing view of Hreth. It flew in a wide arc to the other side of the city, revealing the palace and a broad plateau beyond its outskirts.

“That’s the Bastion right there,” Amren explained, pointing to a fortress-like edifice of black stone and shimmering alloy sitting at the heart of a meticulously manicured and organized expanse. “It’s the primary military training facility on Draconia.”

Its angular architecture, sharp as a dragon’s claw, caught and reflected the light in dazzling arcs, lending a measure of beauty to the otherwise functional design. Towers rose from the complex, their surfaces etched with what Thomas assumed were crests of the Draconite legions, while banners bearing intricate designs, threaded with metallic highlights, fluttered in the breeze.

Wide streets lined with barracks, training grounds, and other related structures radiated outward from the bastion. Inside the training grounds, squads of Draconite warriors sparred with both traditional weapons—swords, halberds, and the like—as well as more advanced energy weapons that crackled with plasma. Massive gates marked the entrances to the base, guarded by imposing figures clad in ornate armor.

A vibrant buffer of business and entertainment venues aimed at the military separated civilian housing from the gray stone wall surrounding the entire installation. Above the permanent venues, holographic signs in Draconite script announced their names and specialties offered while smaller tent-like pavilions bustled with activity along the streets. Thomas could make out both soldiers and civilians filing into and out of an assortment of taverns outside the stone wall. A mix of haunting and raucous music echoed up to the shuttle from their interiors.

The elegant mansions of the district's military elite came into view, and beyond them, the sprawling estates of the most decorated officers. With large fountains, towering spires, and terraces lined with exotic flora and statuary, they made the mansions preceding them look plain in comparison. Then, close to the plateau, stood the palace in all its magnificent splendor. Constructed mostly of polished white stone, its walls shimmered faintly in the sunlight, the towering facades blending sweeping arches with brutal edges.

The shuttle passed over Swords and Scales, and sat down at the station just across the street from the bastion. They disembarked and made their way past the bastion.. Their target sat on the corner two blocks down.

As they neared Swords and Scales, it nearly took Thomas’ breath away. A huge wooden sign featuring elaborately-designed crossed swords hung above its two thick wooden doors, one of which was propped open. A pair of armored guards stood on either side of the doors, a steady stream of well-dressed Draconites passing between them as they entered the establishment. Many of them wore charcoal robes affixed with glistening hardware, signaling them as military officers.

“The place looked pretty impressive from the air,” Thomas said, “but up close, it’s incredible. The whole place is imposing.”

“The dichotomy of the Draconite,” Amren said. “Brutal and beautiful at the same time, though they were mostly just brutal before the nanites. In any case, half the military planning in the capital probably happens over drinks in the Swords and Scales. We’re bound to pick up some useful intel.”

“That’s great and all,” Thomas said, “but we don’t have any identification or credentials. How do we get past the guards?”

Amren’s devious grin sent a nervous chill down Thomas’ back. “I have an idea, but you aren’t going to like it.”


CHAPTER 22


Thomas and the others followed Amren down the two blocks to Swords and Scales and around the corner toward the alley leading past the club’s back entrance, Thomas’ heart pounded with every step. Everything about what they were here to do was risky. Capture would mean execution. Probably with pain preceding it.

“More officers approaching,” Amren whispered. “Stay calm. Remember, they can smell your fear. And you’re Draconite. You shouldn’t be afraid of them. You should admire them.”

Thomas swallowed hard as he watched the approaching officers, painted wings on the officers’ black armor gleaming in various shades of red and gold. While Thomas had no idea what the colors meant, there was obviously something special about this group. Their boots clicked against the stone in perfect unison, ceremonial swords swaying at their hips.

“Good evening, citizens,” one of them said when they reached Thomas and the others. His eyes were wide and jovial, his posture proud.

“Good evening, sir,” Amren replied, bowing his head slightly. Thomas took the cue and did the same. The officers seemed to appreciate the gesture, throwing their shoulders back, and standing a little taller.

The officers continued past them and down the street.

“Who were they?” Thomas asked. “Their armor was different.”

“Recent graduates from the Wing Officer Training Academy,” Amren answered. “The next generation of Draconite military leaders and knights. If I had to guess, they just earned their wings, and that’s why they look so proud.”

“Arrogant, more like,” Burl said.

“They should be. Less than one percent of all cadets are even accepted into the program. Only ten percent of those earn their wings.” He paused, jerking his chin up. “There’s the alley we want…just past that cross street. Don’t hurry too quickly, but let’s turn down the alley while no one's passing us.”

Hemmed in by surrounding buildings that blocked most of the natural light, the alley was filled with ominous shadows. Street sounds faded to a muffled din, replaced by the steady drip of condensation, their boots splashing through small puddles. Just being in the alley raised Thomas’ anxiety, his memory of the woman he tried to help and the man he killed rising to the forefront.

A firm hand on his shoulder brought him out of it. “Are you okay?” Burl asked, responding to his distress.

“Yeah,” he answered, exhaling sharply. “I am now.”

"Wait here," Amren said as they reached a large trash bin halfway down the alley. "I'll scout ahead."

"I really don't like this plan," Burl muttered once Amren was out of earshot. The big man shifted uncomfortably, his hand never far from his concealed weapon. "Too many things could go wrong. Too many ways we could get trapped here."

“It’s still better than trying to bluff our way past those guards out front," Thomas replied. "One wrong word, one slip in our mannerisms, and we'd be finished. At least this way we have a chance."

"A chance of what? Getting caught like alley rats?" Burl shook his head. "At least out front we could go down fighting."

"Is that really better?" Thomas asked. "Getting killed in a futile attempt to get inside a military club?”

Burl considered that and then shrugged. "Maybe not. But it would feel better than skulking around like thieves."

"We're not thieves," Thomas reminded him. "We're gathering intelligence. That makes us spies.”

"Same difference to the Draconite, I expect. How long do you think we should wait on Amren?”

Before Thomas could answer, the man suddenly materialized out of the shadows, making Burl whirl and draw his weapon, bringing it to bear on him.

“Easy, big man.” He grinned, clapping his hand on Burl’s shoulder. Burl relaxed noticeably and reholstered his weapon. “I scouted out the back of the club,” Amren reported in a hushed voice.”The servers are all Ursan. There's a group taking a break out back right now."

"That's good news,” Thomas said. “Exactly as you’d hoped.”

"They look terrified, even though no one seems to be watching them." Amren's expression darkened. "The Draconite treat them worse than they do their animals. They at least value their pets.”

Thomas felt a familiar anger burning in his chest. It was the same fury he'd felt watching the casual cruelty of power go unchecked by conscience or consequence when Arlen died and the Wyldentree burned. “Do you think they’ll help us?” he asked.

“There’s only one way to find out. But I think our chance of success is increasing.”

Amren led them deeper into the alley, staying close to the back walls of the buildings where the shadows were deepest. The smell of rotting food hit Thomas like a punch in the face as they approached the club's back entrance. Another huge waste container squatted against the wall, this one’s contents spilling onto the ground in a putrid heap. Thomas tried not to look too closely at what might be moving around in the pile or what any of the detritus in the garbage might be. The smell alone left him fighting back a sudden wave of nausea.

Ahead, several figures huddled in a small alcove, sharing what appeared to be some kind of smoking device. Their hushed conversation carried the nervous edge of people who knew they were breaking rules but needed the brief respite badly enough to risk punishment.

Amren moved into the open, studying the group for a moment before deliberately scuffing his boot against the pavement. The servers' heads snapped up in unison, terror flooding their features at the sight of what they saw as a wealthy Draconite. One nearly dropped the smoking device, fumbling to hide it behind his back.

"Please," one started to beg, dropping to his knees. "We were just⁠—"

Before he could finish, Kaelithan released their disguises with a subtle gesture. The servers' fear transformed to confusion as they saw Amren's true Ursan form revealed. They stared in stunned silence, unsure how to react.

"Over here," Amren called softly, beckoning them toward where Thomas and the others stood behind the waste container. "Quickly, before someone sees us."

The servers hesitated, exchanging uncertain glances. Thomas could almost see them weighing the risk of approaching a strange Ursan against the possibility of being caught by their Draconite masters.

"We're not here to hurt you," Amren assured them. "We need your help."

After another moment's hesitation, they complied, scurrying over to join them in the shadows. Up close, Thomas could see the signs—fading bruises, nervous tics, and the way their eyes lowered to their feet—from their harsh treatment. Sorrow and fury mixed in his gut. Arthur had united all of Avalon’s beings once. And now they were reduced to this.

"I am Amren, son of Sir Bedivere, friend of King Arthur and Avalonian Knight,” Amren said once they were all hidden from casual view. His voice carried quiet authority that calmed the servers somewhat, their eyes rising to meet his. "And this is Thomas Drake, Commander of Excalibur. And these are two members of our crew, Burl and Kaelithan.”

The servers' eyes widened at the mention of Excalibur. One, a thin woman with delicate features, actually gasped before tears began forming in her eyes. "Excalibur?" she whispered. "Then... the rumors we've been hearing..."

"You mean about the bridge?" another asked. He glanced at Thomas before remembering himself and averting his eyes. "Was that your doing, master?”

"No," Thomas said quickly. "That wasn't us. But we are interested in meeting whoever did it. You wouldn’t know where to find them, would you?”

The first server—she seemed to be their unofficial leader—shook her head. "They call themselves the New Arthurian Knights, but that's all I know. They’ve been showing up from time to time for the last…I don’t know how long.”

“Must be fifteen years now,” a third server said.

“More like ten,” the second corrected. “They’ve been giving the old queen fits—petty theft, vandalism, and the like—from time-to-time. What they did today…it’s the biggest strike they’ve made.”

“So you don’t know where to find them?” Amren asked.

“Some say they have bases hidden in the mountains,” the fourth server whispered. “Others claim they live among us in plain sight. No one knows for certain."

“Is this information all you wanted from us?” the first questioned.

“It isn’t,” Amren admitted, leaning forward slightly. “I called you over mainly because we need information about Draconite military movements and plans. The kind of intelligence that gets discussed over drinks by officers who think servants are beneath their notice."

“We were hoping we could take your places inside,” Thomas said. “Kaelithan is a wizard. He can⁠—”

“A wizard?” the third server interrupted. “Wizards are outlawed in Draconia. If they catch you⁠—”

“I’ll have worse problems than being a wizard if they catch me,” Kaelithan said. “Don’t worry about that. “

“He can disguise us to look like you,” Amren continued. “We can serve the Draconite and eavesdrop on their conversations.”

The servers exchanged nervous glances. "The Draconite are very particular about how they're served," the first one said, her voice barely above a whisper. "They notice every detail. How you pour their drinks, which side you approach from, even how deeply you bow. If you get something wrong..."

She trailed off with a shudder, but her meaning was clear. Thomas felt sick imagining what happened to servants who made mistakes.

"How do you stand it?" he asked, unable to keep the anger from his voice. "Being treated like that?"

A bitter laugh escaped the lead server. "What choice do we have? Our ancestors swore fealty to the Draconite generations ago. By Draconite law, that makes us theirs to do with as they please. Honestly, we're lucky compared to most servants here. At least we get to work for the club instead of in a mansion. If you want true horror stories, that’s where you’ll find them.”

"That's insane," Thomas protested. "It's not right."

"Right doesn't enter into it," another server replied grimly. "The Draconite make the laws. And they make sure we never forget our place."

Amren leaned forward, his expression intense. “Excalibur has returned. The days of Morgana’s evil rule are numbered. If you help us.”

The servers conferred quietly among themselves, their heads bent close together. Thomas caught fragments—"too dangerous" and "chance to fight back" and "they'll kill us all"—of their whispered debate. Finally, the leader turned back to them. “We can’t let you all go inside. It’s too much of a risk.”

“But—” Amren started to argue.

“We can let two of you replace Gretch and Lars here,” she nodded to two of the other servers. "I'm Pel," she said. "This is Neb.” She indicated a blue-eyed, redheaded man who looked to be a bit younger than her. “We’ll show you what you need to do. You just have to follow our lead, to the letter. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Thomas said. “We understand. Thank you.”

“We get another short break in two hours. You have that long to listen in and get whatever you can. When we’re done, you swap back out and we never see your faces again. Agreed?”

“That sounds fair.”

“But if you're caught..." Neb said.

"We'll say we forced you," Thomas assured him. "You won't be blamed."

"You don't understand. They won't care. They'll punish us—and our families—anyway, just for being involved."

"Then we won't get caught," he answered. "Kaelithan, you’ll need to disguise us, but nothing fancy. Just two generic Ursan faces. Burl, watch the alley entrance. If you see trouble coming, create a distraction."

"What kind of distraction?" Burl asked, cracking his knuckles.

"The loud kind. Something to draw attention away from us."

"That I can do," Burl replied with a grim smile.

“Wait here,” Pel said. She and Neb slipped back inside. They returned moments later with spare uniforms—simple black tunics and trousers with the club's crossed swords emblem embroidered on the chest in silver threads.

"The material's cheap," Pel explained as Thomas and Amren quickly pulled them on over their armor. "They don't waste quality fabric on servants."

"Remember," Neb added, his hands trembling slightly as he adjusted Thomas's collar, "don't make eye contact with the guests unless they address you directly. Never turn your back on them. Keep your head lowered but not so low it looks like submission. Even though it is, they don’t like to be reminded that you’re a slave, and whatever you do, don't spill anything on them."

"What happens if we do?" Thomas asked, though he dreaded the answer.

Pel's expression darkened. "The lucky ones just get beaten. The unlucky ones..." She swallowed hard. "Let's just say we're very careful with drinks."

They approached the back entrance, pausing as voices drifted out from the kitchen. Thomas's pulse quickened as Pel eased the door open, revealing a bustling scene. Servers rushed back and forth carrying trays of exotic food and drinks, while kitchen staff shouted orders in multiple languages. The air was thick with steam and the scent of cooking meat.

"Ready?" Amren asked softly.

Thomas nodded, though his mouth had gone dry. Everything they'd accomplished so far—escaping Caerlyon and Avalyeth, surviving Nimue's trials, even infiltrating the Draconite capital—felt less dangerous than this moment in time. One mistake now could doom not just them, but everyone who had helped them.

"Stay close to us," Pel whispered. "And remember—you're beneath their notice."

With that less than comforting advice, they stepped through the door and into the dragon’s den.


CHAPTER 23


The kitchen—a maze of gleaming metal surfaces and hissing flames where dozens of beings worked in carefully choreographed patterns—was in organized chaos. The head chef, a massive Draconite with copper scales, bellowed orders from a raised platform while sous chefs scurried to comply.

Thomas followed Pel's lead, keeping his eyes down while trying to project the proper mix of efficiency and subservience. His heart hammered against his ribs as they passed close to the head chef, but the Draconite's attention remained focused on a complicated dish being prepared next to him.

"This way," Pel murmured, guiding them toward a service station near the dining room entrance. "We'll start you with drinks. It's easier than trying to manage food service right away."

The station contained rows of crystal decanters filled with liquids in various colors, some of which seemed to move of their own accord. Thomas watched carefully as Pel demonstrated the proper way to pour each variety.

"The red ones are blood wine," he explained quietly. "Officers drink it barely chilled. Aristocrats prefer it at room temperature. Never serve it cold or they'll know something's wrong."

"What's that one?" Thomas asked, indicating a decanter filled with what appeared to be liquid fire.

"Dragon's breath brandy. Very expensive. Very potent. Only serve it to those wearing gold rank insignia or higher."

A bell chimed softly from the dining room. Neb tensed visibly. "New arrivals," he said. "Remember what we told you. Follow our lead exactly."

They entered the dining room through a discreet side door. Despite their dire situation, the place took Thomas's breath away. Massive crystal chandeliers floated without visible support, casting rainbow-hued light across the polished stone walls. The walls were inlaid with precious metals. The translucent, domed ceiling revealed the stars above, and the black marble floor was shot through with veins of gold.

Draconite officers filled the room, their scales gleaming in the ethereal light as they lounged in chairs sized for their massive frames. The air hummed with conversation in multiple languages, punctuated by the occasional burst of laughter or the clash of crystal glasses.

"Captain Travix's table first," Pel whispered. "We always start our pouring with blood wine."

They approached a table where a particularly large Draconite sat surrounded by what appeared to be junior officers. His dark green scales caught the light as he plucked a dried meat stick from a basket in the center of the table. "Gentlemen, I finally received word from the Llanwyn Cluster,” he said, snapping the stick in half and popping one piece in his mouth, swallowing it without chewing.

“And what did you learn, sir?” the Lieutenant next to him asked.

"Your wine, sir," Pel said, bowing precisely as she began to pour Travix's wine.

Captain Travix didn't bother to acknowledge Pel's existence. As Thomas watched her intently, noting every detail of her movement, Travix continued his conversation without pause. “The situation there is growing more unstable by the day. I don’t like it. Something’s up.”

“What we really need to do is nip these rumors of Excalibur’s return in the bud before they spread across the galaxy.” the officer at the other end of the table suggested.

"Surely the local garrison can handle a few malcontents," the ensign across from Travix said. Thomas noted not only his words, but his dismissive attitude as well while monitoring all of Pel’s servile movements. He followed her around the table as she poured wine for all the junior officers, his ears glued to their conversation.

"These are more than simple malcontents," Travix replied. "They're organized. Well-armed. Some even say they have access to weapons that haven’t been seen since the old days."

"Ridiculous," another officer scoffed. “Nothing from the past remains, including Excalibur. The rumors are lies intended to stir up trouble.”

“Are they?” Travix said darkly. "You heard what happened on Avalyeth. They say Lancelot was there. He...”

Thomas desperately wanted to hear more, but they had to move on to the next table. As they approached, he could only hope he would overhear more valuable intelligence as the evening progressed.

If they survived that long.

Across the room, he caught a glimpse of Amren and Neb, who already had Amren pouring wine from his decanter. Thomas watched him serve a female Draconite, his posture perfect, his movements smooth and easy. The female looked pleased with him when he finished.

"Your wine, sir," Pel said, beginning to pour for a table of all junior officers. Her crystal decanter caught the light as she tilted it at precisely the right angle. Once she’d finished, she whispered to Thomas. “Notice how I keep my eyes down but not completely lowered. Too submissive makes them angry. It reminds them that we aren’t here by choice.”

Thomas nodded slightly, noting every detail. “I think I’ve got it.”

"Good. Now, it’s your turn while I go get a refill," Pel breathed, leaving him to approach the next table. "Remember what I showed you."

Thomas nodded, his hands trembling slightly as he lifted the decanter to pour first for the officer with the most elaborate array of medals adorning his robe. All of the Draconites at this table wore higher-ranking insignias on their robes’ shoulder boards. One of the officer's dark scales caught the light as he turned, deep in conversation with his companions." Fleet Admiral Mordax grows impatient," he was saying. "He wants the artifact secured before⁠—"

Thomas nearly fumbled the decanter at the mention of the artifact. Only Pel's return and her steadying hand on his arm prevented disaster. "Careful," Pel breathed, so softly Thomas barely heard it.

The officer broke off his conversation, head snapping around to fix Thomas with his predatory gaze. "You're new," he said, his voice carrying the edge of a growl.

Thomas's heart stopped. He kept his eyes appropriately lowered, praying the illusion over his face would hold. "Yes, sir. First night."

"Hmm." The officer studied him for a long moment. "Something about you seems...different."

"Just trying to learn the proper service, sir," Thomas managed, his mouth dry.

Another endless pause. Across the room, he saw Amren glance at him and tense slightly, though the warrior continued his own serving duties without missing a beat.

Finally, the officer snorted and turned back to his companions. "As I was saying, Mordax wants results. There have to be a hundred mercenaries hunting that artifact, but if we can find it first…”

Thomas finished pouring, then retreated as quickly as decorum allowed. His legs felt weak with relief.

"That was too close," Pel muttered as she led him to the service station for a refill. "The colonel is dangerously perceptive."

"But worth it," Thomas replied softly. “He mentioned the artifact."

“What artifact?”

“I don’t know. Something Morgana wants that no one seems to be able to locate.”

"Keep listening," Pel advised, swapping his empty decanter with her full one, “but be more careful. The Colonel has a reputation for cruelty, even by Draconite standards. He particularly enjoys making examples of Ursan servants.”

They continued working their section of the club, gathering fragments of intelligence as Thomas took care of refilling wine glasses and Pel began serving the dinner courses. Most conversations centered on routine military matters, but occasionally they caught hints of something larger brewing.

Across the room, Amren and Neb were having better luck staying unnoticed. The warrior's natural grace made him a surprisingly convincing servant.

Until everything went wrong.

A sudden silence fell over the club, all of the conversations stopping in an instant. Dozens of heads, including Thomas’, swiveled toward the entrance as the guards there snapped to attention. A massive figure—a Draconite whose silver scales caught the light like burnished steel—ducked down to get through the doorway without smacking his head. Even among the imposing officers, this Draconite towered over them all.

Thomas noticed immediately that his face was more humanoid than most Draconite. His forehead lacked horns, and just his presence scared the hell out of him.

“Prince Mordred," the colonel said, rising quickly to bow. All the other officers scrambled to do the same. “It’s an honor to be graced with your presence, Your Highness.”

Thomas's blood ran cold. Morgana's son. The Queen's most dangerous weapon. If anyone could see through their disguises...

"Stay calm," Pel breathed. "Just keep working. Drawing attention is worse than⁠—"

A commotion from across the room cut him off. One of the junior officers had grabbed Neb by the throat, lifting the servant off his feet.

"You clumsy fool!" the officer snarled. "This uniform cost more than your worthless life!"

Thomas saw the problem—a single drop of dark liquid had landed on the officer's pristine white jacket. No doubt, Neb had been as distracted by Mordred’s entrance as any of the others. Worse, he saw Amren's hands clench into fists, the warrior's carefully maintained servile posture stiffening.

"Don't," Thomas whispered, though Amren was too far away to hear. "Please don't..."

“It was an accident,” Amren said, his voice carrying clearly across the suddenly silent room. Even through the illusion, Thomas could hear the authority in his tone—the voice of a warrior, not a servant.

The officer dropped Neb, turning slowly to face Amren. "What did you say, dungworm?"

“It was an accident, sir.” Amren's stance shifted subtly as he lowered his eyes. “All of us are left trembling by the mighty Prince Mordred’s arrival.”

“All of us?” The officer hissed, growing more incensed. “You dare put yourself on the same level as me?”

Thomas realized Amren wasn’t good at everything. Or at least, he wasn’t as perfect as he sometimes seemed. His measured words had come out completely wrong.

And now they were all going to pay for it.

Mordred's head turned, his frighteningly human eyes fixing on Amren with unnatural intensity.

"We need to leave," Pel hissed urgently. "Now, while they're distracted."

But Thomas didn’t move. He couldn't abandon Amren and Neb. Across the room, he saw the warrior's hand drift toward where his concealed weapon hung in its sheath at his waist.

“I’m going to kill you where you stand,” the officer spat, rising from his seat and drawing his sword, “and have the chefs cut you up into bite sized pieces I can feed to my drok.” He drew his arm back to strike. Thomas could already tell that Amren intended to dodge the attack and strike back with his dagger.

Before that could take place, Mordred raised one massive hand, stopping the officer in his tracks. "Wait." His eyes narrowed as he studied Amren intently. "There's something about this one..." He moved through the silent club with predatory grace, each step bringing him closer to Amren. "You are too tall for an Ursan servant," Mordred mused, reaching Amren. "Too proud in your bearing. And that voice..." He paused, inhaling deeply. "Even through the stink of groveling officers, I can smell the warrior on you. And the glamour of magic.”

Thomas's mind raced as he struggled to avoid total panic. He needed a distraction, fast. Something to get Amren out of there. But any obvious move would only draw Mordred's attention.

“Your Highness,” the colonel said. "Shall I summon the guards?"

"Not yet." Mordred replied. "I want to know who would dare infiltrate my mother's capital. Who would be so bold...or so foolish. Are you with the New Arthurian Knights, perhaps?” He shook his head. “No. None of them have ever done something so foolish, though destroying the bridge named after me was a rather poor idea.”

Thomas saw Amren's muscles tense, and knew the warrior was moments from drawing his concealed blade. He was sure it would be suicide against Mordred, but Amren would never go down without a fight.

"Perhaps," Mordred continued, his voice carrying a strange eagerness, "we should see what you're hiding beneath that servant's face..."

His hand shot out with supernatural speed, reaching for Amren's throat. Just as his huge hand closed around it, the guards at the doorway cried out, both of them tumbling into the club, their chests pincushioned with arrows. Dark-clad figures charged into the building, energy weapons blazing with strange purple light that Thomas had never seen before.

"Death to Mordred!” one of them shouted. "For Arthur!"

The New Arthurian Knights. They had to be. Their coordinated attack caught the officers completely off guard, creating instant chaos as tables overturned, food and drinks flying.

The bulk of the Knights targeted Mordred directly, their enchanted weapons alive with magical energy. The hybrid warrior released Amren, turning to meet this new threat with frightening speed. Two of the Knights charged, one striking high, the other low. Mordred’s armor deflected both blades, one off his forearm, the other bouncing off his chest. Mordred’s soulstone absorbed the magic of both weapons, rendering the enchantments useless. With a snarl, he drew his blade, and in one smooth motion he decapitated the first Knight. The second fell a moment later when Mordred put his hand on the Ursan’s head. Both Mordred’s hand and the knight’s head suddenly ignited in magical fire, though only Mordred’s hand remained unharmed. By then, six more Knights were targeting the Draconite Prince, while another dozen had engaged other officers, trying to hold them back.

"We have to help them," Thomas said, reaching for his own concealed weapon. Pel however was already gone. He caught sight of her from the corner of his eye, escaping out the back door. She wanted nothing to do with the violence, and he didn’t blame her. This was their chance to strike a real blow against the Draconite.

"No!" Amren appeared beside him, grabbing his arm and pulling him toward the kitchen. "This isn't our fight. Not yet."

"But—"

"They knew the risks. Now run!"

They sprinted through the chaos of the kitchen, joining panicked staff headed for the back door. Behind them, Thomas heard the terrible sound of Mordred's blade meeting flesh, followed by screams that quickly cut off.

They burst into the alley where Kaelithan and Burl were already moving to help, weapons drawn.

“We need to get out of here,” Thomas cried. “Now!”

"What happened?" Burl demanded. "We heard⁠—"

A figure staggered out of the kitchen door behind them, blood streaming from a wound in his side. One of the Knights, his mask still hiding his face.

"Run," he gasped, clutching his wound. The sound of Mordred's roar shook the very stones of the alley. "They're dead. They're all dead. He…he’s too strong. No..no one can defeat him.”

"Where should we go?” Thomas asked.

“There,” the Knight said, pointing to a sewer cover. “I…I know the way.”

“Burl, carry him,” Thomas ordered. “Kaelithan, can you—” The wizard was already lifting the sewer cover with his magic. Burl scooped up the injured man as if he weighed nothing.

“Hurry!” Thomas growled as Amren and Kaelithan scrambled down the ladder. Burl passed the injured Knight down to them. “Go ahead, boss.”

“You first,” he replied.

Rather than argue, Burl started down. Thomas's last glimpse of the club showed purple light flaring in the windows, followed by more screaming. As he climbed onto the ladder and Kael magically lowering the lid after him, he tried not to think about how many had died in such a futile effort to assassinate the Draconite prince.

“Which way?” Amren asked the Knight as Kaelithan conjured a small globe of light. The Knight pointed instead of speaking.

Together, they fled into the darkness, leaving behind the sounds of death and destruction.


CHAPTER 24


Through his shuttle's viewport, Sir Turquine watched the massive trees of Avalyeth that appeared to grow larger as they descended. His vertical pupils contracted, studying the smoking ruins of the Wyldentree. Even from this height, the destruction—entire sections had collapsed, leaving gaping holes in the ancient wood structure—was impressive. The few remaining platforms hung at precarious angles, threatening to fall at any moment.

"Magnificent," Varx commented from his position behind Turquine. "The enforcers were quite thorough."

"Too thorough," Turquine replied, his voice carrying the same rasp as steel on stone. His face twisted in displeasure. "They destroyed potential evidence in their zeal." He turned to Kesper at the controls. "Take us around the trunk. I want to see the full extent of the damage."

The shuttle banked gracefully, its black hull rippling with crimson energy as it circled the massive tree. Smoke still rose from blackened branches, though the fires had mostly died out. Through gaps in the destruction, Turquine caught glimpses of charred bodies on the platforms—those who hadn't escaped the flames in time.

"Such waste," he mused.

"My lord," Cartigan called from the sensor station. “The Druid High Commander is requesting that we land on the Primaltree.”

“Requesting?” Turquine asked. “Not commanding?”

“That’s right, my lord.”

“Very well. Set us down there. The sooner we begin, the sooner we can resume the hunt.”

The shuttle ascended over the canopy, climbing to the tallest tree in the forest, a massive specimen nearly two kilometers high. Kesper followed colored landing lights to the indicated platform, a wide metal tarmac currently devoid of any other ships. He brought them in with practiced ease, the landing struts settling onto the surface with a soft thud.

Through the viewport, Turquine could see a delegation of Druids approaching, led by a tall figure in elaborate wooden armor. "The High Commander himself," he observed, his tone carrying mock respect. "How gracious." He turned to his Flayers. "Cartigan, Kesper, Rosk—with me. The rest of you, be ready if our hosts forget their place."

The shuttle's ramp descended with a soft hiss—warm, humid air flowing into the cabin. The scent of burnt wood and flesh carried all the way from the Wyldentree. Rosk wrinkled his snout in disgust, but Turquine breathed it in deeply, savoring the smell of destruction. He led his chosen warriors down the ramp, stopping at the bottom.

The High Commander also paused a respectful distance away, offering a slight bow. His wooden armor creaked with the motion. "Sir Turquine. We’re honored by your visit.”

“I doubt that,” Turquine replied, his voice dripping with disdain. “You should be terrified by my visit, after you managed to allow a handful of fugitives to escape with one of the most dangerous artifacts in the galaxy."

The Commander's face reddened slightly. "We had no way of knowing it was Excalibur. The ship hasn't been see in over a century, and you know there are many replicas out⁠—”

“Replicas?” Turquine's voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. He stepped closer, using his height to loom over the Commander. "Tell me, Commander, how many replicas have you seen with hull patterns that shift like flowing water?”

"I...that is..." The Commander fumbled for words, taking an unconscious step backward. “None, sir, but no one noticed that until they took off. By then we couldn’t⁠—

"How many insurgents were there?" Turquine demanded. "What did they look like? Tell me everything."

"Four that we know of," the Commander replied quickly, clearly eager to provide any information that might deflect Turquine's growing anger. "Two Ursan males, one Druid, and another humanoid of an unfamiliar origin. They had help from inside the Wyldentree—a wizard named Grenyth and his students."

"And how did they escape your supposedly vigilant guards?"

“We…we didn’t realize they were important. We⁠—”

Turquine moved with shocking speed for his size. His fist connected with the Commander's face, sending him sprawling backwards with a crunch of breaking cartilage. Blood sprayed from his shattered nose as he hit the tarmac.

The Druid guards immediately raised their staves, magical energy running along the edges. The air grew thick with gathered power as they prepared to defend their commander.

Turquine merely turned his head to regard them, his expression promising a slow death to anyone foolish enough to act. Behind him, his Flayers tensed, hands moving to weapons. After a tense moment, the staves lowered, though the guards' expressions remained murderous.

"Get up," Turquine ordered the Commander, who struggled to his feet, blood still streaming down his face. “I heard you have prisoners.”

“Y…yes, sir. We captured Grenyth and a few of his students. The rest are likely dead.”

“Likely dead? Are you uncertain?”

“They…there was a lot of chaos. They may have slipped away into the forest.”

“But you’re searching for them, correct?”

“Of course, sir.”

“Good. If you think you’re in pain right now, you have no idea what you’ll suffer if you don’t find the escapees. Take me to the prisoners."

"The... the prisoners?" The Commander tried to stem the bleeding with his sleeve.

"The ones you managed to not allow to escape," Turquine said.

"We have them secure. This way."

He led them across the platform to where a lift waited. As they crowded onto it, Turquine noticed how the Commander kept as much distance between them as the small space allowed.

"The cells are at the top of the Primaltree,” the Commander explained as the lift ascended, still dabbing at his nose. "We keep them suspended from the branches. It makes escape more...challenging."

"Unless someone helps them," Turquine noted darkly.

The Commander wisely remained silent.

The lift slowed to a stop at a smaller platform nestled among the branches. Cages hung from thick chains, swaying slightly in the breeze. Most contained younglings —Grenyth's students, Turquine assumed. Their faces pressed against the bars as he neared, a mixture of fear and defiance in their expressions.

In the largest cage, a massive figure sat cross-legged, his beard wild, his muscled arms covered in tattoos that shifted in the dim light. Unlike his students, his eyes remained closed, his breathing steady and calm.

"That's him," the Commander said unnecessarily. "Grenyth. The one who helped them escape."

"Open it," Turquine commanded.

The guards exchanged nervous glances before winching the cage over to the platform. One stepped forward with a key. The cage door swung open with a screech that echoed through the branches, disturbing birds roosting there.

Grenyth didn't move, didn't even open his eyes. "I wondered when you'd come," he said calmly. "The Queen's attack dog, sent to clean up another mess. Tell me, does she keep you on a short leash, or does she let you run free as long as you bring back bloody trophies?"

Turquine's eyes narrowed dangerously at Grenyth's taunt. "Where are they headed?" he demanded, stepping into the cage. The metal creaked under his weight.

"I don't know," Grenyth replied, finally opening his eyes to meet Turquine's gaze. There was no fear in them, only a calm certainty that made Turquine's scales itch with irritation.

"You're lying." Turquine moved closer, using his height to loom over the seated Druid.

"Am I?" A slight smile played at the corners of Grenyth's mouth. "You can smell lies, can't you? That's what they say about you—that your nanite enhancements let you detect deception. So tell me, great hunter, am I lying?"

Turquine's hand shot out, grabbing Grenyth by the throat and hauling him to his feet. "You helped them escape. You gave them supplies, information. You know where they went."

"I gave them what they needed," Grenyth managed despite the pressure on his throat. "But their destination? What I don’t know can’t be tortured out of me."

"We'll see about that," Turquine replied. He turned to his Flayers. "Bring him."

"No!" A young voice cried out. In one of the smaller cages, a pale boy with silver hair pressed against the bars. "Leave him alone!" Energy crackled around his hands as he tried to cast a spell, but the enchanted cage absorbed it harmlessly.

"Quiet, Halvy," Grenyth said softly. "This isn't your fight."

"But Master⁠—”

"Enough!" Grenyth's voice carried the crack of command. "Remember what I taught you. There are times to fight and times to wait. This is the latter."

"Listen to your master, boy," Turquine sneered. "Though you'll all learn the price of defiance soon enough."

As Rosk and Kesper entered the cage, Grenyth's demeanor changed. The calm acceptance vanished, replaced by coiled tension. His hands moved quickly, gathering magical energy faster than the Flayers could react.

"Look out!" Cartigan shouted, trying to counter the spell. He was too late. The energy erupted from Grenyth's fingers, catching Rosk full in the chest. The Flayer screamed as the power coursed through him, cooking him from the inside out. He collapsed, smoke rising from gaps in his armor.

Grenyth spun with surprising speed for his size, his fist catching Kesper in the jaw with enough force to send the warrior staggering back. Cartigan started weaving a new spell, but Grenyth was already moving again. His palm struck the cage bars, sending waves of force rippling outward. It reverberated against the platform, knocking the Druid guards and Cartigan off their feet.

Turquine remained standing, having anticipated the attack. As Grenyth turned to deal with him, the massive Draconite's hand shot out, enhanced strength allowing him to once more grab the wizard's throat. Before Grenyth could gather more power, Turquine slammed him against the cage bars hard enough to break his cheekbones.

"I was going to kill you quickly," Turquine said, his voice carrying genuine pleasure. "But now? Now I'm going to take my time. You'll tell me everything you know about Excalibur and its crew, and then you'll die screaming."

Blood trickled from Grenyth's face, but he managed a defiant smile. "Do your worst, butcher. I've lived long enough to see hope return to Avalon. That's worth any price."

"We'll see if you still believe that when I'm done with you," Turquine replied. He turned to his remaining Flayers. "Bring him to the shuttle."

As they dragged Grenyth away, Halvy's sobs echoed through the branches. Other young Druids pressed against their cages, some calling out to their master, others hurling curses at Turquine and his men. The Draconite warrior noted each face. These were the seeds of future rebellion. One day, they would need to be dealt with as well.

First, he had work to do. And he intended to enjoy every moment of it.

"Sir," Cartigan said quietly as they reached the lift. "What about Rosk?"

"Leave him," Turquine replied. “He was a failure.”

As the lift descended, Grenyth began to laugh. The deep, booming sound echoed through the branches.

"Something amuses you, wizard?" Turquine demanded.

"Just remembering something a friend once told me," Grenyth replied. "That hope is like a forest fire. Try to control it, and it only spreads faster. You've already lost, Turquine. You just don't know it yet."

"We'll see who's laughing when I'm done with you," Turquine promised as they reached the platform.

As they marched their prisoner toward the shuttle, Grenyth began to loudly belt out an ancient battle hymn. The words spoke of Arthur uniting the galaxy and the fall of tyrants.

Turquine backhanded him, splitting his lip. "Silence!"

But the damage was done. Higher up in the tree, other voices—first Halvy, then the rest of Grenyth's students—took up the song. Soon the entire Primaltree practically vibrated with their defiant chorus.

“You can’t stop it,” Grenyth said, blood staining his beard. "Songs are harder to kill than men. And this one will outlive both of us."

Turquine's only response was to shove him roughly up the shuttle's ramp. But as they lifted off, the singing followed them, carried on the wind like a promise of things to come.


CHAPTER 25


The stone of the sewer tunnel under Hreth—its walls slick with moisture, algae, and age—glistened under Kaelithan's magical light. The sound of dripping water created an ominous percussion that made Thomas’ skin crawl as he and the others escaped the death and destruction at Swords and Scales. He tried not to think too hard about what might be in the murky water flowing alongside the narrow maintenance walkway they were on. Every splash made him wonder if something lived in that fetid stream.

"Which way?" Thomas asked the wounded Knight in a hushed voice as they reached yet another junction.

"Right," the knight managed through gritted teeth, his voice tight with pain. "Then...second left." Blood seeped between the fingers he kept pressed against his side, leaving a trail of dark droplets on the walkway behind them.

"Stay with us," Thomas urged. "We need you to guide us out of here."

The knight's only response was a weak nod. His breathing had grown increasingly labored over the past twenty minutes, each exhale carrying a wet rattle that Thomas didn't like at all.

Burl carefully adjusted his grip, trying to carry the wounded man as gently as possible over the uneven stone. "He's getting worse," the big man said in a voice barely above a whisper. "The bleeding won't stop. We need to find him help soon."

"I know." Thomas glanced back the way they'd come, remembering the sounds of combat that had followed them down here. The screams of dying knights still echoed in his mind, mixing with the ring of Mordred's blade. "But we can't stop. Not with that monster up there."

"Did you see what he did to them?" Amren asked, his voice tight with barely controlled anger. "The way he moved...I've never seen anything like it. He cut through those warriors like they were children." He paused, shaking his head. “My father told me stories of Mordred as a fleet commander and ship’s captain. Of course, he said he was a formidable foe in melee, but he didn’t make him sound anything like that.”

“It’s the nanites,” Kaelithan said. “He’s been mutated over the last century. Who knows how much of him is even still organic.”

“The soulstone doesn’t hurt either,” Thomas said. “It made their enchanted blades useless.”

“Indeed,” Amren agreed. “I’d prefer to meet him in Excalibur than one-on-one, I’ll tell you that.”

“Not before we have a full complement in the pods,” Thomas added. “That may be our only chance to defeat him.”

They followed the knight's directions, the tension mounting with each step. Every distant echo made them freeze, hearts pounding as they waited to see if they were being pursued. The sounds of the city filtered down through periodic overhead grates, reminding them how many enemies waited above.

A sudden crash from somewhere behind them made Thomas spin around, his hand going to his weapon.

"Just fresh drainage,” Amren assured him after a tense moment. "These old tunnels are full of such sounds."

"That's what worries me," Thomas replied. "How will we know which sounds are normal and which mean trouble?"

"When trouble comes," Burl said grimly, "I don't think we'll have any doubt."

They pressed on through the darkness, their way still lit by Kaelithan's magic. Thomas had lost all track of time, but it felt like they'd been down there for hours. Every junction looked the same, every shadow held potential threats. The air grew thicker and harder to breathe, the stench intensifying to the point of becoming impossible to ignore. Nausea chewed at Thomas’ stomach, his gut threatening to spill its contents. Not that puke would stand out in this place.

"Wait," the knight suddenly gasped, his body going rigid in Burl's arms. “I…I…” His head slumped forward as consciousness finally fled.

"Perfect," Burl muttered, carefully checking the man's pulse. "Still alive, but barely. Now what?"

Thomas studied their unconscious guide. The Knight's breathing was shallow and rapid, his skin pale. Without medical attention, he wouldn't last much longer.

"We keep moving," Thomas decided. "He said right, then second left. There has to be some kind of safe house or base down here."

They pressed on through the tunnels. Thomas lost all sense of direction in the twisting passages. Were they even still under the military quarter? Or had they wandered beneath some other part of the city?

A skittering sound from above made them all look up. Something dark and multi-legged scuttled across a pipe before vanishing into a crack.

"I really hate this place," Burl muttered.

After a short time, they came upon a four-way intersection, coming to a stop in the center

"Now what?" Burl asked, once again shifting the Knight's weight.

Thomas studied each tunnel in turn, trying to find some clue about which way to go. They all looked identical—dark, damp, and deeply uninviting—but something about the left passage caught his attention. The water flowing in that direction looked clearer somehow, less smelly.

"Left," he decided. “I have a good feeling about it.”

“’That’s not much of a navigation system," Amren said, clearly unconvinced. "We could be walking right into a dead end. Or worse."

“Do you have a better idea?"

The warrior shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. Lead on.”

They had gone perhaps fifty feet down the left tunnel when a powerful light suddenly bathed them from behind.

"Don't move!" a voice commanded. "Hands where we can see them!"

Thomas squinted against the light, his heart pounding so hard he could feel it in his throat. The Draconite had found them, after all. Except, those hadn’t sounded like Draconite voices.

"I said hands up!" the voice repeated, harder this time. "You have three seconds before we start shooting."

"One..."

"Kind of difficult," Burl replied, turning slightly to display the unconscious knight he still carried. "Unless you want me to drop him."

"Two..."

"Wait!" Thomas called out, slowly raising his own hands. "We're not your enemies. We're trying to help him."

The light lowered slightly. “Durk? By the light, what happened to him?"

Thomas and the others turned around as two pairs of footsteps rushed toward them. He saw their challengers clearly for the first time. They were identical twins, their features sharp and angular, their skin darkened in a way that suggested a mix of Ursan and Sidhe heritage. Both wore the same combat gear as the wounded Knight, though theirs bore additional insignia Thomas didn't recognize.

"He's hurt bad," Thomas said quickly, keeping his hands visible. "We found him after..."

"After what?" The twin on the left took a step forward, his rifle retraining on Thomas's chest.

"After Mordred killed the rest of his team," Thomas replied. "They tried to assassinate him at the Swords and Scales. It...it was a slaughter."

The twins exchanged looks, having some silent conversation Thomas couldn't follow. Finally, the one on the right nodded.

“This way,” he said. “Quickly.”

"If this is a trick," the other twin added, "you won't live long enough to regret it."

“It’s not a trick,” Thomas grated out, his temper rising. “I promise.”

They followed the twins in the opposite direction. They led the way to a dead end in the sewer system, pausing in front of a solid wall.

“Is this your trick?” Amren asked, reaching for his dagger. “Do you plan to slaughter us here?”

“Not at all,” the first twin replied. He reached for the wall, pressing specific stones in a precise sequence. A section of the wall slid aside with barely a whisper of sound.

"Welcome to the resistance," the second twin said as they hurried inside. "Try not to do anything to make us kill you. We've already lost enough today."

The hidden door sealed behind them with the same ghostly silence, leaving them in a narrow corridor lit by strips of pale blue light. The walls here were smoother, more deliberately constructed than those of the sewer tunnels. This was no ancient maintenance passage, but something much more recent.

"Follow close," the first twin commanded. "Don't touch anything, and don't try anything stupid."

"What about Durk?” Burl asked. "He needs help."

“We have a doctor. But first…” The twin turned, once more pointing his rifle at Thomas. "You're going to tell us exactly what happened up there. Every detail. And if your story doesn't match what we already know, well…let's just say the sewers are a very convenient place to make people disappear.”

Thomas swallowed hard. Had they escaped Mordred only to find themselves in another kind of danger? At least this time they had a chance to talk their way out.

He hoped.

"Start with who you are," the second twin demanded. "And why we shouldn't just kill you now and sort out the details later."

Thomas took a deep breath, knowing their lives might depend on how he answered. The weight of their stares, and their weapons, made each word feel like it could be his last.

"My name is Thomas Drake," he began carefully. "And we're fighting the same enemy you are."

Both twins remained silent, their weapons never wavering as Thomas explained about Excalibur's return and their mission. Only their eyes betrayed any reaction, widening slightly at certain details.

"You expect us to believe," the first twin said once he had finished, "that you found Excalibur?” His tone made it clear what he thought of that claim.

"I know it sounds impossible,” Thomas replied. "I still have trouble believing it myself sometimes."

"It's the truth," Amren added.

"And you are?" The second twin's rifle shifted to cover Amren.

"Amren, son of Sir Bedivere."

That got their attention. The twins exchanged another of their silent looks before the first one spoke again. “Sir Bedivere, of the Magic Keg?”

Amren was surprised they knew where his father had gone after Camlan. “That’s right. How did you know that?”

“Our benefactor told us,” the first twin replied. “He knows so many things.”

“And who is your benefactor?”

“We’re not going to say right now,” the second twin said. “We don’t trust you. Yet, anyway.”

“Trust is earned,” the first added.

A sudden wet cough from Durk interrupted the exchange. Blood spattered the floor as the wounded knight convulsed in Burl's arms.

"He's getting worse," Burl warned. "Much worse."

"This way," the first twin said after another quick look at his brother. "But keep your hands where we can see them. One wrong move and⁠—"

"Yeah, yeah, you'll kill us," Thomas finished. "We get it. Can we please help your friend now?"

They moved along the secret passage, following it as it curved until they reached a large chamber that looked older than anything Thomas had seen in the city. Cables ran along the walls, connecting various pieces of equipment Thomas didn't recognize. Computer terminals flickered with data streams, while screens mounted to the walls displayed scenes of the city outside the sewers. A medical bay occupied one corner, while different passageways led away from the chamber.

“What is this place?” Thomas whispered, taking it all in.

“Once, thousands of years ago, it was a dragon’s den,” a new voice explained. Thomas turned to see an older woman in dark clothing approach. Sidhe, like the twins, she had a deep scar along her left cheek, and thick, curly white hair pulled back at the temples to tumble down over her shoulders. “Long before Hreth existed. Long before the Draconite were born.” Her gaze fell on Durk, cradled in Burl’s arms. “I take it the ambush didn’t go well.”

Thomas waited for the twins to answer, but she turned her head to lock eyes with him, expecting his response. “Me? Oh…no, ma’am,” he replied. “You didn’t send enough Knights to take on Mordred. Not nearly enough. He made quick work of them.”

“But you escaped.” Her words came as an accusation.

“We weren’t part of your assassination attempt,” Amren said. “We didn’t intend to get involved.”

“Yet here you are. You brought Durk back to me.”

“Not exactly,” Thomas admitted. “He helped us get away. He was giving us directions through the sewers before he passed out. It’s more like, he brought us to you.”

The woman was pleased by the answer. “There’s a bed over there. Place him in it, carefully. I’ll tend to his wounds.”

“If you don’t mind,” Kaelithan said as Burl did as she asked, “who are you?”

“My name is Jocinda. Once, like so many here, I was a slave of the Draconite.” Her hand reached up to absently touch her scar. “But the stars saw fit to send a savior to free me. And now, I’m the second in command of the New Arthurian Knights. And, fortunately for Durk, a healer.”

Jocinda led them to where Burl had carefully laid Durk on a bed. She immediately began cutting away his blood-soaked clothing, revealing the full extent of his wound. Thomas fought back a wave of nausea at the sight.

“Mordred’s blade did this,” she announced, eying the necrotic flesh around the deep line where the blade had pierced Durk’s side. She glanced back at the twins, standing nearby, their faces etched with concern. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing any of us can do for him.”

“What?” Thomas said. “He’s still alive.”

“Not for much longer,” Jocinda said. “Mordred’s blade is enchanted to prevent magical healing. Only nanites would be able to reconstruct the tissue.”

“We have healing nanites on our ship,” Thomas said. “If we can get him back there⁠—”

“He has only minutes to live. There isn’t nearly enough time.”

“What if I put him in stasis?” Kaelithan asked. “That would give us time.”

“And how would you intend to get him back to this ship of yours? Between the assassination attempt and our earlier operation at the bridge, the entire city is crawling not only with enforcers, but soldiers.” She motioned to the displays. Thomas paid more attention to them now. Immediately, it was obvious how heavy the defenses had become. “I appreciate your desire to help, but there’s no way. You’d only end up captured or dead, just like the rest of the knights.”

“The rest of the knights?” Amren said, his eyes zeroing in on her.

Thomas looked around the chamber, realizing there were no other knights present beyond Durk and the twins. “You mean…”

“We knew the moves were risky, and would lead to heavy casualties among our members,” she said. “But with the rumors that Excalibur had returned, we needed to make a statement. To show the rest of the galaxy that there are some who remember King Arthur and remain willing to fight back, and if needed, die for the cause. If word of this attack makes it off Draconia, even in our failure, we’ll have succeeded. If Excalibur truly is back.”

“It is,” Thomas said. “I’m Excalibur’s commander.”

“You?” Jocinda replied with the same skeptical look the twins had given him. “No offense, but you’re nothing like Arthur.” She sighed. “I suppose it would have been too much to expect him to live so long.”

Perplexed, Amren shook his head. “Why attack Mordred?” he asked. “You had to know it was suicide.”

“No, we didn’t know that. Of course, we realized he was strong. But we had prepared for the moment, some of us for nearly our entire lives. We thought…”

“You thought wrong,” Burl said.

“And now, nearly your entire resistance group is gone,” Kaelithan added.

“Guys,” Thomas said. “You aren’t helping. The Knights did a brave thing, trying to take on Mordred. It’s not their fault it didn’t work out.”

“It’s my fault,” Jocinda said. “I’m to blame. If Tal were here, this wouldn’t have happened.”

Before anyone could speak, Durk’s eyes snapped open, and he groaned loudly, gaze whipping to Jocinda. “Please,” he said in a panic. “It hurts. Pleeeeaaasssee!” He began screaming in agony. Jocinda put a hand to his forehead, a soft glow emanating from her palm.

Durk became still, the light in his eyes dimming as they went vacant.

“Damn it,” the first twin cursed, reaching over to close Durk’s eyes. “Damn it all. He shouldn’t have died like this.”

“I failed him,” Jocinda said, tears streaming down her cheeks as she turned to the twins. “I failed all of you.”

“No, we failed you,” the second twin said. “We should have been with them, not out pilfering supplies.”

“If you’d been with them, you’d be dead, too,” Burl said. “Even more of a waste.”

“He’s right,” Jocinda agreed.

“But…what do we do now?” the first twin asked.

“I don’t know,” she answered, her voice low and mournful. “Without Tal…”

“Who’s Tal?” Thomas asked. “And what happened to him?”

“Taliesin,” Jocinda replied. “An old friend of Merlin’s, I believe. He was captured by the Draconite, and sent to the Lair.”


CHAPTER 26


"The Lair?" Thomas asked, glancing between Jocinda and the twins. “What is that?”

Jocinda moved away from Durk's still form, her boots clicking softly against the stone floor as she approached one of the terminals near the wall. Her fingers, scarred and weathered from years of abuse, tapped on the controls. She pointed to one of the wall-mounted displays. The image shifted, revealing a mountain range completely unlike the mountains Hreth was built within and on top of. They were much more rocky and sharp-edged, with huge, sheer faces that ended in peaks that resembled claws. The base of the mountains was surrounded by sand.

"The most secure dungeon in Draconia,” she explained. "Built into the desert mountains on the far side of the planet, where if the heat doesn’t quickly end any attempt at escape, the endless sands surely will. The Draconite keep their most dangerous prisoners there—the ones they can't risk escaping but don't want to execute. Sometimes death is too merciful for their purposes.”

"How secure are we talking about?" Amren asked, moving closer to study the image. “It doesn’t look like much.”

“Do you see an entrance in this image?”

Thomas leaned in to look more closely at the display. “I don’t.”

“Admittedly, no,” Amren agreed.

“That’s the first layer of security. The entrance is hidden away where only the Draconite jailers can find it. But even if someone did, there would be no way to rescue anyone. You not only have to get in, you also need to get back out. There’s nothing but desert around the Lair for as far as the eye can see. The airborne routes are monitored and well-defended, and inside…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

“What’s inside?” Thomas asked.

“Dragons,” Jocinda replied. “If the rumors are to be believed. Not Draconite. Un-evolved, primal dragons. Intelligent, but also extremely, naturally deadly. It’s said they guard the maze leading into the dungeon proper. Even if you can get past them, which is doubtful, there are four guards for every inmate, all of them highly trained.”

“How many inmates are there?”

“No one knows.”

"And Taliesin is in there?" Thomas stared at the display. The odds would be overwhelming, but he couldn’t ignore the fact that they had found Taliesin without even trying. That had to mean something. Was it the hand of fate? Or the hand of the Lady of the Stars? "We've been looking for him. We need him to help us verify Merlin's source code."

"Thomas," Amren's sharp tone carried a clear warning. "I know that look. Whatever you're thinking, stop. There's no way in."

“I’m not ready to accept that,” Thomas argued. "Every fortress has a weakness. We just need to⁠—”

"No," Jocinda cut him off, turning to face him directly. The scar on her cheek darkened in the blue light. "Why do you think we haven't tried to rescue him? We've spent years building our network, gathering resources, developing contacts. If there was even the slightest chance of getting him out..." She shook her head. "…we would have taken it."

"So instead you blow up bridges?" Thomas couldn't keep the accusation from his voice. "With innocent civilians on them?"

Jocinda stared at him, fury like fire in her eyes, but only for a moment. "In war, innocents die," she said, her voice soft but carrying an edge of steel. "Do you think we wanted that? We timed the operation specifically to minimize casualties among the broodlings. We know the bridge schedules, the demographic patterns. That time of day, it should have been mostly workers from the spaceport rotating for the next shift and small numbers of arrivals.”

"Should have been isn't good enough," Thomas shot back, though some of his anger faded at the genuine anguish in her expression. “They were children⁠—”

“Do you think I don't know that?" Jocinda's voice cracked, revealing the weight of command she carried. "If you want someone to hate for it, hate me. I gave the order. But don't you dare presume to judge unless you've lived under Draconite rule, unless you've seen what they do to those who oppose them." Her hand unconsciously traced the scar on her face. "Unless you've felt it personally."

“What did you hope to accomplish?” Thomas asked. “You took down a bridge, but they’ll rebuild it. And you lost a lot of knights in the process. For what?”

“To send a message,” she answered. “That we’re not going to take it anymore. That the people are willing to rise up and fight.”

“There were other ways to send that message.”

“So you think you would have done better?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You’re right, Jocinda,” Amren said, glancing at Thomas. “It’s not our place to judge. We don’t live here. But seeing those servants at the Swords and Scales, looking at you…I can only imagine what it must be like.”

Thomas clenched his teeth, biting back a surge of annoyance at Amren for not taking his side. But maybe he was right. Excalibur’s captain or no, he was still the outsider here. He turned his attention to the twins. “What about you two? What do you think of all this?”

The first twin looked at Jocinda before answering, waiting for her to nod her head, as if beckoning them to be honest.

"We didn’t agree with the idea to blow the bridge, or to go after Mordred,” he said. "Garant and I mostly stick to supply raids, stealing food and equipment and the like. And gathering intel, when we can.”

"Which is getting harder by the day," the other twin, Garant, added. "Security's been tightening across the city ever since rumors of Excalibur's return started spreading. We’ve had to be much more careful.”

Thomas exhaled sharply, forcing himself to release some of his anger. These people were fighting the same enemy, even if he disagreed with their methods. "We went to Swords and Scales looking for intelligence. Your attack on Mordred interrupted the operation, and nearly got us killed. You nearly got us killed on the bridge, too. You clearly have an extensive operation here. Maybe you have some intel you can share?”

"What kind of intelligence?" Jocinda asked, her tone cautious but interested. She moved to a chair near one of the computer terminals, sinking into it with evident exhaustion.

“We know Morgana is searching for an artifact,” Thomas replied. “From what we’ve gathered she’s put a pretty large bounty on it, but also has the Draconite military hunting it. Do you have any idea what this artifact might be?”

Jocinda shook her head. “I don’t think anyone beyond Morgana and perhaps Mordred knows exactly what it is, but she wants it badly. Even more now with Excalibur's return. Tivan, what else might you have learned?”

The twin was excited to share what he knew. “I’ve spoken to members of the Mercenary Guild. I know the bounty is over a hundred thousand gold. That’s enough to buy a very nice starship, equip it, and crew it for years.”

“And most of the mercenaries we’ve spoken to have said they’re focusing their search on the Wastes," Garant added.

"The Wastes,” Thomas said. “What’s that?”

"A star system, famously being drawn into a supermassive black hole," Jocinda explained. She keyed something into the terminal, bringing up a new display showing a violently distorted region of space. "The gravitational effects make it difficult to navigate at faster than light speed. You can't even wormhole directly there. No navigation computer can adjust for the instability.”

"Then how are mercenaries searching it?" Kaelithan asked, studying the swirling chaos with professional interest.

"Very slowly, and at great risk," Tivan replied. “The guild has lost more than a few members out there. But whatever Morgana's looking for, that bounty is enough to convince them to keep trying.”

“I wonder how many ships of the Draconite Navy have been lost in there as well,” Amren mused.

“Hopefully, a lot,” Burl said.

“What about the Llanwyan Cluster?” Thomas asked. “We’ve heard rumors of a ghost ship there, comes out of nowhere, attacks Draconite targets, and disappears. Have you heard the same?”

“I know that someone's fighting back," Jocinda confirmed. Her expression brightened slightly. "A group similar to ours, I imagine, though we don't have direct contact. Their tactics are different—more focused on disrupting supply lines and communications—but they're effective." A smile crossed her face. "We fully support their efforts, even if we can't help directly."

“So do we,” Kaelithan said.

“I wish Tal were here for this, too,” she added. “He probably could have told you more.”

“How long has he been in the Lair?” Amren asked.

“Six years. To be honest, I don’t know if he’s still alive. Nobody who goes into the Lair ever comes out.”

Thomas’ stomach dropped, unable to keep the disappointment from his face. Without Taliesin, they would never know the truth of Merlin’s loyalties, possibly until it was too late. At the same time, coming to Draconia, learning he was here, seemed too fortunate to be coincidence.

And Nimue had visions of the future.

“What about Draconite military movements?" Amren pressed. “Is there anything you can tell us about their deployments, patrol patterns, or anything else at all?”

“I’m sorry,” Jocinda said. “Our focus is on Draconia.”

“I know that some systems are showing signs of instability,” Tivan said.

“And the rumors about Excalibur are spreading,” Garant added. “Though the Draconite are doing their best to dispel or counter them.”

“Given that,” Jocinda said, “I expect Mordred will be dispatched to quell any potential rebellion before it can spread. He might have been at the Swords and Scales to collect his senior officers. Or perhaps to have a gourmet meal before he left the planet.”

“One last question,” Amren said. “Do you know anything about Lancelot?”

"Only rumors, nothing concrete." She studied him with renewed intensity. "Why? What's your interest in him?"

“It’s more like his interest in us,” Thomas replied. “We encountered him on Avalyeth. I was just curious where he went when he left the Druid planet.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

Thomas nodded. “In that case, thank you for providing what information you could.” He turned to Amren and the others. “We should get back to the ship and figure out what to do from here. We have a couple of leads.”

“But you’re still thinking about Taliesin,” Amren said.

“I didn’t say that.”

“I can see it on your face.”

“I just can’t help feeling like we were supposed to come here and rescue him,” Thomas admitted. “I mean, Merlin said there are thousands of inhabited planets. The odds of going right to the one he’s on are…well, at least a thousand to one. Anyway, we can discuss things further when we get back to Excalibur.” He turned to Jocinda and the twins. “Thank you again.”

“Wait,” Tivan said. “Look at the feeds.” He pointed to the displays. “They’re deploying more soldiers from the Wing at Krelastor Bastion. They’re on the hunt tonight.”

"The streets aren't safe,” Jocinda said. “It would be better for you to wait here until things cool down."

“Is it safe down here?” Burl asked.

“This has been the New Arthurian Knights’ home for nearly ten years, ever since Taliesin helped free me from my captivity and brought me to this place. The enforcers have searched the sewers dozens of times and have never found us here. It’s probably the safest place in Hreth, if not all of Draconia, and possibly the galaxy, for you to be.”

Thomas couldn’t deny the appeal. He felt like he’d been on the run for months. Ever since that morning at the Manchester police station. The thought of how his fortunes had turned so quickly and completely still sent a shiver down his spine.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” he said. “We’ll stay and wait things out. Hopefully, it won’t take long.”


CHAPTER 27


The twins led Thomas and his companions down one of the few passages branching off from the central chamber, their footsteps echoing against the floor, each sound seeming to carry forever in the silence. With the corridor dimly lit, the ancient stone walls were cast in an ethereal glow, revealing signs of its draconic origins. Faint claw marks scored the surface at regular intervals, and what looked like teeth marks dug into sections of the wall.

"The knights' quarters are just ahead," Tivan said, his voice carrying a weight Thomas hadn't noticed before. "There’s more than enough room for everyone now,” he added, his voice cracking slightly.

"Tivan," his brother said.

“We’re the only ones left, Garant. We started the day with over thirty, and now there are only two.” Tivan’s response held pain, and it was as painful for Thomas to hear.

“Well, three,” Garant said. “Counting Lady Jocinda.”

“I don’t want to count Lady Jocinda. She led us well up to now, but…I don’t know. She became so reckless. And now look at us.”

They emerged into a long chamber that made Thomas's heart ache. Simple cots lined both walls, enough for all of the knights, each with thin but carefully maintained bedding. But it was the personal touches that hit him the hardest—the little signs of lives suddenly cut short. A dog-eared book lay open on one pillow, a pressed flower marking the reader's place. A half-polished sword rested against another cot, the cleaning cloth still draped across it. A child's drawing was pinned above one bed, stick figures holding hands beneath a yellow sun.

"That was Durk's cot there," Garant said softly, indicating one near the middle. A half-finished letter lay on the thin pillow, the ink still seeming fresh. "He was writing to his sister. Telling her to stay strong, that change was coming." He swallowed hard. "She'll never get that letter now."

"And that one belonged to Serra," Tivan added, his voice thick with emotion as he gestured to the cot with the open book. "She always loved flowers. Said they helped her remember there was beauty in the world, even in the darkest places." He gently touched one of the dying petals.

Thomas watched the twins' shoulders slump, the weight of loss evident in every line of their bodies. The reality of what had happened at the Swords and Scales hit him anew. These weren't just resistance fighters who had died. They were people with families and dreams and futures that had been violently cut short fighting for the freedom of all.

"I'm sorry," he said, the words feeling inadequate. "About all of them. About everything that happened today."

"We told them it was a bad idea," Tivan replied, his voice tight with barely controlled emotion. He sank onto Serra's cot. "The bridge, too. But Jocinda never really listens to us. She thinks we’re too soft-hearted, too unwilling to do what needs to be done."

“I take it you don't like violence,” Burl said, settling his massive frame carefully onto a cot that creaked in protest.

Garant nodded, pacing restlessly between the rows of empty beds. "We understand it’s a necessity sometimes, but..." He gestured at the personal effects surrounding them, each item a monument to someone who would never return. "Look where violence got us. Look what it cost us."

"Sometimes you don't have a choice," Amren said. "The Draconite only understand force. It's the only language they speak."

“We know,” Tivan agreed. “Better than many. It’s not that we’re against violence in all cases, but…well, we were down here preparing for war. Not some ill-planned and poorly conceived attack on a bridge, and not a half-baked effort to kill Prince Mordred, for stars’ sake!”

The silence that followed was heavy with unspoken grief. Thomas moved to sit on a cot across from the twins, the thin mattress barely cushioning the metal frame beneath. "How did you end up here?” he asked. “What brought you to the New Arthurian Knights?"

The twins exchanged one of their silent looks—a whole conversation passing between them in the space of a heartbeat. Finally, Garant spoke, his voice carrying echoes of old pain.

"We used to live in one of the mansions at the edge of the military quarter,” he began. “We were servants in General Strix's household. Our mother worked in the kitchens, and our father was a maintenance man. It was his job to keep the plumbing and the electricity in the house running. The General's mate was...relatively kind, for a Draconite. She would sometimes slip us extra food, or warn us when the General was in a particularly dark mood." His hands clenched into fists. "But their brood…”

"They were monsters," Tivan cut in, his voice hard. “Especially the eldest. He'd catch us alone whenever he could, beat us bloody just for sport. Called it sharpening his hunting skills." He shuddered at the memory. "The others followed his lead, which means they weren't much better. They treated us like toys they could break and discard at will."

“I don’t understand,” Thomas said. “Why did your parents have children at all, knowing they would grow up like that?”

“Because the General demanded it,” Garant replied. “He wanted more servants for his household. They had no choice.”

“But they still wanted us,” Tivan added, as if to defend the circumstance. “And they loved us. But they never had a concern telling us they were forced, so that we would know they didn’t bring us into that existence on purpose.”

"One day, the youngest caught Tivan cleaning his quarters." Looking thoughtful, Garant stopped his pacing. Leaning against the wall, he folded his arms across his chest. “Tivan found some coin the broodling had stolen from his father. Of course, the bastard was angry, and he started hitting Tivan, while telling him that he was going to pin the blame on him. Tivan knew the General would side with his boy, even if he was smart enough not to believe him. He would have no choice but to beat Tivan severely, if not kill him outright.”

“So what did you do?” Burl asked.

Garant swallowed hard, his next words barely audible. “We fought back."

Thomas felt a chill run down his spine, remembering his own violent past—the weight of the knife in his hand, the terrible simplicity of that moment in the alley. Like Amren had said. Sometimes, you didn’t have a choice. “What happened?"

"We killed him," Tivan said flatly, setting Serra's book down with exaggerated care. “Garant hit him over the head with a small stone sculpture and we pushed him down the stairs. Watched him fall. Watched him stop moving." His eyes went distant, seeing something far away and long ago. "He was barely more than a child himself. Younger than we were, but at that moment, all we could think about was making it all go away.”

"We ran," Garant picked up the tale when his brother fell silent, “escaping into the sewers. We would have died down here if Taliesin hadn't found us. We were half-starved, completely lost, jumping at every shadow. He brought us into the New Arthurian Knights. Gave us purpose. Taught us how to fight, but also that there were ways to fight back that didn't always require violence." His voice cracked. "And now they're all gone."

"Not all," Thomas said. "You're still here. I want you to know that I can relate to your story.” He took a deep breath, the memories of his own past sins rising like ghosts in the dim light. "I killed someone, too, when I was young. For stupid reasons. To belong. To prove myself worthy of people who weren't worth proving anything to."

The twins turned to study him with new intensity, their matching gazes seeming to pierce right through him.

“Was it an honorable duel?” Tivan asked.

“No, not at all. I ambushed him in the dark, and cut his throat. Like a coward.”

“But…you’re Excalibur’s captain,” Garant said. “That’s what you told us.”

“He is,” Amren confirmed.

"The guilt never really goes away,” Thomas continued. “But you can choose to let it destroy you or drive you to do better. Excalibur found me worthy because I want to do better. To protect others from experiencing the same pain I caused." He glanced around the room full of empty cots. "Though I'm starting to wonder if I'm any better at choosing the right path than anyone else."

"At least you're trying," Garant said softly. "That has to count for something."

A distant sound—metal scraping against stone, echoing through the passages—made them all tense. They waited in strained silence, but nothing followed.

"Just the tunnels settling," Tivan assured them, though his hand had moved to the weapon at his hip. "It happens sometimes. The whole mountain shifts above us."

"Get some rest," Amren suggested, though Thomas noticed he positioned himself where he could watch both the passageway entrance and the group. "It's been a long day for all of us."

The twins nodded and moved to their own cots at the far end of the compartment. Thomas lay back on his, the thin mattress doing little to cushion the metal frame beneath. He stared up at the stone ceiling, watching shadows dance in the light. The events of the day—the club, Mordred's terrifying display of power, the desperate escape through the sewers, Merlin, Nimue, Talisien, Arthur—all played through his mind. Sleep was impossible with so many thoughts churning through his head.

But exhaustion eventually won out. The soft sound of water flowing through distant pipes became a lullaby, drawing him down into uneasy dreams.

He wasn't sure how long he'd been asleep when Tivan's urgent voice cut through his consciousness like a knife. "Wake up! Everyone wake up now!"

Thomas’ eyes snapped open. "What is it?"

Tivan's face was pale, his eyes wide with fear. “I don’t know how, but they’ve found us.”


CHAPTER 28


Adrenaline flooded Thomas’ system at the news the enemy had found them. His hand moved to the dagger at his hip, fingers wrapping around the grip as he rose from the thin cot. The metal frame creaked beneath him, the sound seeming unnaturally loud in the tense silence.

“How could they find us?” he whispered, noting how the others were also rising, weapons appearing in hands as if conjured there. “You said this place was safe.”

“It is. It was.” His eyes wide with barely contained panic, Tivan's face had drained of color. Sweat beaded his forehead despite the cool air. "I couldn't sleep. I thought I'd check the security feeds, to see if the streets had cleared enough for you to return to your ship." He swallowed hard. "There are soldiers in the sewers. More than I've ever seen. And they're moving with purpose. Like they know exactly where they're going."

"How many?" Amren demanded.

"At least four full squads that I could see," Tivan replied. "Maybe more beyond the camera coverage. We have minutes at most before they reach the outer perimeter." Tivan's voice cracked. "We need to move. Now."

They rushed back toward the main chamber. Thomas' heart pounded as they reached the larger space. The security feeds showed multiple squads of Draconite soldiers moving through the tunnels, just as Tivan had said.

"Where's Jocinda?" Garant asked, his eyes darting around the empty space. "She should be here. She's always here."

Thomas studied the feeds more carefully, a sick feeling growing in his stomach. The soldiers weren't searching randomly; they were moving directly toward the hidden entrance with the confidence of those who knew exactly where their target lay.

"There!" Kaelithan pointed to one of the displays. A squad had reached the hidden door. They paused there, waiting.

“They’ve stopped at the dead end before,” Garant said, holding onto hope. “Sometimes they even examine the stone. But they always turn around. They always leave.”

The door began to open.

"No..." Tivan breathed as Jocinda's familiar figure appeared in the doorway. She spoke briefly with the squad leader, her manner casual, almost friendly. Then she stepped aside, gesturing for them to enter.

"She betrayed us," Garant's voice cracked with disbelief and fury. "After everything...after all we lost today..." His hands clenched into fists as he watched more soldiers pour through the entrance.

"Deal with your anguish later," Amren snapped. "Is there another way out of here?"

Garant nodded, visibly forcing down his emotions. "This way. The old maintenance tunnels. Quickly."

"Wait," Kaelithan said, his hands already moving in complex patterns as he gathered magical energy. The air around him began to shimmer with power. "Give me ten seconds."

Thomas started to argue. "We don't have⁠—"

“Trust me.” Kaelithan cut him off, his face tight with tension.

Thomas watched as his spell—a complex weave of force and motion—took shape and settled into the stone floor. The wizard layered the magic carefully, his fingers dancing through the air with precise movements.

"Done," he announced. "When they step there, the floor will be like lava beneath them. It should buy us some time, and thin their numbers."

They sprinted down one of the side passages as the sound of boots on stone grew louder behind them. The air grew cooler and damper as they followed the tunnel back past the cots and deeper into the no longer secret base. The lighting that lined the walls became more sporadic. Just as Thomas was starting to worry they were hopelessly lost in the maze of tunnels, they reached another hidden door set seamlessly into the stone wall.

"This leads to an older section of the sewers,” Tivan explained as he worked the ancient mechanism. “It’s not on any maps of the sewer. There’s no way the Draconite should⁠—”

The door slid open with a soft hiss, revealing a squad of Draconite soldiers waiting on the other side, their weapons already drawn.

"Hands up!" The squad leader barked, sword already in hand. "Surrender now and⁠—”

Thomas didn't let him finish. He exploded into motion, closing the distance before the Draconite could bring his weapon to bear. His dagger flashed in the darkness as he struck. The blade caught the squad leader across his armored chest, a flare of energy from the leader’s shield deflecting the blow.

Thomas took a hit of his own, saved by his energy shield. He dropped low and swept the leader’s legs out from under him, leaving the Draconite surprised by the unexpected, human martial arts maneuver. Landing on his back, he was too slow to stop Thomas from plunging the dagger straight down at his lesser-protected throat. The soldier’s energy shield flared, trying to stop the blade. Thomas gritted his teeth, growling as he doubled the pressure on the blade until it sank into the Draconite’s throat and pulled it back out, blood immediately spraying from the wound.

Meanwhile, Amren lunged forward, quickly engaging two soldiers at once, his twin daggers a blur of deadly motion. Burl surged past him, wading into the fight like a force of nature, his massive fists connecting with devastating impact. The twins took on a pair of soldiers, fighting back-to-back, their movements perfectly synchronized from years of training as Kaelithan's magic lit up the tunnel in strobes of destructive power.

One Draconite went down beneath Amren’s dagger, clutching his throat while the other barely managed to parry a strike that would have opened his stomach. They exchanged a few more blows, Amren’s energy shield lighting up before he finished off the soldier.

Like a raging bull, Burl crashed through the Draconite, knocking one into the wall, toppling two others, and grabbing a fourth. He grunted as he twisted one Draconite’s sword arm, breaking the bones beneath his armor. When the Draconite dropped his sword, Burl shoved him into a fifth enemy before picking up the soldier’s discarded blade.

The twins moved like choreographed dancers. While one attacked, the other defended. When one created an opening, the other exploited it, their lethal blades finding gaps in armor with trained precision. Although they abhorred violence, it quickly became clear that they were quite good at it.

Kaelithan conjured a half-dozen magical bolts, the magic leaving one soldier standing there stiff as a board before he dropped to the floor, dead. Another's armor constricted around him like a vise, crushing the breath from his lungs.

A sword strike caught Thomas across his chest. The force set him back a step, but his energy shield flared to deflect the worst of it. He responded with a series of quick strikes, pushing his opponent back. The Draconite was skilled, but Thomas had been training hard with Amren. He saw the pattern in the soldier's defense, waited for the right moment, and then struck. His blade slipped past the Draconite's guard, finding the vulnerable spot between helmet and armor. The soldier went down with a gurgling cry.

"Thomas, behind you!" Amren shouted.

Thomas spun just in time to catch another Draconite's blade on his bracer. The impact sent shocks up his arm, but he used the moment of contact to step inside his attacker's guard. He pummeled the soldier’s defenses, unable to pierce them, but the ferocity of the attack stole the soldier’s attention, and Burl caught him with his liberated blade, his powerful strike slicing him from collarbone to stomach. The soldier's eyes went wide with shock as he collapsed.

The fight was brutal but brief. When it ended, a dozen Draconite soldiers lay unconscious or dying on the tunnel floor, the stench of blood mixed with the perpetual scent of musty dampness.

Thomas struggled to keep from vomiting. He didn’t regret killing—it was either the enemy or them—but the visual sight of the gruesome violence was almost too much. He had spoken positively of fighting with melee weapons before. He was reconsidering it now. Guns might be messy too, but they were a bit less personal.

"We need to move. As much noise as we created will have drawn attention," Amren said, quickly checking the others for serious injuries. His armor bore several deep scores. Burl had taken a minor flesh wound to his right bicep that had already stopped bleeding, and blood trickled from a cut above Tivan’s left eye.

"This way," he said, wiping the blood away. “I know somewhere we might be safe, at least temporarily.” His expression determined, he moved down the tunnel at a rapid pace.

They ran through the darkness, every shadow potentially concealing more enemies. Thomas lost all track of time and direction as they wound their way through the ancient passages. His lungs burned from the exertion while sweat soaked his clothing beneath the armor. Several times they had to hide, pressing themselves into alcoves or behind pipes as more patrols marched past.

Finally, Tivan led them to a tunnel that looked no different from the dozens they'd passed, but in this one, a rusted ladder stretched up into the darkness, ending at a standard sewer cover. The metal rungs creaked ominously under their weight as they climbed it.

"Where exactly are we?" Thomas asked between labored breaths, trying to ignore how his arms trembled from exhaustion and combat fatigue.

"You'll see," Tivan replied grimly, "though I'm not sure you'll like it."

“This is a bad idea,” Garant complained.

“Do we have a choice? It’s the last place they’ll think to look for us.”

The cover opened into an alley between the walled properties of two massive mansions. Ornate architecture loomed overhead, all sweeping arches and gleaming spires that pierced the night sky. The stark contrast between the sewers and this ostentatious display of wealth left a bad taste in Thomas' mouth, not to mention he felt horribly exposed out in the open air.

Tivan was already moving toward the back of one of the mansions with clear purpose, his steps quick but careful on the polished stone path. Tivan blew out a soft, whistling call—three short notes followed by a longer trill—that echoed off the mansion walls. They waited in tense silence, Thomas's hand never leaving his dagger.

Finally, a gate in the mansion's back wall opened a crack. An older woman peered out, her face lined with age.

“Mother,” Tivan breathed, a smile stretching across his face.

"My boys. Come, hurry." She opened the gate wider and quickly motioned them inside. Her hands trembled as she secured the gate behind them. "Quickly, quickly. The night patrols will be here soon."

She ushered them through a servant's entrance leading into a narrow corridor, the walls bare except for the occasional cleaning supply shelf. They emerged into what appeared to be communal sleeping quarters. Simple cots lined the walls, not unlike the knights' quarters they'd just fled. The space was currently empty. Thomas assumed the other servants were at their duties.

"Mother," Garant said once they were safely inside, his voice cracking slightly. "It’s so good to see you. It’s been too long.”

The woman hugged each of her sons, and then her eyes fell upon Thomas and the others. “And who’ve you brought with you?”

“These are my friends. We need shelter for the night.” He paused before pointing Thomas out, “Mother, this is Sir Thomas Drake. He’s the new captain of Excalibur. Thomas, this is our mother, Nimona.”

Thomas opened his mouth to correct Garant about what he considered his unearned title, but then he saw how the woman's eyes filled with tears at the mention of the ship, her hand clutching at a pendant that hung around her neck. "Then it's true?" she whispered. “Excalibur has returned? After all this time?"

"It has," Thomas confirmed quietly.

She pressed her hands to her mouth, clearly overwhelmed. After a moment, she composed herself with visible effort. “I wish your father was here to witness this,” she said to the twins, “He never thought…” She straightened her shoulders. "You'll be safe here, at least for now. The master and his family are away. Only a skeleton staff remains."

“Thank you,” Thomas offered.

“No, Sir Drake,” she replied. “Thank you.” She motioned to the cots. “Please, rest. I’ll get some oils and fragrances. You all reek of the sewer.” She hurried out of the room.

“Your mother is so kind,” Amren said when she left.

“And then some,” Tivan agreed. “Despite all the hell the Draconite, and the general’s family, have put us through.”

“What happened to your father, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“After we escaped,” Tivan said. “Someone had to be held responsible. The general made an example of him. A public execution. Disemboweled him with his sword.”

“I’m so very sorry,” Amren said.

Garant dropped onto one of the cots. His face was a mask of exhaustion and despair. “I can’t believe Jocinda betrayed us. After everything we've been through...after all the sacrifices..."

"She lost everything today," Amren replied grimly. "Sometimes that breaks something in people. Makes them decide saving their own skin is all that matters."

"It may have started before today," Thomas said, pieces falling into place in his mind. "The bridge attack, sending the knights after Mordred—maybe those weren't just bad tactical decisions. Maybe they were calculated to get as many knights killed as possible while making it look like accidents and poor planning."

“Do you really think so?" Kaelithan asked, leaning against the wall. The wizard was clearly tired from the combat magic he'd used during their escape.

"Think about it," Thomas continued. "The bridge attack was needlessly risky. The assault on Mordred was practically suicide. And where was she the entire time? Safe in the sewers, watching it all unfold.”

"But why?" Tivan demanded, pacing the small room like a caged animal. "What could the Draconite have offered her that was worth betraying everything she claimed to believe in? Worth sacrificing all those lives?"

“Freedom. Coin. Maybe even a ticket off Draconia,” Amren said. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever it was, it was enough to make her turn traitor.”

The twins' mother returned with oils and rags, along with some bandages. "Let me tend to those cuts," she said softly. "Before they fester. You can wipe down your armor with the oils. It’ll cover the smell.”

As she worked, a heavy silence fell over the room. The knights were finished. Between the failed operations and Jocinda's betrayal, there was nothing left to rebuild on. A decade of resistance, wiped out in a single day.

"Come with us," Thomas said suddenly, speaking the words before he'd fully thought them through, but as soon as he said them, he knew they were right. "Both of you.” He looked at Tivan and then Garant. “We could use people with your skills and knowledge."

The twins exchanged one of their silent looks. Finally, Tivan spoke. "What about our mother?"

"Her, too," Thomas replied without hesitation. "If she wants to come. But we need to figure out how to get back to the ship first."

"That won't be easy," their mother said as she finished bandaging Tivan's forehead wound. "The entire city is locked down. They're searching everywhere for you. And after what happened at the Swords and Scales..." She shook her head. "Mordred himself may be hunting you."

"We'll find a way," Thomas assured her, though he had no idea how. "We have to.”

She studied him before nodding. "Then I'll help however I can. But I…I can’t go with you.”

“Mother!” Garant snapped in surprise.

“No, Garant. I’m an old woman. What use would I be to you? I’d only slow you down or get in your way.”

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Thomas said.

“Of course it is,” she countered, wrapping her hand around her pendant. “We always believed. We always hoped. And now, Excalibur is back. Maybe this darkness will end after all. Tivan, Garant, you aren’t children anymore. I’m proud of you. You are the last of the New Arthurian Knights and now for you to join Sir Drake in his quest…that is your destiny.” She turned back to Thomas. “My duty is to see that you get back to your ship. Even if it costs me my life.”

“Mother, you can’t,” Tivan complained.

“I can, and I will, if need be. And I think I know exactly how to help you.”


CHAPTER 29


Nimona retreated from the servant's quarters, her footsteps fading down the narrow corridor. The twins watched the doorway long after she'd disappeared, their faces etched with barely contained anguish.

"I don't like this," Garant muttered, resuming his restless pacing. His boots scraped against the worn stone floor with each turn. “Whatever she’s planning, it’s going to get her killed.”

"We can't stop her," Tivan replied from his position on one of the thin cots. His fingers worked at a loose thread in the rough blanket. "You know how she gets when she sets her mind to something. Remember when father was sick that time? How she worked her shifts and his to prevent the general from beating him, and then on top of that, she worked to earn his medication.”

"And nearly killed herself doing it," Garant shot back. "But this is different. This is..." He gestured helplessly at the air.

Thomas watched the exchange from his own cot, noting how the twins' usual synchronized grace had fractured under the weight of their concern. "Why didn't you try harder to convince her to come with us? She'd be safer away from here. We could protect her."

The twins shared one of their silent looks before Tivan spoke, his voice heavy with emotion.

"You don't understand. This isn't just about safety for her. This is about everything she's endured, everything she's lost." His voice cracked slightly. "Father died believing Excalibur would return someday. That hope kept him going through years of abuse and torment."

"She wears his pendant…” He reached up to touch his neck, mirroring where their mother's pendant hung. "...the one he used to tell us contained a tiny fragment of Arthur’s armor, collected after one battle or another. We both know it probably doesn't, but he believed it. And so does she. She's carried that belief through everything the Draconite have done to our family."

"This is her chance," Garant added softly, pausing his pacing to lean against the wall. "Her chance to strike back. To honor our father’s memory. To prove his faith wasn't misplaced." His shoulders slumped. "We couldn't take that from her, even if we wanted to."

"But surely..." Burl began.

"No," Tivan cut him off. "You weren't here. You didn't see what it was like, growing up in this house. The things they did to us, to her, to father..." He swallowed hard. "She's been waiting for this moment her entire life. Since before we were born."

Kaelithan stirred from his position near the door. "I understand dedication to a cause, but this feels like suicide."

“Not suicide,” Garant replied. “Sacrifice, so that we can hopefully get out of here. Believe me, it hurts. But it’s her choice to make."

The room fell into an uneasy silence after that, broken only by the distant sounds of the mansion above them. The occasional creak of overhead floorboards made them all tense, though Amren reminded them the general and his brood weren’t even on the planet. Any noise they heard came from the house servants.

"Get some sleep," he advised. "I'll keep watch. Whatever comes next, we'll need you sharp."

"Wake me if anything changes," Thomas said.

"Of course."

Thomas stretched out on one of the cots and closed his eyes, trying to quiet his racing thoughts. He drifted into an uneasy slumber, but it felt like only minutes passed before Amren's hand on his shoulder brought him back to consciousness.

"Thomas," the warrior said softly, urgency in his tone. “It’s nearly morning.”

“Already?”

“We’ll need to make our move soon. But come with me. There's something you should see."

Thomas followed Amren through the servant's passages. They navigated the narrow corridors to a cramped spiral staircase, the steps worn smooth by generations of servants’ feet. At the top, Amren eased open a door that led to a small balcony. They emerged into the pre-dawn air, carefully staying in the shadows. Thomas realized then that the passages might have been used for servants now, but they were originally built for soldiers to defend the mansion from attack.

"Look," Amren whispered, pointing toward a massive structure that dominated the skyline. "The palace."

Thomas shuddered as he looked at it. The building was a masterpiece of spires and sweeping archways that pierced the slowly lightening sky. At its heart, a beam of golden light rose into the heavens like a beacon—or a warning.

"Morgana may be in there somewhere," Thomas murmured. "Planning, plotting, completely unaware we're this close."

"So near, yet so far," Amren agreed. "One wrong move and we'd never make it within a hundred meters of those walls. The defenses are incredible. I thought you might want to see it from up close. If things go well for us, this may be where it all ends.”

Thomas studied the surrounding area, noting the positions of guard towers and patrol routes. “Then let’s hope we make it back here. How has the night been?"

"Quiet. Almost eerily so." Amren's expression darkened. "The enforcers have no idea we're hiding right under their noses. But that won't last. Dawn is coming, and with it..."

"More searches," Thomas finished. "More soldiers. More chances of getting caught."

"Exactly. We need to move soon.”

“We should go back and wake the others.”

They descended the steps and headed back to the servant’s quarters. The others were awake, waiting in tense silence for what was to come.

“Where have you two been?” Burl asked.

“Getting a closer look at the palace,” Thomas replied. “It’s⁠—”

He didn’t have a chance to finish, interrupted when Nimona entered, her arms laden with obviously expensive clothing. "Quickly," she whispered. "The new day will bring new obstacles. We don't have much time." She quickly distributed the garments. Thomas ran his fingers over the material in amazement. The robes were crafted from fabric finer than anything he'd ever touched, with subtle patterns woven into the cloth that shifted and changed in the light.

"From the general's family's closets," she explained as they examined the clothing. “They should fit well enough."

"These are incredible," Kaelithan said, studying the intricate needlework. “Once I disguise our faces, I don’t see how we can’t just walk right out of here.” He glanced at the twins, as if to reassure them that their mother wouldn’t need to intervene for them to get off the planet.

"The enforcers know to look for magical disguises," Nimona said, her voice tense. "The servants from the Swords and Scales told them everything during questioning."

"How do you know that?" Thomas asked.

A baleful smile crossed her weathered features. "Word travels quickly between household staffs. The masters…they like to treat us like we don’t exist. Sometimes, they forget we’re even there. They speak freely.” Her expression grew serious again. "They're looking for a group using magic to pass as Draconite. But these clothes...they're real. Authentic. Combined with Kaelithan's illusions, they should help you move through the city more easily, but I intend to reduce your risk as much as I can.”

Kaelithan cast the illusion on them the moment they finished donning their robes. Thomas felt the familiar tingle of magic washing over him as the wizard worked.

"Are you sure you're up for this?" he asked quietly.

The wizard nodded. “I slept well. I feel much stronger. More than well enough to get us back to Excalibur, even if I have to use some offensive magic to get us there.”

"What about you?" Tivan asked his mother, his voice tight with barely controlled emotion. “What are you planning?”

She smiled sadly, reaching up to touch the pendant at her neck. "Don't worry about me. I'll make sure you reach your ship safely."

"But how?" Garant demanded, taking a step toward her. "You can't just..."

"It's better you don't know," she replied firmly. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears, but her voice remained steady.

"Mother, please," Tivan tried again. "Whatever you're planning..."

"Enough," she cut him off. "Dawn is coming. You need to go. Now."

The twins shared another of their looks, this one full of anguish. Thomas could see the struggle playing out on their faces—the desperate desire to protect their mother—warring with the knowledge that they couldn't force her to come with them.

"She's right," Amren said softly. "We're out of time."

“Just know that I love you both. So did your father. And everything I’m about to do, I’m doing for you and the future of Avalon.”

The twins wrapped their arms around her, holding her tight for only a few seconds, their now Draconite cheeks moist when they parted. They wiped the tears away as the others gathered around Thomas.

“Thank you again, Nimona,” he said. “For everything.”

“You can thank me by returning this galaxy to its former glory,” she replied.

“We’ll do everything in our power to see that happens,” Amren answered. “Or die trying.”

“Let’s go,” Thomas said.

They made their way through the pre-dawn streets, trying to project the arrogant confidence of wealthy Draconite. Thomas felt exposed despite the fine robes and Kaelithan's illusions. Every step echoed too loudly against the polished stone streets.

The affluent civilian sector adjacent to the military quarter was quiet, though Thomas could sense the tension in the air. Patrols of heavily armed soldiers moved with obvious purpose, checking identification at major intersections. Each time they passed a patrol, Thomas' heart threatened to burst from his chest.

"The shuttle station is just ahead," Amren murmured. "But look at the security."

Thomas' heart sank when he saw the checkpoint. A full squad of Draconite soldiers surrounded the station entrance. They were examining everyone who approached with meticulous care, their weapons drawn and ready.

"Name," one of the soldiers demanded of a well-dressed Draconite approaching the station. "Purpose of travel?"

"How dare you question me," the Draconite snarled. "Do you know who I am?"

"Name," the soldier repeated impassively. "Purpose of travel. Or you can explain yourself to the enforcers."

"We'll never make it past them," Thomas whispered as they watched the exchange. "They're checking everyone too thoroughly. One mistake and..."

"Have faith," Tivan replied, though his voice carried an edge of tension. "Mother said she would help."

"I don't like this," Burl muttered. "We're too exposed here. We should find another⁠—“

The first explosion cut him off mid-sentence, the blast so powerful the ground shook beneath their feet. The shock wave rattled windows as orange light painted the buildings. Back in the direction of the mansions, flames began to rise into the sky behind them.

Before anyone could react, a second explosion rent the air. Then a third. Within moments, the civilian sector erupted into chaos as more detonations echoed through the streets. The blasts came from everywhere at once.

At the checkpoint, the soldiers' heads snapped toward the growing inferno. Their commander's radio crackled to life with frantic voices shouting over each other.

"Multiple explosions reported in sector seven!"

"Fire spreading through the residential district!"

"All units respond! Repeat, all units⁠—"

"Possible coordinated terrorist attack!"

"We have armed civilian servants in the streets!"

The squad commander hesitated, clearly torn between maintaining his post and responding to the crisis. Then a voice that carried unmistakable authority cut through the radio chatter:

"This is Marshal Keldrix! All units respond immediately to the civilian section adjacent to the military district. Civilian servants are in open revolt!"

The soldiers abandoned their position, rushing toward the explosions with weapons ready. Other troops streamed past them, their boots thundering against the stone as they raced toward the growing chaos. The few travelers trying to reach the shuttles left as well, returning to check on their homes or running away to hide from the violence. Within moments, the shuttle station was unguarded and nearly empty of passengers.

"Now!" Amren urged, gripping Thomas's arm. "Before they lock everything down."

They sprinted for the station entrance, no longer worried about maintaining the appearance of aristocratic dignity. Thomas worried as they approached, expecting at any moment to hear a challenge or the whine of energy weapons powering up behind them, but the few remaining staff were too distracted by the chaos to pay much attention to a group of wealthy Draconite leaving the area. They piled into a waiting shuttle marked for the spaceport, Thomas trying not to show how badly his hands were shaking as he settled into one of the plush seats.

The automated vehicle's engines hummed to life, lifting them smoothly into the air. Through the viewport, Thomas could see the scope of what was unfolding below.

"Stars above," Kaelithan breathed. "Look..."

What had started as a few isolated fires had become an inferno. Mansion after mansion were in flames, the conflagration spreading with unnatural speed. As they watched, servants began pouring out of the burning buildings, but they weren't fleeing in terror.

They were fighting back.

Kitchen knives, tools, and improvised clubs appeared in servants' hands as they turned on their surprised masters. Some carried what appeared to be stolen energy weapons, unleashing plasma bolts at the responding soldiers. The streets descended into pitched battle as centuries of pent-up rage finally found its outlet.

"There!" Tivan suddenly cried out, his voice cracking. "Mother!"

Thomas spotted her among a group of servants attacking a squad of soldiers. She moved with surprising speed for her age, wielding what looked like a meat cleaver. Even as they watched, she helped her group bring down a Draconite warrior with a strike to the neck, just below his helmet.

It was a short lived victory before another soldier's blade found her. The twins cried out in unified agony as their mother crumpled to the street, blood staining her simple servant's dress crimson. She managed to look up, somehow spotting their shuttle despite the chaos. Her hand reached for the pendant at her neck one final time before she went still.

"No," Garant whispered, tears streaming down his face. His hands pressed against the viewport as if he could reach through it to her. "No, no, no..."

Tivan wrapped an arm around his brother's shoulders, his own eyes glistening. "She knew," he said softly. "She planned this all along."

"The fires," Burl said. "The uprising. She orchestrated the whole thing."

"Not just her," Amren observed grimly. "Look how coordinated it is. She must have been organizing this with other household servants for some time. Waiting for the right moment."

Below them, the affluent civilian sector continued to burn as servants and soldiers clashed in the streets. The sounds of combat and screaming drifted up to them, mixed with the crackle of energy weapons and the roar of the inferno.

"We have to go back," Garant said suddenly, wiping his eyes. "We can't just leave her there."

"We can't," Tivan replied, his voice thick with emotion. "You know we can't. She did this for us. For everyone. To give them a chance to fight back."

"She died free," Amren said softly. "Remember her that way."

The shuttle banked sharply, automated systems responding to other vessels taking to the air now as wealthy Draconite fled the violence below. Through the viewport, Thomas could see military craft beginning to converge on the area.

"Look there," Garant said, pointing to a particular mansion. "Isn't that...?"

"The Marshal’s house," Tivan confirmed. As they watched, servants poured from every entrance, armed with makeshift weapons. "They're all fighting. Everyone she could reach. Everyone who'd listen."

"And now there's no going back for any of them," Burl said grimly.

The shuttle banked again, carrying them toward the spaceport. Thomas watched the fires recede behind them, his throat tight with emotion. He silently swore that Nimona’s death—like so many others—would not be in vain.

Behind them, the fires continued to spread as dawn broke over Hreth, painting the sky the color of blood and heralding the start of something that could never be undone. The Draconite might rule through fear and brutality, but they had forgotten one crucial truth. Sometimes the most dangerous enemy was the one you never thought to fear at all.

And now that enemy had finally shown its teeth.

"They'll kill them all," Garant said, still staring back at the burning civilian sector. "Everyone who fought. Everyone who helped."

"Maybe," Amren replied. "But they'll never forget this day. And neither will we."


CHAPTER 30


The descent of the automated shuttle into the spaceport sent Thomas's stomach lurching, though not from the motion. Through the viewport, he could see the massive increase in security since their arrival. Enforcers patrolled every landing platform, tracking every ship, watching every passenger, and searching for any sign of deception.

"There must be fifty of them down there," Burl muttered, tense in his seat. "Maybe more."

"All heavily armed,” Amren agreed. “And those are just the ones we can see."

Thomas’ grip tightened on the edge of his seat as the shuttle banked toward its station. The fine robes from the general's mansion suddenly felt like they were made of lead instead of silk. To him, every thread screamed that they didn't belong. Couldn’t meet the demands.

"This isn't good," he said softly, watching an enforcer squad roughly pull a well-dressed Draconite couple aside for questioning. He could see the female's indignant reaction. The guards were completely unmoved by her protests. "They're checking everyone."

"Not everyone," Kaelithan whispered. The wizard's eyes were sharp as he studied the scene below. "Watch their pattern. It looks like they’re conducting random stops, though they're still showing some deference to those who are obviously wealthy."

"Which is why these clothes might save our lives," Amren added. He smoothed an invisible wrinkle from his elaborate robes. "If we can act the part convincingly."

"That's a big if," Thomas replied. He could feel sweat trickling down his back beneath the expensive fabric. "I don't know the first thing about acting like aristocracy."

"Then don't act," Garant suggested, his voice tight with grief. His mother's death was still too fresh, too raw. "Channel your anger instead. The wealthy Draconite we served were always angry about something. Entitlement seems to do that to those with privileges.”

"He's right," Tivan agreed. "They view the entire galaxy as their personal property, especially on Draconia. Any inconvenience is a personal insult."

The shuttle's landing gear touched down with a soft thud that still made Thomas flinch. Through the viewport, he could see three separate enforcer squads within close proximity to their shuttle pad. One of the guards looked up at their arrival, his scaled features twisting into a predatory expression.

Amren rose smoothly, the movement projecting believable aristocratic grace. "Remember—we own this place. These guards are beneath us. Treat them as the furniture they are."

“Especially for you,” Tivan added. “You’re General Areth Strix. They’re all subordinate to you.”

Thomas joined Amren on his feet, trying to copy the man’s posture. His heart hammered as they exited the shuttle and joined the flow of travelers headed toward the main terminal. Ahead, he could see the checkpoint where enforcers were examining identification and travel documents. The line moved steadily, only a sampling of the departing beings pulled aside for review. He couldn’t help noticing nearly every non-Draconite was searched, along with a small selection of dragonfolk.

"Have your papers ready!" a guard barked. Thomas flinched before realizing he wasn’t talking to them. The enforcer's attention was focused on a merchant ahead who was frantically searching through his belongings.

They were three groups back from the checkpoint when Thomas noticed one of the guards studying them with particular intensity. The enforcer's vertical pupils contracted to thin slits as he started to turn in their direction, one hand moving to the weapon at his hip.

He was certain they were about to be discovered. Everything they’d lost, everyone who had died—the New Arthurian Knights, the twins' mother, all the other servants—would have died for nothing. He tensed, preparing to fight if it came to that.

Before the enforcer could speak, Kaelithan made a subtle gesture beneath his robes. The air around the guard seemed to thicken, his movements becoming oddly sluggish. By the time he managed to point and open his mouth, his finger had drifted to indicate a completely different group of Draconite travelers. "You there!" he called out, his words coming out as if spoken through molasses. "Present your papers for inspection!"

The wealthy-looking Draconite he'd inadvertently singled out drew himself up with magnificent indignation. His scales darkened with rage. "Do you have any idea who I am? Who my family is?"

The enforcer hesitated, his eyes darting between Thomas and the angry Draconite now berating him. Thomas could see the guard's pride war with his uncertainty. Rather than risk the embarrassment of admitting he'd lost track of his original target, he focused on the Draconite now verbally eviscerating him.

"Nice work," Thomas whispered once they were safely past the confrontation. Kaelithan merely nodded, concentrating instead on keeping up the illusions while remaining prepared to cast additional spells.

They made their way through the crowded terminal, trying to maintain a dignified pace despite every instinct screaming at them to run. The press of bodies around them felt suffocating.

"Halt!" a voice commanded behind them. Thomas's heart nearly stopped until he realized the order once again wasn't directed at his group.

"Almost there," Amren breathed as they approached the corridor leading to their landing pad.

A squad of heavily armed enforcers rounded the corner ahead of them. The squad leader's eyes locked onto their group. Thomas forced himself to maintain his haughty expression. Beside him, he could sense the twins coiling like springs, ready to explode into violence if that was the only way they might escape. Their mother had given her life to get them this far. He could tell that they would die before letting her sacrifice go for nothing.

The guards passed within arm's reach, close enough that Thomas could smell the oil they used to maintain their armor. But their attention was focused elsewhere, barely acknowledging the group in their path.

Finally, they reached their landing pad. Excalibur waited exactly as they'd left it, still the guise of a simple private shuttle. Getting a closer look at the illusion from the outside, Thomas marveled at its detail and design. Even the teleportal was accounted for, the ship’s fake fuselage extending downward through empty space to make the blue door appear as a darkened entrance leading into an empty cargo bay.

"Through the teleportal," Thomas ordered quietly. "Quickly, before⁠—"

"Hold!" The commanding voice froze them all in place. An enforcer approached from the left. "Let me see your identification.”

Thomas turned slowly, channeling every ounce of aristocratic disdain he could muster. "Do you know what my time is worth, creature?" The words felt awkward in his mouth, but he forced himself to continue. "Every moment you delay me costs more than you earn in a month. And I can have you fired with little more than a short call to Marshal Keldrix.”

“G…General Strix?” the enforcer said in sudden recognition. “I’m sorry, my lord, but there are protocols⁠—"

"Which apply to common rabble, not to me. Unless you'd prefer to explain to the Marshal why you delayed me?”

The guard's expression softened, his head lowering in submission. Finally, he stepped aside with a slight bow. "My apologies, General. Have a pleasant journey."

They maintained their dignified pace until they reached the teleportal. As soon as they materialized inside Excalibur, Thomas' knees nearly buckled with relief.

Merlin's humanoid GOLEM waited for them, its blue eyes glowing more intensely than usual. “Ah, there you are, my boy,” he said. “I’m glad you made it back safely. I’ve been monitoring the local news feeds. It seems our visit has been…eventful.”

"It's a long story," Thomas replied. "Right now, we need to focus on getting out of here. Merlin, meet Tivan and Garant, the only survivors of the New Arthurian Knights. They'll be joining us."

"A pleasure," Merlin said. "Though perhaps introductions can wait until we're safely away from Draconia?"

"Agreed."

Thomas led the others from the teleportal to the flight deck, Kaelithan dropping their disguises as Merlin retracted the external teleportal back into the ship. As soon as they reached the flight deck, Thomas hurried to the command pod, his hands shaking slightly as he threw his leg over the side.

“It really is Excalibur and we just met Merlin,” Tivan gasped on seeing the pods.

“I was afraid to believe,” Garant added, tears in his eyes as he and Tivan followed Amren and Kaelithan to the passenger seats.

The neural gel embraced Thomas as he settled into the pod, sinking into the warmth of the gel. The canopy descended, the ship’s familiar touch helping to steady his nerves. He could sense Burl's tension matching his own as the big man connected to his pod.

"Draconia Control," Thomas transmitted, calling up the same voice and Draconite face he'd projected earlier from the ship’s memory banks. “Requesting clearance for departure."

The response was immediate and unyielding: "Negative. All departures are suspended pending security sweep. Maintain position and await further instructions."

Thomas sighed. “Yeah, what are the odds of that?”

"We've done this dance before," Amren commented from outside the pods.

Thomas managed a tight smile. "Good thing I already know the steps."

He engaged the engines, lifting them smoothly from the pad. "Kael, be ready. We're about to have company."

The controller’s reaction was immediate. "Unauthorized departure on Twenty-two! You are ordered to stand down immediately!"

"Sorry," Thomas replied. “Must be a bad connection. I can’t hear a thing you’re saying.” He pushed the throttle forward as he angled Excalibur straight up and launched skyward, shooting up through the atmosphere. He could already detect multiple starfighters changing direction and moving to intercept.

“Here they come,” Burl reported through their neural link. "Six... no, eight craft. Moving in fast on multiple vectors."

Thomas guided them higher, pushing Excalibur's engines while trying to maintain the appearance of a simple shuttle. The first volley of warning shots streaked past their bow, brilliant streams of energy lighting up the morning sky.

"I assume you have a plan?" Amren asked.

”Actually, I do.” Thomas banked hard to avoid another barrage. The fighters were closing rapidly, their speed and maneuverability almost twice that of Excalibur’s. "Kaelithan, when we reach the cloud cover, I need you to switch out our illusion to something else. Merlin, tell me you have a GOLEM we can throw out of the ship to act as a decoy.”

“I completed a replacement for the GOLEM I scuttled on Caerlyon while you were gone,” Merlin replied. “I’d prefer not to lose it so soon.”

“I’d prefer to escape alive,” Thomas countered, guiding the ship away from another volley of fire. He was getting much better at intentionally avoiding attacks.

“Good point. I’m ready when you are.”

“Kaelithan, on my mark.”

“I’m ready, Thomas,” the wizard replied. “We’ll become a small Druid trading vessel.”

Thomas guided Excalibur upward and into the overhead clouds, adjusting their vector to remain inside the condensation instead of blowing straight through it. "Now!"

The wizard's hands danced in the air, gathering magical energy. When he released it, it splashed into the bulkhead like a wave of water, spreading out and through the hull until Kaelithan sensed the air around Excalibur shimmering right before the illusion shifted. Meanwhile, Merlin’s GOLEM separated from Excalibur, quickly regaining the ascent. Seconds later, Kaelithan glamoured it to look like the private shuttle, though Thomas could see the toll it was taking on him to magically disguise two ships at one time.

The deception worked perfectly. The pursuing fighters broke off to chase the GOLEM, climbing ever higher behind it while they rapidly gained velocity, streaking away from the planet. Through the sensors, he was aware when the fighters finally blasted the GOLEM, knocking it out of the sky.

“I guess we’re dead,” Burl said, amused.

“Looks like it,” Thomas replied. He changed their vectors and slowed their acceleration, regaining the ascent at a much more leisurely pace. Soon enough, they broke through the cloud layer into clear sky. The orbital traffic lanes stretched above them, packed with vessels of all sizes.

"Time to disappear,” Thomas said. He guided them into the middle of a convoy of cargo haulers, exactly matching their speed. Through the sensors, he could see additional Draconite patrol ships and starfighters moving along the edge of the traffic lanes, hunting for anything out of the ordinary. They wouldn’t find it in them. They looked just like any other merchant ship. "Kaelithan, how are you holding up?"

“I’m well enough,” he replied. “I’ll be great once we’re out of here.”

They maintained their position in the convoy until the patrols were well past their position.

“I can prepare to open a wormhole,” Merlin said. “What is our next destination?”

“We don’t have one,” Thomas replied. “We aren’t leaving.”

“What?” Amren cried.

"I don't understand,” Merlin said. “We need to⁠—"

“We’re going to burst a short distance away, but we aren’t done with Draconia yet,” Thomas explained. “We found Taliesin."

A heavy silence filled the gap before Merlin spoke again. "Where?"

"In the Lair," Thomas said. “We’re going to rescue him.”

"Thomas," Amren cut in sharply. “With all respect due to you as the ship’s captain—we’ve already discussed this. The Lair is impenetrable. Even if we could somehow get inside, there's no way to⁠—"

“Impenetrable for us, alone, maybe,” Thomas said. “But not with the right kind of help.”

“And what help would that be?” Amren demanded. "Who could possibly aid us in breaking into the most secure prison in Draconite space?"

Thomas offered a sly grin from inside the command pod. “Who do you think? I’ll give you one guess.”


CHAPTER 31


Amren came to a stop after spending the last twenty minutes pacing back and forth. “This isn’t going to work,” he said for what felt like the hundredth time. Or maybe it was the thousandth. Thomas had lost track.

“I know, I know,” he replied. “And even if it does work, it’s insane. But you saw what happened on Draconia. There’s no way we can win if we don’t take monumental risks to get monumental rewards. Bringing Lancelot over to our side would be a major coup.”

“If he doesn’t kill us.”

“You don’t think he’s even going to show up.”

“It’s been three days since you and Merlin tried to contact him.”

“It’ll take time for him to get the message and respond.”

“Yeah, right.” Amren resumed pacing, his boots clicking softly against the flight deck’s plating in a steady rhythm, each tap an echo of the worry. In the past days since they’d narrowly escaped Draconia, Amren’s mood had grown increasingly negative, his tendency to try to take charge becoming more pronounced. To Thomas, it was as if he had gotten the wrong message out of Nimue’s lesson.

"You're going to wear a groove in the deck,” he said, needling him more than he probably should have.

Amren paused mid-stride, turning to face him. "And you're remarkably calm for someone about to test the twins in the neural interface. What if they can't handle it? What if the shock of connecting to Excalibur's systems overwhelms them like it did me? It almost killed me."

"That's why we're doing this now, controlled and prepared, instead of in the middle of a crisis." Thomas gestured at the empty pods surrounding his position. “It’s better to find out if they're worthy now than when we're trying to break into the Lair, or being attacked by a Draconite patrol fleet. Burl got lucky jumping in a pod during our escape from Avalyeth. I don’t want to test that luck again.”

"And that brings us around again to your idea to break into the Lair. As if Lancelot will even show up to help us," Amren repeated.

Thomas suppressed a frustrated groan. “He'll come."

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because I told him I’m ready for our rematch.”

“Which was foolish. He could simply show up, kill us all, and be done with it without giving you a moment to explain.”

Thomas sighed. He was getting tired of having this same argument. He glanced at the hatch, as if he could will Merlin to show up with the twins and save him from continuing to rehash the same points. “Look, I know it's a risk. But everything we do is a risk. Going to Draconia was a risk. Breaking into the Lair will be an even bigger risk. But sometimes⁠—"

The flight deck doors finally slid open, revealing Merlin's humanoid GOLEM, the twins following close behind, their faces a study in contrasts. Tivan's expression was eager, almost reverent as he took in the ancient technology around them. Garant's features remained harder, shadowed by the grief and anger that hadn't left him since their mother's death.

"Still no sign of Lancelot," Merlin reported, his blue eyes dimming slightly. "Though I do have some potentially good news. Long-range sensors detected Mordred's shuttle leaving Draconia. He’s likely on his way back to his fleet.”

"See?" Thomas said. "At least we won't have to worry about him showing up during our rescue attempt."

“Our suicidal rescue attempt,” Amren snapped. "And I still think⁠—"

"That my judgment is questionable?" Thomas interrupted, failing to keep the edge from his voice as his frustration and resulting anger won out. “That I'm not thinking straight? That I'm not worthy of commanding this ship? That’s your real point in all this, isn’t it?"

A heavy silence fell over the flight deck. Even the twins held their breath, sensing the tension.

"I didn't say that," Amren replied carefully.

"You didn't have to. I know you don’t think I'm making the right call here. You’ve made that abundantly clear.” He glanced at Merlin. “I know you agree with Amren on this. And to be honest, I’m getting tired of having every decision I make questioned, multiple times, either silently or outwardly.” His attention snapped back to Amren. “You’ve been in a bad mood since Draconia, and I’m trying to give you some space to vent or whatever it is you need to do, but you don’t even have enough respect for me to stow it in front of our new shipmates. And I think it sucks.” He locked eyes with Amren, who stared back at him, embarrassed at first, before looking away. “You keep saying Excalibur chose me. That I’m the captain. But then you want to tell me what we should and shouldn’t do with pretty much every decision I make. You and Merlin both. Only Burl and Kaelithan seem to have enough respect for me and faith in me to back me up.”

Amren glowered in silence, but Merlin's GOLEM stepped forward, its mechanical movements somehow conveying regret. "You're right, my boy. I apologize. I should have more faith in you, especially since you’ve gotten us this far. This isn't how I would approach the situation, but perhaps that's precisely why we should trust your instincts. Perhaps the best strategy is the one the enemy would never expect."

"And we want to help," Tivan said, still eying the pods. His eyes were bright with barely contained excitement. "Our father always believed Excalibur would return someday. He died believing it, and Mother died so we could be here. And now..." He swallowed hard. "Now we have a chance to make their faith in my brother and me, and in Excalibur mean something."

"If you're worthy," Thomas reminded him gently.

"We have to be," Garant said. His voice carried an edge of desperation. "After everything that's happened, everything we've lost...we have to be."

The flight deck doors opened again as Burl and Kaelithan entered. They moved to positions where they could observe without interfering.

"Are you ready?" Thomas asked.

The twins nodded in unison.

"Choose your pods," Merlin instructed, indicating the empty interfaces. "Though not that one," he added as Tivan started toward one particular pod. "That's Burl's."

They selected the pods immediately on either side of the command pod, waiting beside them for Thomas to direct them.

“Thomas,” Amren said before he could approach the command pod.

Thomas turned to face him. “What is it?” He tried to keep his tone neutral, but it still came out more harsh than he wanted.

“I’m sorry. You’re absolutely right. All I can offer in my defense is that Excalibur rejected me for a reason. I do find it challenging to remain open to other’s ideas, as if being trained my whole life by one of Arthur’s knights is the only requisite to worthiness and command. Especially command. I’m…jealous of your role as captain. But, despite how it may appear sometimes, I also respect you for earning it. Seeing the way things are on Draconia made me more eager than ever to end Morgana’s rule. I’m concerned about throwing everything away by attacking such a difficult target. I’m sorry, but I don’t agree with this approach. However, you are the captain, and of all the lessons I learned from my father, humility and obedience are the ones I struggle with the most. I’ll work harder to be a more balanced and constructive member of this crew.”

Thomas stared at Amren in silence, stricken by the sincerity of the apology. All of his frustration fled him in an instant, and he reached out, putting a hand on Amren’s shoulder. “Thank you. I appreciate the apology. It’s not that I don’t want your input. It’s invaluable to all of us. And you aren’t just a member of this crew. As far as I’m concerned, you’re my second. And my friend.”

Amren grinned. “I aim to be a better friend, then.”

“Me, too.”

“Did I miss something?” Burl asked, watching the exchange.

“Obviously, they had a disagreement,” Kaelithan said. “I’m glad it’s settled, though. You have been a bit of an ass lately, Amren.”

Amren glanced at the wizard. “We all have our moments.”

Smiling, Thomas crossed the flight deck to the command pod, stepping up. “Burl, can you assist the twins?”

“Sure, boss,” the big man replied.

Thomas let himself fall backward into the gel, effortlessly interfacing with the ship the moment he submerged. The canopy automatically lowered and latched, and he watched the twins through its transparency.

“Go ahead and step up to the canopies,” Burl said. “They’ll open for you. Then turn around and sit on the rim and prepare to slip into the gel like Thomas did.”

The twins did as he said, obviously nervous as they positioned themselves as instructed.

"Don't fight the gel," Burl advised as they prepared to make contact. “Let it flow into your lungs. It’s weird, I know, but you won’t suffocate, or Thomas and I wouldn’t still be here. When you initiate the neural interface and the data starts coming through, don’t try to control it or fight it. Just let it flow through you. The more you resist, the harder it becomes. If you resist too much…let’s just say it’s not healthy.” He looked from one twin to the other. “Any questions?” They both shook their heads. “Okay then, get in the pods."

They followed Burl’s instructions, lowering themselves more slowly than Thomas had into their chosen pods. Thomas could sense the moment they made contact with Excalibur's systems, their consciousness bleeding into his awareness through the neural link. The sensation was different from connecting with Burl—more chaotic, less controlled. He could feel them struggling to process the flood of sensory data, their minds trying to cope with such an alien experience.

"Easy," he projected through their shared awareness. "Focus on my presence. Use it as an anchor."

Tivan's consciousness responded first, latching onto Thomas's mental signature like a drowning man grabbing a lifeline. His thoughts were a maelstrom of emotions—wonder and fear and desperate hope—all mixed together. Beneath it all, Thomas sensed something else—a deep, unwavering faith that this was meant to be.

Garant's presence was different. Whereas his brother's mind reached out, seeking connection, Garant's consciousness remained coiled tight like a spring about to snap. Thomas could feel the immense anger—rage at the Draconite, at Jocinda's betrayal, at their mother's death—burning within him. That fury formed a wall between him and Excalibur's systems, preventing the deep connection the interface required.

Tivan was beginning to find his balance. For him, the initial chaos of connection settled into something more structured as he learned to filter the incoming data, accepting what he needed while letting the rest flow past.

"That's it, Tivan," Thomas encouraged him as his consciousness cautiously expanded, touching different ship systems with growing confidence. "Let it come naturally. Don't try to force it."

While Tivan made progress, Garant's presence grew increasingly unstable. His fury and grief created discordant ripples through the neural link, disrupting the careful balance his brother was achieving. Thomas could feel him fighting against the interface, trying to bend it to his will through sheer force of emotion.

"Garant," he said. "You need to let go of the anger. It's blocking you from connecting."

"I can't," Garant's reply carried a jagged edge of pain. "I won't. The anger is all I have left."

"That's not true," Tivan's voice joined them. "You have me. You have our cause. You have father's dream⁠—"

"Father's dead!" The force of Garant's response made them all flinch. "Mother's dead! Everyone's dead! And you...you're connecting like it's nothing. Like you've forgotten everything they took from us!"

"I haven't forgotten," Tivan replied. His presence in the link carried profound sadness but also something else—a sense of purpose that transcended grief. "But this is bigger than our pain. This is what they died believing in."

"Then they died for nothing."

The neural gel around Garant began to ripple as his rejection of the interface grew stronger. Thomas could sense the systems preparing to attack him, the ship itself recognizing his fury as incompatible with its requirements, seeing him as an invading threat instead of a partner.

"Wait," Thomas tried one last time. "Garant, please. Just⁠—"

But it was too late. Garant cried out as Excalibur went on the offensive, sending a burst of energy into his body.

“Merlin!” Thomas cried. “Get him out!”

Merlin’s GOLEM was there in seconds, the canopy over Garant’s pod automatically lifting Merlin tore him free of the neural gel, his body writhing from the interface as if it had burned him. Fortunately, Merlin pulled him out quickly enough that the damage was mostly to his pride.

"Brother," Tivan called out, already moving to disconnect himself.

"Don't!" Garant's voice cracked with emotion. "Just...don't. Let me go and leave me alone.” He pulled himself from the GOLEM’s grasp and turned away, refusing to meet anyone's eyes as he stormed toward the exit, his boots ringing against the deck. The doors opened at his approach and closed behind him with a softness that stood in sharp contrast to his loud rage.

A heavy silence fell over the flight deck.

“I should go to him,” Tivan said. “He needs me.”

“He needs time,” Thomas countered.

"Time won't change anything," Tivan replied, his voice thick with emotion. "Garant...he feels everything so deeply. The Draconite didn't just kill our parents—they killed his ability to see past his pain and anger.”

"That doesn't make him less worthy as a person," Thomas said. "Just not compatible with Excalibur's neural interface, at least not until he deals with that pain."

"I know. But try telling him that."

"Perhaps I should speak with him," Merlin offered. "I have some experience with helping beings process strong emotions."

"With all due respect," Tivan replied, "I don't think that would help just yet. Maybe Thomas is right, he needs to work through this in his own way. I’ll talk with him later. In the meantime, I should practice with the interface. If I'm going to be worthy of this opportunity, I need to master it quickly."

“You’re already off to a good start,” Thomas said. “Better than mine or Burl’s. Neither one of us could remain in the pod for more than a few minutes the first time, and we needed medical treatment afterward.”

“Really? Maybe my father was right after all. Maybe this is my destiny.” His thoughts darkened. “But it should be Garant’s, too. I don’t know if I can do this without him.” He paused, considering, finally admitting, “I need to do this, with or without him. It’s what my parents would want.”

“Garrant can try again, once he’s had time to sort out his feelings,” Thomas said. “You heard Amren. He still needs to work on his weaknesses, but that doesn’t mean he can’t claim a pod in the future, either.”

“The first test isn’t final?” Tivan asked, hope blooming across the interface.

“As long as it doesn’t kill you, no.”

“That’s good to know. Maybe I can work with him and he’ll join us one day.”

“I hope so.”

Thomas began basic training with Tivan, knowing that somewhere in the ship, Garant was nursing wounds that no amount of practice could heal.


CHAPTER 32


Sir Turquine wiped Grenyth's blood from his blade, watching the red droplets fall from the Druid’s mutilated body to join the growing pool beneath his dangling feet. The interrogation chamber's dim lighting cast dark shadows across the wizard's massive frame, making the bruises and cuts decorating his body appear even more grotesque. After three days of hanging by his wrists from an overhead beam and hours of torment and questioning, Grenyth had yet to offer anything except defiance.

"Still nothing to say?" Turquine asked, examining his blade in the light. "You're only prolonging your suffering."

Grenyth raised his head with visible effort, blood trickling from his split lip and from a cut over his swollen shut left eye. His right one was swollen and turning purple. "Is that supposed to frighten me?" His voice remained strong, with no hint of submission, despite the pain Turquine was certain he was enduring. "After everything you've done, do you really think more torture will make a difference?"

Turquine's snout twisted into something approximating a smile. "There's always room for more," he said softly. "Always new ways to make you wish for death."

"Then get on with it," Grenyth spat, blood staining his teeth. "Or are you getting tired? Your technique has grown sloppy in the last hour."

Turquine's vertical pupils contracted. With shocking speed, he drove his fist into Grenyth's ribs. The crack of breaking bone echoed through the chamber, followed by the Druid's choked gasp.

"Better?" Turquine asked pleasantly.

Before Grenyth could respond, the door behind Turquine slid open. Cartigan entered, his Ursan features tense. He hesitated at the threshold, clearly reluctant to interrupt.

"What?" Turquine demanded, not bothering to turn around.

"My lord," Cartigan said, bowing slightly. "We've detected something you should see."

"Unless it's Excalibur appearing directly in front of us, it can wait." Turquine raised his blade again, preparing to draw more blood.

"It's Lancelot, my lord."

That got Turquine's attention. He turned slowly, studying his wizard's expression. "Explain."

"We picked up wormhole diffusion traces," Cartigan replied, fidgeting slightly under his commander's intense gaze. “As you know, the knight’s ship is unique.”

“As is the knight himself,” Turquine said. "How certain are you?"

“Completely, my lord.”

Turquine sheathed his blade, the metal singing against the scabbard. "Where?"

"That's the strange part." Cartigan swallowed hard. “It appears he opened a wormhole to an area of space near Draconia. The trail is faint but clear enough to track."

"Draconia?" Turquine's hand unconsciously returned to his sword hilt. "You're absolutely certain?"

"Yes, my lord. Varx ran the analysis three times to be sure."

“I’ll be back,” he promised Grenyth before turning on his heel and striding past Cartigan, making a straight line for the bridge with the Ursan wizard at his heels. The other Flayers looked up at his entrance, quickly returning their attention to their stations when they saw his expression.

“Lancelot is near Draconia?” he questioned.

“Yes, my lord,” Varx replied.

“Very interesting,” Turquine muttered, settling into his command chair. The metal creaked slightly under his massive frame. “Contact the Queen. Now."

"My lord…" Vex spoke hesitantly from communications. "...the Queen left strict orders not to be disturbed unless⁠—"

Turquine's fist crashed down on his chair's armrest. "Now!"

The young Flayer jumped slightly, tapping on his console. A few minutes later, Morgana's holographic image materialized before them.

"This had better be important," she said, her voice carrying a dangerous edge.

"Your Majesty," Turquine began, inclining his head slightly. "We've located Lancelot, as you suggested. We’ve detected traces of his wormhole generator’s diffusion pattern.”

“Excellent work hunting him down,” Morgana said. “But why is that news worth interrupting me?”

“Your Majesty,” Turquine said. “It appears he’s near Draconia.”

To his surprise, Morgana was less shocked than he expected. Her lips curved in a predatory smile. "Interesting," she mused. "Very interesting indeed."

“I thought the same. But I’m not sure what his motivation might be. Do you believe he may be planning to assassinate you?”

Morgana laughed. “Don’t be foolish, Turquine. If he wanted to assassinate me, he would have made the attempt already. He knows he can’t get through both my elite guard and me.” Her hand subconsciously rose to her soulstone crown. Turquine knew the device had some bearing on her overall power, but he didn’t know the full nature of its capabilities.

“Then what do you think he’s after, my Queen?"

“You haven’t heard the news, Turquine." She leaned forward slightly, her smile widening. "There was an uprising in Hreth. First, the bridge to the spaceport was destroyed by terrorists. Then, Mordred was attacked. Finally, a rabble of servants created chaos and destruction in the military quarter before they were put down. And now Lancelot, appearing so close to our homeworld?" Her eyes gleamed with intelligence. "It can't be a coincidence."

"You believe Excalibur was involved with the rebellion?"

“Better than that,” she replied. “I know they were. The leader of the so-called New Arthurian Knights confirmed it. She betrayed her own to broker a deal, but sadly enough they managed to escape. And now Lancelot appears. It seems our enemies are finally showing their hand."

"You think he's going to meet them," Turquine said, the pieces falling into place.

"It's the only explanation that makes sense. My question is, why?" Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

"My lord!" Vex’s voice cut through their conversation, tight with excitement. “I just picked up a transmission on wide-band frequencies. It's...it's from Excalibur."

“With your pardon, Your Majesty,” Turquine said.

“Go ahead.”

He turned to Vex. “You’re certain?”

“The encryption matches exactly.”

Morgana's smile widened. "Still using the old encryption protocols? How thoughtful not to change them after all this time." She tapped a claw against her chin. "Play it."

Vex’s fingers danced across his console, decrypting the signal. A moment later, Merlin's familiar voice filled the bridge:

"Lancelot. Captain Drake wishes to finish what you started on Avalyeth. Come to the included coordinates immediately, if you dare face him again. Your honor demands nothing less."

The message repeated, cycling through the encryption patterns Excalibur had used during Arthur's time.

Morgana's laughter echoed through the projection. "Oh, this is delicious," she said. “Excalibur’s new commander wants to challenge Lancelot? Perhaps we won't need to destroy Excalibur ourselves. Lancelot may solve that problem for us."

Turquine's hand tightened on his armrest until his knuckles cracked. "That ship is my prey," he growled. "I should⁠—"

"Should what?" Morgana's voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. "Challenge Lancelot for the right to destroy them? By all means, if you feel that strongly about it." Her eyes flashed. "Though I seem to recall the last time you faced him, you barely escaped with your life."

Listening to the exchange, the bridge crew held their breath. Turquine's face darkened at the reminder of that humiliation.

"That was decades ago," he snarled. "I'm stronger now. Enhanced. I could⁠—"

"Could what?" Morgana cut him off. "Die gloriously? Waste all the resources I've invested in you?" Her expression hardened. "Know your place, Turquine. You're a weapon—my weapon—and weapons don't get to choose their targets."

Turquine forced his hand to relax, though it cost him visible effort. "No, my Queen. I defer to you, as always."

"A wise choice." Her pupils contracted as she studied him. "What of Grenyth? Has he revealed anything useful?"

"Nothing yet, Your Majesty. But given more time⁠—"

"No," she cut him off again. “He won’t tell you anything. He likely doesn’t know anything worth telling, anyway. I know you enjoy the effort, but it needs to stop before it becomes a distraction. Return to Draconia. Place him in the Lair. Let him rot with the other enemies of the empire.”

"The Lair?" Turquine's eyes widened slightly. "You want him alive?"

"Is that a problem?" Morgana's tone carried a clear warning.

"No, my Queen. But...may I ask why? He's proven remarkably resistant to questioning. What makes him so valuable?"

"Dead, he becomes a martyr—a rallying point for resistance—but alive and suffering..." Her smile returned. "...he becomes a warning to others who might consider defying us. A living example of the price of rebellion."

"It will be done," Turquine replied, bowing his head.

"Good. And Turquine?" Her eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. "Don't disappoint me."

The projection vanished, leaving the bridge in tense silence. After a moment, Turquine turned to Kesper. “Prepare a wormhole to Draconia.”

"Yes, my lord."

As Kesper rushed to comply with his orders, Turquine returned to the interrogation chamber. Grenyth still hung there, blood dripping slowly from his wounds. The Druid's chest rose and fell in shallow, ragged breaths.

"It seems you get to live a bit longer," Turquine said, moving to stand before the prisoner. "Though you may wish you hadn't."

Grenyth managed to raise his head, his face a mass of bruises and dried blood. But his one eye not yet swollen shut still burned with defiance. "Do your worst," he croaked. "I haven't broken yet. I won't break…ever."

"Oh, I won't be the one breaking you," Turquine replied, reaching out to grip Grenyth's chin with cruel fingers. "The Lair will do that for me. Slowly, piece by piece, until there's nothing left of you but an empty shell." He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. "And the best part? When your students hear what's happened to you, when word spreads of your fate? They'll think twice about resisting us."

"You're wrong," Grenyth managed through bloody teeth. "They'll fight harder. Every drop of blood you spill only feeds the fire of rebellion. Every life you take plants seeds of resistance that will grow in soil enriched by sacrifice."

Turquine backhanded him, reopening cuts that had just begun to close, the sound echoing through the chamber like a thunderclap.

"Poetry won't save you," he snarled. "Nothing will save you. The Lair has held prisoners for over a century. No one has ever escaped. No one ever will."

"There's always a first time for everything," Grenyth replied, spitting blood onto Turquine's boots. "And won't you look foolish when it happens."

Turquine's hand shot out, wrapping around Grenyth's throat. "I look forward to visiting you," he hissed. "Year after year, watching that defiance fade as time passes. Watching you realize that no one is coming to save you. That all your sacrifices, all your suffering, meant nothing."

Grenyth tried to speak, but Turquine's grip tightened until the Druid's face began to turn purple.

“My lord…” Standing behind Turquine, Cartigan reminded him. “...Her Majesty wants him alive.”

Only then did he release the Druid, letting Grenyth gasp desperately for air.

"Rest while you can," Turquine said, turning toward the door. "The Lair's welcome will make our time together seem pleasant by comparison."

He left Grenyth hanging in darkness. As the door sealed behind him, he allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. The wizard's spirit hadn't broken under torture, but the Lair would change that.

Still, something about the situation with Excalibur and Lancelot bothered him. It felt too convenient, too easy. The timing was too perfect. But those weren't his concerns to deal with. He had his orders.

"Status?" he called out as he returned to the bridge.

“The wormhole coordinates are set, my lord,” Kesper replied.

“Execute,” Turquine hissed.

"Wormhole forming," Kesper announced. "Entering in three...two...one..."

Turquine allowed himself a predatory smile as Viscera plunged into the breach. Let Morgana play her games. Let Lancelot and Excalibur fight it out. In the end, there would be only one hunter left standing.

And he intended to make sure it was him.


CHAPTER 33


Thomas sat on the edge of the bed in his quarters. His fingers drummed against the mattress in an anxious rhythm. The quiet hum of Excalibur's systems, usually so comforting, now felt like it was mocking him.

“You need to rest, my boy,” Merlin's voice said in his head. “You’re going to drive yourself insane waiting like this.”

"I think maybe I already did,” Thomas replied. Despite hardly sleeping in the last couple of days, despite his fatigue from training, he stood and resumed his pacing, unable to stay still. Fifteen steps to the wall, turn, fifteen steps back. A pattern he'd repeated so many times he'd probably walked a marathon. “I gave you and Amren crap because I was so sure he was going to show. Now I just look like a fool.”

“No, you don’t,” Merlin countered. “You made a decision and stuck with it. That’s an important quality in a leader. But I do believe it's time we discussed other options. Lancelot clearly isn't…” Merlin’s sudden pause stopped Thomas as well. He tensed, waiting for the Advisor to resume. “Speaking of the devil,” Merlin muttered. “I’ve detected an incoming wormhole. The signature matches Lancelot's vessel.”

"Are you sure?" Thomas perked up, his exhaustion suddenly forgotten. "It's not another ship using a similar drive or a Draconite trick?”

“The signature is identical to our previous encounter. It's him.”

"Alert the others.” Thomas was already making for the door. “I'm heading to the flight deck." He sprinted through Excalibur's corridors, the thudding of his boots—matching the thundering of his pulse— echoed off the walls. Every step carried him closer to what could either be their salvation or their destruction.

He burst onto the flight deck just as the wormhole collapsed. Lancelot's ancient vessel hung in the void before them. Up close, the broadsword design—all sharp angles and weapon ports, and bearing the scars of countless battles across its heavily armored surface—was even more intimidating.

Thomas climbed into the command pod. The familiar sensation of the gel surrounding him helped steady his nerves as the interface connected him to Excalibur's systems. Through the core, he could sense Burl and Tivan joining him, their thoughts merging with his and the ship's. He sensed the incoming transmission, and reached out with his mind to connect to it, also projecting it on the holographic display for the others to see.

Lancelot's image appeared at the controls of his ship. His expression was so unnaturally calm it sent a shiver through Thomas that rippled across the energy on Excalibur’s hull.

"Sir Lancelot," he began. "Thank you for⁠—"

"I've waited a hundred years for this moment," Lancelot interrupted. "A hundred years to avenge Arthur's death. To make Merlin pay for his betrayal."

"That's what I wanted to talk to you about," Thomas said quickly, trying to seize control of the conversation. "We found⁠—"

"No more talk." Lancelot's eyes pierced straight into Thomas' soul. “You requested a duel on my honor, and a duel you shall have. Prepare your weapons and face me or die where you float."

Through the neural interface, Thomas felt Burl's anxiety spike. Tivan's presence remained steadier, but Thomas could sense the twin's uncertainty.

"Please, just listen," Thomas tried again. "We found Taliesin. He's being held in⁠—"

"Ten seconds," Lancelot announced, his voice as implacable as death itself. "Then I open fire. It’s your decision whether to die motionless in space or fighting back."

Thomas' hands clenched in the neural gel. "This isn't necessary! We can prove whether Merlin betrayed Arthur or not. Just let me explain⁠—"

"Five seconds."

Through their shared awareness, Thomas felt Burl and Tivan tensing, ready for combat. Excalibur's weapons powered up automatically, responding to their collective anxiety.

"Four."

“Taliesin wrote⁠—”

“Three.”

“Excalibur’s source code. He⁠—”

"Two."

"Lancelot, please⁠—"

They weren't ready for this. Despite all his training, all his improvement, he knew they weren't ready.

"One."

Glowing green rounds burst from Lancelot's ship in a stream that would have cut Excalibur in half if Thomas hadn't already been moving. He threw them away from the attack, the maneuver more instinct than planned. The shots passed through the space they'd occupied only moments before.

"We don't have to do this!" Thomas called out as he brought Excalibur around in a tight arc. His improved skills showed in the smoothness of the maneuver, but he could feel the strain it put on the ship's systems. "Taliesin can examine Merlin's source code. He can tell us the truth!"

Lancelot's only response was another barrage of weapons fire. Thomas jinked hard to port, then starboard, weaving between the attacks. Each near-miss sent pulses of data through the neural interface, making his head ache.

"The Draconite are holding him in the Lair," Thomas continued, desperate to get through to the ancient warrior. "We need your help to free him!"

Through their shared consciousness, Burl spotted an opening in Lancelot's attack pattern. “There!” he projected. “Right after he finishes firing!”

Thomas took the opening, bringing Excalibur in close enough to return fire. Their energy beams struck Lancelot's shields, causing them to flare brilliantly against the backdrop of space. For a moment, Thomas dared to hope they'd scored a meaningful hit.

The veteran warrior recovered instantly, retaliating with a combination of attacks that forced Thomas back on the defensive. Excalibur's shields absorbed multiple hits, their strength dropping rapidly. Thomas threw them into a series of evasive maneuvers, trying to buy time. "Listen to me! This doesn't solve anything! Even if you destroy us, you'll never know if you were right about Merlin! What if you’re wrong?"

More silent attacks answered him. Lancelot's ship moved with impossible grace, cutting off every escape route, hammering their weakening shields with precise strikes. Each impact sent shudders through Excalibur's frame, and to the trio in the pods was like a barrage of body blows pummeling them.

"The Lair is supposed to be impenetrable," Thomas tried again, his voice strained as he pushed Excalibur to its limits, desperately avoiding Lancelot’s attacks. “But together, we’d have a chance!"

The worst part about the fight wasn’t even the knight’s silence. It was that Thomas got the impression that, for as hard as he was fighting to stay out of Lancelot’s crosshairs, the other man was barely trying to take Excalibur out.

Ironically, just as that thought struck him, a particularly powerful blast caught them broadside. The impact rattled Thomas. Warning indicators flashed through his consciousness as systems struggled to compensate. He could feel Burl's growing frustration.

"We need to fight back!" the big man cried out. "We can't just keep running!"

“He's right,” Tivan added, his thoughts carrying an edge of desperation. “We're going to die if we don't do something!”

Thomas knew fighting back was probably useless, but they were dead anyway if they didn't try. He reached through the neural interface to control the weapon systems. Energy coursed along the hull as he brought them about, targeting Lancelot's ship. He unleashed everything they had, multiple beams lancing out at their opponent. For a moment, Thomas thought they might have caught the ancient warrior off guard. Their attacks struck his shields, causing them to flare once more.

Lancelot's response was devastating. His ship rolled through their barrage as if it were nothing more than a light rain, retaliating with a combination of strikes that hammered Excalibur from multiple angles.

“He’s so fast,” Burl grunted out.

Still, Thomas tried another attack run, pushing Excalibur's engines to their limits to get in close enough to maybe land one solid hit. Lancelot vectored away, anticipating Excalibur’s every move. Each time Thomas thought he had an opening, it vanished before he could exploit it. Their attacks either missed completely or were shrugged off by the veteran warrior's superior defenses. None of the strikes they landed were due to Thomas’ skill. He could tell that Lancelot was allowing them to hit so that he could get in a better position to counterattack. He was putting them through a clinic in piloting.

It was too bad they wouldn’t live long enough to learn anything from it.

A masterfully executed combination of strikes reduced their shields to nothing. Warning alarms screamed through the neural interface, Lancelot's ship jockeying into position for a killing blow. Their own weapons were depleted, their defensive systems shattered. They had nothing left to fight with, and nowhere left to run.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I was sure he would listen to reason. I was wrong.” Holding his breath, he closed his eyes, waiting for the end. Their attempt to fight back had proven exactly how outmatched they were. His only consolation was that they would die quickly.

The killing blow never came.

"Your skills have improved," Lancelot's voice carried a note of approval at odds with his previous fury. “You even fought back, and with unexpected ferocity. That speaks well of your courage, if not your judgment, but you still have much to learn."

Thomas’ held breath burst out of him. He hardly dared to begin breathing again. “You…you aren’t going to destroy us?”

“You’re still children. And so I treated you like children.” Lancelot's expression remained neutral, but some of the tension had bled from his shoulders. “To destroy you now would carry no honor. I’ve waited a hundred years, I can wait a while longer.” He surprised Thomas then by smiling, his teeth white and perfect, adding to his already handsome appearance. “Besides, I choose to believe your story. For now. Tell me about Taliesin and this plan of yours. But know this—if you're lying, if this is some trick, death will seem a mercy compared to what I'll do to you."

Through the neural interface, Thomas felt Burl and Tivan's relief mixing with his own. Their shared consciousness practically sang with the release of tension.

"I understand," Thomas replied carefully. "And I swear to you, every word is true."

"Then let's hear it," Lancelot said. "Start with Taliesin. How did you learn where he was being held?"

"Draconia," Thomas began. "In the capital itself."

Lancelot's eyes widened slightly. "You infiltrated Hreth? Either you're braver than I thought, or more foolish."

"Maybe both," Thomas admitted. "But it led us to Taliesin. He's being held in⁠—"

"The Lair," Lancelot finished for him. “Of course, I've heard of it. Sirs Bors and Ector were delivered there to die.” His expression darkened. “Morgana likes to send those she deigns to torture with a slow death to that place.”

"That's why we need your help.”

“And you shall have it. The truth is more valuable and justice sweeter than revenge. We will come to see who is truly at fault for Arthur’s betrayal, though I assure you, it isn’t me.”

Thomas didn’t argue the point, much less doubt his word, as relief flooded through him. They'd not only survived but gained possibly the most powerful ally they could have hoped for in their quest to rescue Taliesin. Now they just had to figure out how to break into the most secure prison in Draconite space. Thomas had a feeling that would make their duel with Lancelot seem like a pleasant afternoon cruise in comparison.

But with the legendary knight now on their side, maybe they had a chance after all.

“We should burst to new coordinates,” Lancelot said. “That message you sent was surely intercepted, and we don’t need a Draconite fleet interrupting us, especially while Excalibur recovers her defenses.”

“Send me the coordinates,” Thomas replied. “We’re right behind you.”

“Coordinates sent. And Thomas? Don't ever try to deceive me. You won't survive a second chance."

The broadsword ship vanished as it burst from the area. As they followed after Lancelot, Thomas couldn't help having noticed how the ancient warrior's eyes gleamed with anticipation. He had waited a century for answers—now he had a chance to finally get them.

Thomas hoped those answers would be worth the price they might pay to obtain them.


CHAPTER 34


Thomas and the others waited in the cargo bay, their eyes fixed on the same hatch he and Amren had ascended into after floating unprotected across space between his ship and Excalibur back near Caerlyon. This time, the hatch remained sealed.

A soft shudder reverberated from the hatch, indicating that Lancelot’s ancient vessel had made contact with Excalibur’s hull. A second vibration confirmed the magnetic clamps on both ships had joined, sealing one ship to the other.

"Are you sure about this?" Amren asked quietly, his voice pitched low enough that only Thomas could hear.

"Not entirely," Thomas admitted. "But we need him."

"Need him, yes. Trust him? That may be another matter entirely."

"He could have destroyed us during that fight,” Burl pointed out. “He didn't."

"He toyed with us…" Tivan corrected. “…like a cat playing with a mouse." He glanced back at his brother. His arms crossed and still wearing his disgruntled look, Garant stood apart from everyone else. “I don’t suppose you have anything to say?” Tivan asked him, frowning.

All Garant did was deepen his testy look. Thomas was surprised he had come down at all. He hadn’t spoken a word to any of them, including Tivan, but even he was unable to resist coming to see the legendary knight in person.

"We all have our doubts," Thomas said, trying to project more confidence than he felt, “but we know Lancelot is no friend of the Draconite, and we know why he has a beef with Merlin.”

“True enough,” Amren agreed. “But if Merlin is right, and Lancelot did betray Arthur…”

“Then there’s no reason to think he won’t betray us as well,” Thomas finished. “It’s the risk we have to take.”

“Jocinda’s betrayal still stings as well,” Tivan said. “It makes it harder to trust anyone…” He glanced again at Garant. “…though father always spoke so highly of Lancelot. The perfect knight, he always said.”

“Excluding his dalliance with Arthur’s wife,” Merlin corrected in Thomas’ mind. His humanoid GOLEM waited on the flight deck so that Thomas and the others could greet the knight first, without worries that Lancelot might be tempted to eliminate the GOLEM on sight.

“We all want to know the truth about who betrayed who,” Thomas said.

“As long as he doesn’t stab us all to death the moment he steps on board,” Garant finally said, drawing everyone’s attention. “What? None of you thought of that? If he blasted us to bits out there, he wouldn’t get to keep the spoils.” He motioned to the ship’s interior. “This has to be nicer than his ancient rust bucket.”

Thomas could feel the anger and bite in every word the man spoke. At the same time, he had a point that suddenly put all of them on edge. Before anyone could respond to the sentiment, a soft hiss from the docking port froze them all in place. The sound of equalizing pressure filled the cargo bay, followed by the subtle click of releasing locks.

The hatch slid open with deliberate slowness. By the time the hatch had fully parted, it revealed a ladder extending up from Lancelot's ship.

Strong fingers wrapped in simple leather gloves that had clearly seen considerable use gripped the top rung. The hand was followed by a leather-wrapped arm. The rest of Lancelot quickly followed, scaling the ladder with a cat’s grace. He emerged into the cargo bay, coming to stand directly in front of Thomas, his eyes quickly sweeping over him and then the rest of them.

Thomas’ gaze locked onto the sword at Lancelot’s hip, making sure the man’s hand remained clear of it, before drifting up to meet his eyes. "Welcome aboard Excalibur, Sir Lancelot," he said, willing his voice to remain steady despite his racing pulse. This was, after all, the legendary knight who had fought alongside Arthur, the man who had helped forge the first united Avalon.

The man who might also have played a role in its fall.

Lancelot inclined his head slightly, turning to Thomas. He was a few inches taller than Thomas’ six feet, though to Thomas he might as well have been a giant.

"Thank you for inviting me aboard, Captain Drake." His tone was cordial, almost warm—a stark contrast to their previous encounters. He looked around the cargo bay, his expression growing distant. "The last time I stood here..."

"I'd love to hear about it sometime," Thomas offered.

"Perhaps." Lancelot's focus snapped to the present with an intensity that made Thomas want to step back. "But not today. We have more pressing matters to discuss." Again, he glanced around at the assembled crew, his eyes lingering on each face. "Though I notice someone is conspicuously absent."

"Merlin is waiting on the flight deck," Thomas explained. "We thought it might be...easier...if you met with us first."

"Thoughtful of you." A ghost of a smile touched Lancelot's lips. "And wise. Though we'll have to face that particular demon eventually."

“Let me introduce you to my crew,” Thomas said. “This is Amren⁠—”

“Son of Sir Bedivere,” Lancelot interrupted. “And a solid warrior.”

“You’ve heard of me?” Amren said, surprised.

“I remained in contact with your father until his death. He was a great man.”

“You never came to visit.”

“I did, once. You were too young to remember. Since then…I’ve been occupied with other endeavors.”

“Like being a thorn in the Draconite’s side?” Thomas asked. “And hunting for Excalibur?”

“Precisely.”

“This is Burl,” Thomas continued, “and Tivan. Back there is Tivan’s brother, Garant.”

Lancelot nodded to each of them, freezing when his gaze landed on Garant. “I’ve seen such anger before,” he said, approaching Tivan’s twin. “The fire of vengeance courses strongly through you. It can be a powerful weapon, but when it burns too hot, it will melt you from the inside out.”

Garant stared back at Lancelot, fighting to maintain his fury. Something about the way Lancelot looked at him broke the wall he had erected, and he shuddered and burst into tears. Before Tivan could move to console his brother, Lancelot had his arms around Garant, consoling him.

“I’ve lost a great many friends and loved ones over the years,” the knight said softly, close to Garant’s ear. “The pain never fades. The thirst for vengeance and justice is never sated, but it can be either your greatest strength or your greatest weakness. Never both. You’ll need to choose which path to take.”

Garant nodded as Tivan walked up to put his arm around his brother. Both of them stared at Lancelot with awe, even after he turned to Kaelithan, grinning widely. “And you’re the wizard. A necessary companion to any good quest. Well met. What is your name?”

“Uh…Kaelithan,” he replied softly, face reddening at the attention. “It’s an honor to meet you, Sir Lancelot. And not have you trying to kill us, I mean.”

“We’ll see if that continues,” Lancelot answered, his mirth fading, leaving them all chilled. He turned back to Thomas. “We should speak on our plans to rescue Taliesin.”

“We should,” Thomas agreed. “Let’s go up to the flight deck.”

Lancelot gestured toward the exit. "After you, Captain Drake. I remember the way, but protocol demands I follow your lead aboard your vessel."

As they made their way through Excalibur's corridors, Thomas couldn't help noticing how naturally Lancelot moved through the ship. Each turn, each junction was familiar to him, despite the century that had passed between his visits. He walked with the casual confidence of someone returning home after a long absence.

"It hasn't changed much," Lancelot commented, as if reading Thomas's thoughts. "Arthur believed in the perfection of form. Once something was right, he saw no reason to alter it." A shadow crossed his features. "Though perhaps some change might have prevented what happened."

"What do you mean?" Thomas asked.

Lancelot's expression hardened. "We're nearly to the flight deck. Best to save that discussion for when we're all gathered."

They reached the flight deck doors, which slid open with a soft hiss. Merlin's humanoid GOLEM waited inside, its blue eyes dimming slightly at the sight of Lancelot. The ancient knight's hand tightened visibly on his sword hilt, but he made no aggressive moves.

Instead, Lancelot's attention was immediately drawn to one particular neural interface pod. He crossed to it with purposeful strides, running his hand along its surface. "This was mine," he said softly. "So many battles fought from this position..." His fingers traced patterns in the dark gel. "So many victories. Until one terrible defeat."

"Perhaps…" Merlin's GOLEM spoke up. "...we should focus on the present."

Lancelot turned to Thomas, ignoring Merlin completely. "Tell me everything you've learned. Leave nothing out."

Thomas explained it all—their encounter with Nimue's echo, their infiltration of Hreth, and what they'd learned about the Lair. As he spoke, he noticed how Lancelot's expression grew increasingly thoughtful, his fingers drumming against his sword hilt in an unconscious rhythm.

"The Lair," he said finally, after Thomas had finished. "I know it well.” His eyes narrowed. "What you may not realize is that it's guarded by true dragons, not Draconite."

"What's the difference?" Burl asked. "Aren't they basically the same thing? Draconite just have legs and fingers and no wings, and are a lot smaller.”

Lancelot laughed. “Oh, my friend. The Draconite may have evolved from dragons, but they've made many trade offs for their current forms. True dragons are..." He paused, choosing his words carefully. "They're primal forces given form. As intelligent as any of us, but driven by instincts older than civilization itself."

"You speak as if you've faced them before," Amren observed, studying Lancelot with renewed intensity.

The ancient knight's hand moved unconsciously to touch an old scar on his neck—a ragged line of silvered tissue that disappeared beneath his collar. “I have.” His voice grew distant, as if seeing battles long past. "They're not invincible, but they're formidable. Their size makes them somewhat slow to maneuver, but they make up for it with raw power. And they're clever—far cleverer than most give them credit for. Smarter than dragonfolk, I would say."

"So how do we get past them?" Thomas asked.

"That depends on where the dragons are,” Lancelot replied. “There’s no singular way to deal with them, but in the case of a prison break, avoidance would be the best overall strategy. Which brings us to a concern more pressing than the guardians of the Lair.”

“How to find it,” Thomas said.

“Precisely. The entrance to the Lair is a well-guarded secret among the Draconite rulers.” He turned to where Merlin's GOLEM stood, silently observing, and addressed him for the first time. ”You remember, don't you, Merlin? King Lethar allowed you entrance once, if I remember your boasting correctly.”

"I'm afraid I don't know what you’re talking about,” Merlin replied. "That information isn't part of my memory data."

"How convenient." Lancelot's tone carried a razor's edge. "Another gap in your recollection that just happens to impede. Like how you don't remember stealing Arthur away when Avalon most needed him.”

"Or perhaps," Merlin countered, his mechanical voice remaining steady, "some memories were deliberately omitted from my construction because they were too sensitive or dangerous to risk being compromised. The location of the Lair would certainly qualify."

The tension in the room ratcheted up several notches as a century of suspicion and hatred threatened to explode into violence.

Before it could, Kaelithan cleared his throat. "What about the Merlin in the library?"

All eyes turned to the wizard. He shifted uncomfortably under the scrutiny but continued. "The teaching program. It was created before...well, before everything happened. Maybe it would know?"

Thomas seized on the suggestion like a lifeline. "It's worth asking it, isn't it?"

Lancelot's hand slowly relaxed away from his weapon. "Perhaps. Though I find it interesting that there are multiple versions of Merlin, each with conveniently different memories."

"The teaching program was created specifically to preserve and share knowledge," Merlin's GOLEM explained. "It likely doesn’t contain this information either, but there’s no harm in asking.”

They made their way to the library, the tension between Lancelot and Merlin's GOLEM a palpable force. Thomas noticed how, like opposing magnetic poles, they maintained maximum distance from each other. The others unconsciously positioned themselves between the two, as if trying to prevent an explosion.

The library's familiar warmth welcomed them as they entered. The teaching program's projection waited in its usual spot, its appearance identical to Merlin's original form. Its eyes brightened at the sight of Lancelot.

"Sir Lancelot!" The projection's voice carried genuine warmth. "What an unexpected pleasure! It's been far too long, old friend."

"Indeed it has," Lancelot replied, his tone noticeably warmer than when addressing the GOLEM version. Thomas found the contrast fascinating—and telling. The knight clearly drew a distinction between this preserved version of Merlin and the one that might have betrayed Arthur.

"What brings you to my humble repository of knowledge?" the projection asked. "The last time you visited, you were researching ancient battle formations." A shadow crossed its translucent features. "Though I suppose that was...quite some time ago."

"A different age," Lancelot agreed. "Today I need something more specific. How does one locate the entrance to the Lair on Draconia?"

The projection's expression grew thoughtful, its ethereal form seeming to flicker slightly. "Ah, yes…the light will guide your path to darkness."

"That's it?" Thomas asked. "What does that mean?"

“It means what I said,” the projection replied.

“Can you be more specific?”

“No.”

“Elaborate?”

“No.”

“Any other hints?”

“No.”

"A riddle?" Amren suggested. "Or perhaps a coded reference?"

"The light will guide your path to darkness," Thomas repeated slowly. "It has to mean something specific. Something about the Lair itself, or its location."

"The beam from the palace," Tivan suggested. Everyone turned to look at him. He shifted uncomfortably but continued. "Remember? There's that golden beam of light that shoots up from Morgana's palace into the sky. We saw it when we were there."

"The beacon," Garant added. “It’s supposed to stand for hope. It’s too bad hope only applies to the Draconite.”

"What does that have to do with finding the Lair?" Burl asked.

“Perhaps he’s right,” Amren said, excitement creeping into his voice. "If the beam is visible from anywhere in the city, you could use it for navigation. Like ancient sailors using a lighthouse."

"The light will guide your path," Thomas repeated. "But what about the darkness part?"

"Perhaps," Merlin's GOLEM suggested, "the entrance is somewhere the light specifically doesn't reach? A shadow cast by the beam itself?"

Lancelot shot the GOLEM a sharp look but didn't dismiss the idea. "It's possible. The Draconite do love their symbolism. What better place to hide their darkest secrets than in the shadow of their greatest display of power?"

"So we follow the beam's shadow?" Thomas asked. "That still covers a lot of ground."

"True," Lancelot replied. "But it's more of a starting point than we had before." He looked around at the assembled group. "The question is, are you ready to risk everything on this theory?"

“We already risked everything seeking you out for help,” Thomas replied. “No risk, no reward, right?”

“Precisely.”


CHAPTER 35


Thomas couldn’t help staring when the doors slid open and Lancelot walked onto Excalibur’s flight deck. "I see you’ve prepared for battle," Thomas said, trying to keep his voice casual despite how his pulse quickened at the sight of the knight after his arrival back from a brief return to his ship. Even though he knew it before, Thomas was suddenly very aware on a higher level that this was no mere warrior. This was the legend made real. The foremost Knight of the Round Table. The man who’d fought at Arthur’s right hand.

Gone were the simple traveling clothes he'd worn earlier. In their place, he had donned the striking armor he had worn on Avalyeth. His sword hung within easy reach on his left hip, the soulstone on the pommel shimmering slightly in the light, and he carried a full-face metal helmet, with its thin transparent eye slit, beneath his left arm. He looked ready to slay another dragon.

“You should be prepared as well,” Lancelot replied. His tone wasn't threatening, exactly, but it carried the weight of experience.

“You needn’t worry about Thomas,” Merlin’s GOLEM said from its position near the main display, its tone holding some amount of censure. “He has things well in hand.”

“Better than in your hands, I’m sure,” Lancelot replied, reaching into a pouch at his belt to withdraw what appeared to be a pocket watch. The device's casing bore intricate engravings, though when he clicked it open it revealed a small holographic display with thumb controls on its base. “Remote control for my vessel,” he explained, noting Thomas’ curiosity. “She'll wait here in standby until needed."

“What’s your ship’s name?” Thomas asked.

“Arondight,” he replied. He nodded. “It means the Ready Blade.”

"Impressive technology," Merlin commented, the blue glow of its eyes seeming to intensify slightly as it studied the device. "Though perhaps somewhat dated by modern standards."

Thomas saw Lancelot's jaw tighten at Merlin's words, the knight's eyes narrowing. “It's also an enchanted beacon," he said, his voice carrying an edge as sharp as his sword. "The ship will find me anywhere in the galaxy, even across light years. Some 'dated' technology still has its uses." The emphasis he placed on 'dated' carried a century of distrust and hostility.

“Speaking of which,” Thomas said, trying to redirect the conversation before it could deteriorate further. "I've been thinking about what the teaching program told us, about the light guiding our way." He moved to the holographic display, pulling up an image of Draconia's surface. “While Tivan had a good thought, I don't think the palace beacon is what it meant. The shadow couldn't possibly reach all the way to the desert mountains, which is where Jocinda claimed the Lair was located.”

“Jocinda betrayed us,” Tivan reminded him.

“I know, but she probably expected me to end up a prisoner in the Lair, not trying to attack it. She had no reason to lie about where she thought it was. And prior to her change of allegiance, she spent her time with the New Arthurian Knights, learning as much as she could about Draconia. And she knew Taliesin.”

Lancelot turned away from Merlin.” Agreed," he said, tucking the remote device back into his belt pouch with practiced efficiency. "Though it was a worthy theory."

“I think these are the desert mountains Jocinda mentioned.” Thomas zoomed in on the mountain range where the Lair was supposedly hidden. "The teaching program specifically mentioned light and darkness. That has to mean something."

"What if..."

The quiet voice coming from the back of the flight deck drew everyone's attention. Garant stood against the bulkhead, his arms crossed over his chest. Some of the raw fury had faded from his features, replaced by something more contemplative. The change, the first crack in the wall of anger he'd built around himself since his mother's death, was subtle but significant.

"What if we're thinking about the right concept,” he continued, pushing away from the bulkhead, “but the wrong light source?" Though his voice still carried an edge, there was something new in his tone—a spark of the person he'd been before grief and rage had consumed him. “Maybe we need to create our own illumination."

Tivan straightened, his eyes brightening at his brother's words. "You mean we should use Excalibur's light?" he asked. Thomas could see hope blooming across the twin's features. Not just for their mission, but for his brother's gradually returning spirit. “Maybe sweep across the mountain range until we spot something unusual in how the shadows fall?"

"Exactly," Garant replied. "Like Lancelot said, the Draconite love their symbolism. What better way to hide an entrance than to make it visible only when light strikes it at exactly the right angle?"

"That's...actually a great idea,” Thomas said, studying the holographic terrain with renewed interest. "The mountains are full of natural shadows and crevices. One more wouldn't draw attention unless you knew exactly what you were looking for."

"And even if someone did spot it," Amren added, "they'd have to be in precisely the right position, with precisely the right illumination, to recognize its significance."

Lancelot moved to examine the display more closely, his armor whispering with the motion. "It fits their mindset," he agreed. "The Draconite believe they alone are worthy to rule because they alone possess the wisdom to see what others cannot. Making the entrance visible only to those who know how to properly look for it would appeal to their sense of superiority."

"Then we should prepare to test the theory," Thomas said, gesturing to the neural interface pods. "Tivan, Burl, let's get ready." He turned to Lancelot. "Would you care to join us? There's plenty of room, and your experience would be invaluable."

"No.” The ancient knight's expression darkened slightly. "As you’re aware, the neural interface reveals everything—memories, thoughts, emotions. I'm not prepared to share mine so freely." His gaze flickered to Merlin's GOLEM, and his voice took on an edge. "And I doubt any of you are prepared to receive them."

"Perhaps…" Merlin's mechanical voice carried a hint of challenge. "...you have something to hide?"

"Do you?" Lancelot countered as his hand dropped to his sword hilt.

Thomas could practically feel the years of distrust crackling between the pair. "Amren," he said quickly, trying to defuse the situation. "Could you make sure these two don't kill each other while we're connected to the ship? I'd hate to come out of the interface to find the flight deck turned into a battlefield."

"I'll do my best," Amren replied. "Though I make no promises if they decide to settle their differences permanently."

"Before you begin," Lancelot said, visibly forcing himself to turn away from Merlin. "There's something you should know. A weakness in Draconia's defenses that might help us get close enough to test our theory."

"What kind of weakness?" Thomas asked, pausing halfway into his pod.

"A gap in their orbital defense grid," Lancelot explained. "A blind spot in their sensor coverage on the far side of the planet. If we time it right, we can slip through undetected."

Thomas studied the knight carefully. "How exactly did you discover this vulnerability?"

A predatory smile crossed Lancelot's features, and for a moment, Thomas could see the warrior who had fought countless battles across the centuries. "I've spent a very long time looking for ways to kill Morgana," he said softly. "So far, I haven't found the means to succeed. But I've learned quite a bit about the planet’s defenses in the process."

"I'm not sure if that's reassuring or terrifying," Burl commented from his pod. "Though I suppose we'll take any advantage we can get."

Thomas settled deeper into the command pod, letting the neural gel embrace him. The familiar tingle of the interface connecting him to Excalibur's systems washed over him, and he felt Burl and Tivan’s consciousnesses joining with his, merging into a single awareness.

"The gap in their defenses is narrow," Lancelot cautioned, his voice taking on a teacher's tone. "And the timing will need to be precise. The Draconite adjust their patrol patterns regularly, but they maintain certain blind spots out of arrogance. They believe no one would dare strike at their homeworld directly."

"Which is exactly what we're about to do," Thomas said. "Everyone ready?"

"Ready," Burl confirmed, his usual confidence tempered by the gravity of what they were attempting.

"Ready," Tivan echoed, his excitement rippling through the neural link, though Thomas could sense uncertainty beneath it.

“Ready for wormhole activation,” Thomas said.

"Remember," Lancelot added, his voice carrying the weight of experience. "The Draconite may be arrogant, but they aren't stupid. One wrong move and we'll have the entire fleet bearing down on us."

“No pressure,” Burl muttered through their link.

Thomas engaged the wormhole drive. They passed through without incident, emerging at the coordinates Lancelot had provided. They were too far out for Thomas to sense Draconia in the ship’s sensors. They were also too far out for Draconite defenses to sense them.

Minutes passed as they advanced steadily on the planet, moving into sensor range. Immediately, Thomas detected multiple large Draconite warships patrolling the area. Each one carried enough firepower to reduce them to atoms.

His pulse quickened at the sight, and he felt Burl and Tivan's anxiety mixing with his own through their shared awareness. The nearest patrol was less than a million kilometers away.

"Steady," Lancelot advised, his voice cutting through their mounting tension. "Follow my directions exactly. Fifteen degrees to port, then drop to one-quarter power."

Thomas complied, guiding Excalibur through a series of precise maneuvers. Each adjustment brought them closer to the planet while staying just outside the patrol routes. Several tense minutes passed as they threaded their way through the sensor web. He tensed when a Draconite dreadnought emerged from behind Draconia’s largest moon. “Lancelot,” he called out, their appearance a bit too close for comfort.

“Reduce power to minimum and hold position," Lancelot commanded, his voice remaining steady despite the danger. “Any evasive action now will only draw attention."

Thomas throttled down and turned off non-critical systems. He did his best to control his fear. One wrong move, one simple glitch, and they were dead.

Seconds stretched as the dreadnought moved past them. Thomas hardly dared to breathe, aware that every member of the crew was equally still, equally tense. Through the neural interface, he could feel Burl and Tivan's hearts racing in time with his own.

"They're fully armed and their shields are at maximum power,” Tivan reported softly through their link.

"They're expecting trouble," Burl added, "but not from us. Look at their sensor focus. They're scanning outward, toward deep space."

"The uprising in Hreth has them on edge," Amren observed quietly. "They're watching for external threats, not enemies already inside their defense perimeter."

Finally, the ship moved past them, continuing its patrol route without any sign it had detected their presence.

"Now," Lancelot said, his voice carrying the sharp edge of command. “Kaelithan, you’re up. Full power to the engines. Take us in before the next patrol arrives."

Thomas restored full power and engaged Excalibur's main drive, pushing them toward the atmosphere. Meanwhile, Kaelithan cast his illusion spell, disguising Excalibur as a smaller Draconite patrol vessel.

Already, more ships were approaching. The long range sensors detected four destroyers circling the planet. “We have more company,” Thomas said, displaying the sensor output in the center of the pods for the others.

"They'll pass well above us," Lancelot said. "Maintain your course."

The destroyers streaked overhead without questioning the presence of the small patrol ship.

“Entering the atmosphere,” Thomas announced. “Here we go.”

The first hints of atmospheric friction created a soft orange glow around their hull. Thomas angled their approach carefully, trying to balance speed against stealth. Too fast and they'd create a visible re-entry trail. Too slow and they'd be exposed longer to detection.

“The moment we’re free of the thermosphere, bring us down as quickly as possible,” Lancelot said. “Then, skim the surface. We need to stay beneath their sensors.”

Thomas did as Lancelot instructed, heart pounding the entire time. His attention split between the sensors and the flight controls, he was ready to react the moment they were spotted.

Fortunately, that moment never came.

Thomas guided the ship in as low as he could take it, dropping over the desert and skimming just above the surface. The mountain range that supposedly concealed the Lair loomed ahead, its jagged peaks cutting into the sky like the teeth of an ancient, giant dragon.

"This is the tricky part," Lancelot said. "We need to find that entrance without being spotted by the prison's defenses. And even if we locate it, getting inside will be another challenge entirely."

"We'll worry about that when we get to it," Thomas replied. “Let's see if Garant's theory about the shadows holds any merit."

The mountain range filled their forward view as Thomas guided them closer, keeping Excalibur just above the sandy surface. The jagged peaks were even more imposing up close, their sheer faces rising like walls into the sky. Deep shadows filled the countless crevices and valleys between the peaks, creating a maze of darkness that could easily hide any number of secrets.

Thomas reached out to the energy coursing along the hull, shifting it forward into a tight line that produced a powerful forward beam of light. “I’m going to start with the lower sections and work up,” he announced.

They began a methodical sweep, moving slowly along the mountain face. The lights revealed natural caves and cracks in the stone, but nothing that screamed 'secret prison entrance.' Thomas could feel Burl's growing frustration through their connection.

"This could take forever," the big man commented. "There must be thousands of potential hiding spots."

"Patience," Lancelot advised. "The Draconite would have chosen the location carefully. Look for anything unusual in how the shadows fall, any patterns that seem too regular to be natural."

"Multiple aircraft on approach," Kaelithan warned suddenly. "Patrol craft, coming in from the north."

"Take us into that valley," Lancelot commanded, pointing to a deep gorge carved into the mountainside. "The rock walls should help mask our presence."

Thomas banked them into the narrow space, cutting their speed. The valley walls rose on either side of them like giant hands about to clap together. He tried not to think about how quickly they could become trapped in here.

"Holding position," he reported as they settled into the shadows.

Through their sensors, they tracked the patrol craft as they passed overhead. The vessels moved in a standard search pattern, their sensors methodically sweeping the area.

"They're not looking for us specifically," Amren observed. "This must be a routine patrol."

“We need to work faster,” Lancelot said.

When the patrol moved on, they resumed their search. Thomas guided them deeper into the valley, their energy light sweeping across the rock faces. The beam caught crystalline formations in the stone, creating rainbow refractions that danced across their viewport.

"Wait," Tivan spoke up suddenly. "Go back. There was something strange about how those crystals reflected the light."

Thomas reversed their course until the lights struck a particular section of the cliff face. This time he saw the pattern in the reflected light. “I think we found something,” he told the others. “I don’t think those crystals are naturally jutting from the stone. It looks like they were placed there deliberately."

"There's magical energy there,” Kaelithan added. “Very faint but definitely present. Some kind of concealment enchantment perhaps.”

"Can you counter it?" Thomas asked.

“Without bringing all of Draconia running? I think so, but it will be like solving Nimue’s test, which means it’ll take time. And I'll have to drop our disguise to do it."

Thomas sensed another ship approaching. If he didn’t know any better, he would think the Draconite already suspected they would try to get into the Lair. Did Morgana really think they were crazy or foolish enough to try?

Because they were.

“Let’s see what’s behind the curtain.”


CHAPTER 36


Kaelithan dropped the ship's disguise. Immediately, the wizard's hands moved in intricate patterns, his fingers leaving trails of bluish light as he worked to unravel the concealment enchantment protecting the mountain’s face.

"Fascinating," Kaelithan muttered, his eyes narrowed in concentration. "The way they've layered the magic...it's like a puzzle box, each piece interlocked with the others. It reminds me so much of Nimue’s test.”

“Morgana created the enchantment,” Merlin said. “The crystals power it.”

“Nice of you to chime in, old friend,” Lancelot scoffed.

“But you can break it, right?” Thomas asked.

“Yes,” Kaelithan replied. “But it's not just about breaking the enchantment. I need to do it in a way that doesn't trigger any potential protections within the enchantment. This isn’t novice work.”

“Then it’s a good thing you aren’t a novice.”

“Technically, I am. But illusion is my domain.”

Before Thomas could say any more, he noticed a new contact on the ship’s sensors. He shifted his attention to the data flooding through the neural interface. The vessel appeared as a bright point against the void, its vectors carrying it on a course toward Hreth. Nothing to worry about.

Nearly a minute passed as Kaelithan continued working. Thomas remained on alert, monitoring the ship as it descended toward the planet. It had nearly reached the atmosphere when its vector suddenly changed, shifting from Hreth to a nearly direct course right toward them.

“Oh damn,” he said. “We have a contact coming our way.”

“That's not good,” Tivan commented.

"How long until they reach us?" Amren asked.

Thomas knew instinctively, the data provided by the core. "Five minutes. Maybe less. Kaelithan, you need to either finish what you’re doing now or abandon the attempt.”

Sweat beaded on Kaelithan's forehead as he continued his work. "I can't stop," he replied, his voice tight with strain. "The magic...it's too deeply entwined now. Breaking off could have unpredictable effects. It might even trigger whatever we're trying to avoid."

"Four minutes," Burl reported. "They're accelerating."

Through their neural link, Thomas could feel the big man's growing unease. The sensation echoed his own mounting concern, amplified by their shared awareness.

"Kaelithan..." Thomas started.

"I know!" The wizard's hands moved faster. The light of his magic pulsed brighter in response. "But this isn't like picking a lock. One wrong move and the whole thing could collapse catastrophically."

"Define catastrophically." Garant moved to the main sensor projection from his position near the back of the flight deck. Some of his earlier anger had faded, replaced by genuine concern.

"Best case, the enchantment simply resets, and we've wasted our time," Kaelithan replied without looking up from his work. "Worst case? The enchantment destabilizes and releases a blast of magical energy that will vaporize us in an instant.”

“I like the best case,” Thomas said.

“I as well,” Lancelot agreed.

Thomas watched through the sensors as the vessel drew closer. A peculiar mix of technological and magical power emanated from the lead ship.

"Two minutes," Burl reported. "We need to move!"

"Almost..." Kaelithan's voice was strained, his face pale with effort. The magical energy around his hands had intensified to the point that it was almost painful to look directly at. "Almost there..."

The lead ship's profile resolved more clearly on their sensors. It resembled a Draconite corvette, though it had obvious modifications to its hull. Its armor was thicker, with visible mounted missile tubes and an aggressive red glow to its shields, which were currently on standby.

"I know that ship," Lancelot said. "Visceral.”

"Friend of yours?" Thomas asked, trying to keep his tone light despite the obvious tension radiating from the ancient knight.

"Not exactly. That's Sir Turquine's vessel. I can’t imagine what he would be doing here. The timing is suspect…and annoying.”

“Who is Sir Turquine, then?”

“He’s Morgana's favorite hunter. Her most lethal weapon, after Mordred. A sadistic Draconite, more primal than he cares to admit. He leads an elite group of killers known as the Flayers.”

“Just our luck,” Thomas said. “Are they going to be a problem?”

“They would be a small one on their own. Inside the Lair? Yes. A big problem.”

"Sixty seconds!" Burl's warning carried real fear now. "Whatever we're going to do, we need to do it fast!"

"Got it!" Kaelithan exclaimed, his voice hoarse with effort. The energy surrounding his hands pulsed once, bright enough to momentarily illuminate the entire flight deck.

The air in front of them shivered like heat waves rising from hot pavement. The mountain’s face rippled and blurred as the enchantment shattered, revealing a massive iris-like portal in the rock. Its surface was covered in intricate mechanical and magical components, the door easily large enough for ships to pass through, though it remained sealed tight.

"I have to admit," Thomas said, studying the structure through Excalibur's sensors, "that's impressive engineering."

"Impressive and useless if we can't get through it," Amren pointed out. "How do we open something that size?"

"We don't," Lancelot replied, his eyes fixed on the approaching ship. "But Turquine will."

As if his words had triggered some hidden mechanism, the massive iris began to move. Metal groaned against stone as its mechanisms engaged, the interlocked segments spiraling open with ponderous grace. The sound carried through Excalibur's hull, a deep vibration they could feel in their bones.

"Thirty seconds," Burl reported, his consciousness tight with tension through their link. "They'll have sensor coverage of the valley any moment now."

Thomas studied their sensor data, noting how the approaching ship hadn't altered course or raised shields. "They haven't spotted us yet," he said. "The valley walls must be masking our presence."

"That's probably why they chose this location,” Amren guessed.

"Then we have exactly one chance," Lancelot said. "When that door finishes opening, we go through it. Kaelithan, can you manage another illusion?"

The wizard nodded, though Thomas noticed how his hands trembled slightly. "Yes, but it won't be as stable as before. I've expended a lot of energy breaking their enchantment."

"It only needs to hold long enough for us to get inside," Lancelot replied. "After that..." He trailed off, leaving the obvious unspoken. After that, they would have bigger problems.

The iris continued its slow spiral, revealing the massive tunnel beyond. The passage was clearly artificial, its walls too smooth and regular to be natural. The engineering was impressive, but something about it sent a chill down Thomas's spine. This wasn't just a tunnel—it was the throat of a trap they were about to willingly enter.

"Fifteen seconds," Burl announced. "Visceral is almost here.”

Thomas engaged Excalibur's thrusters, sending them surging forward through the opening. The acceleration pushed them back in their pods as Kaelithan's magic took hold, disguising them as a Draconite patrol vessel once more. The tunnel stretched ahead of them, the external light disappearing into darkness as it curved gently to the right before opening into a large cavern. Their sensors showed it was empty save for a huge, dark hole in its floor.

"Take us down," Lancelot ordered. "All the way to the bottom.”

Thomas guided them into a controlled descent, trying to maintain a casual pace despite every instinct screaming at him to flee at maximum speed. Through the sensors, he kept track of Viscera's progress behind them. Turquine’s ship had entered the tunnel but hadn't accelerated to catch up. Either they hadn't been spotted, or Turquine was content to let them lead the way.

"I don't like this," Burl commented. "It feels too easy."

"Nothing about this is easy," Tivan replied, his consciousness rippling with tension.

"Two kilometers to the bottom," Thomas reported, maintaining their steady descent. "Visceral is staying about half a kilometer behind us."

“He didn’t spot us before Kaelithan resumed the illusion,” Lancelot confidently claimed.

“How can you be sure?” Amren asked.

“Because he hasn’t started shooting at us.”

The shaft seemed to go on forever, each meter of descent feeling like it took hours to navigate. Thomas was acutely aware of every small correction he made to their course, every minor adjustment to their speed. One slip, one movement that was unusual for a patrol craft, and their deception could be revealed.

“We’re approaching a large open space below,” Burl reported. "Some kind of cavern system."

The shaft finally opened into a vast underground chamber. The space was so large their sensors had trouble mapping its full extent, though Thomas could make out other vessels—patrol ships similar to what they were pretending to be—resting on the smooth stone floor.

"Set us down next to one of the other ships," Lancelot directed. "With luck, they'll assume we're just another patrol craft."

Thomas brought them in for a gentle landing beside one of the other vessels, matching their orientation exactly. Above them, Visceral's form began its own descent down the shaft, its shadow falling across them like an executioner's axe.

"Now we wait," Lancelot said softly. "And hope.”

Movement in the shadows caught Thomas's attention. Something massive stirred in the darkness at the far end of the cavern. His heart skipped a beat as an enormous head—with scales black as midnight, its eyes glowing with ancient intelligence—emerged into the light.

"Oh damn," Burl breathed. "Please tell me that's just an illusion."

The dragon regarded their ship with obvious curiosity, its head alone larger than Excalibur. It's mouth opened slightly, revealing teeth longer than Thomas was tall. Its gaze seemed to pierce straight through their disguise, studying them with predatory intensity.

"Don't move," Lancelot whispered.

"It knows we're here, doesn't it?" Amren asked.

“Of course it does," Lancelot replied. "The question is, what will it do about it?"

The dragon's head tilted slightly as it continued to study them. Its eyes narrowed, pupils contracting to thin slits. Thomas held his breath, certain they were about to die. Then, to his utter shock, the massive creature deliberately looked away, as if they weren't worth its attention.

"Did...did it just ignore us?" Burl asked in disbelief.

"For now," Lancelot replied. "But don't relax. That was a warning as much as a reprieve. One wrong move and…”

He trailed off as Visceral's landing gear touched down on the stone floor behind them, its engines powering down to a low hum.

"And now," Lancelot said quietly, "we find out if we've made a terrible mistake."

The dragon's head swung back around, but this time its attention was fixed on Visceral. Thomas watched in fascination as the creature's entire demeanor changed. Where before it had been almost disinterested in them, now its entire body radiated focused intensity.

"It doesn't like Turquine," Kaelithan observed softly.

"Can you blame it?" Lancelot replied. "The dragons remember what they once were, before the nanites transformed their children into the Draconite. Turquine represents everything they've lost."

“Then why do they serve the Draconite?” Thomas asked.

“They have no choice,” Merlin answered. “They can’t leave Draconia unless the Draconite carry them in their ships. Not that they want to leave, mind you.”

“Maybe we can convince him to join our side, then.”

“Don’t count on it,” Lancelot said. “The Draconite are still their kin, regardless of anything else.”

The tension in the cavern was practically a living thing, crackling through the air like lightning about to strike. Thomas wondered if they were about to witness a battle between two legendary forces of destruction.

Instead, the dragon slowly withdrew back into the shadows, though Thomas could still feel its presence watching them. Waiting. The message was clear—they might have gotten this far, but one wrong move would bring a swift and merciless death.

"Well," Amren said quietly. "We wanted to break into the most secure prison in Draconite space. I'd say we've managed that part."

"Now we just have to figure out how to get back out," Thomas replied.

"One impossible task at a time," Lancelot advised. "First, we need to find Taliesin. Then we can worry about escaping."

"With a dragon watching our every move,” Burl added.

"And Sir Turquine in here with us,” Tivan continued.

"And probably a dozen other things trying to kill us that we haven't even discovered yet," Amren finished.

Despite the gravity of their situation, Thomas couldn't help but smile. “Well, at least it's not boring."

The others chuckled softly, but the humor died quickly. They had achieved the impossible by breaching the Lair. Now they had to figure out how to survive long enough to complete their quest and get back out.

The dragon's eyes gleamed in the darkness, reminding them that their greatest challenges still lay ahead.
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Thomas watched from Excalibur's sensors, projecting the view to the others as Visceral's main hatch opened, the ramp from the ship descending to the smooth stone floor. Thomas swallowed hard when the first of the Draconite emerged. Towering in size and dark as night, he made even the large exit seem small. Thomas winced when the light caught the lines of scarification across his face and snout. That wasn’t even the most frightening thing about him. Thomas could hardly believe how his armor appeared to grow directly from his flesh.

“Sir Turquine,” Lancelot confirmed. “The experimental nanite enhancements have made him almost more machine than organic, though his mind remains unique. Violently so.”

More of the Flayers followed, moving with synchronization born of years of enhanced training. Most bore similar scarification to their commander, though not as extensive. They formed up in a precise formation, their weapons held ready despite the apparent safety of their surroundings. Thomas was surprised when an Ursan descended the ramp behind them, eyes sweeping the cavern as though he feared the company he kept.

“Cartigan,” Lancelot said. “Turquine’s wizard.”

"Look," Kaelithan whispered, his voice tight with barely contained fury. "There."

Two additional Flayers emerged last, half-dragging a massive figure between them. Even with his head hanging low, there was no mistaking Grenyth's impressive build. The Druid's wild beard had been roughly shaved away, and bruises covered every visible inch of his body. His bare feet left red smears on the stone as they pulled him forward.

"Those bastards," Kaelithan snarled, his hands already gathering magical energy. "I'll⁠—"

Lancelot's hand shot out, gripping the wizard's arm with iron strength. "No," he commanded softly. "Not yet."

"But they're torturing him! I can't just⁠—"

"You can and you will," Lancelot cut him off. "This is an opportunity. They've brought him right to us. But if you rush in now, you'll get him killed and probably the rest of us as well."

Thomas watched as Turquine barked orders to his men. The Flayers formed a protective circle around their prisoner as they headed toward one of the tunnel entrances leading deeper into the mountain. Once they were gone, he exited the command pod. Tivan and Burl, sensing him leaving the gel, did the same.

"He's right," Thomas said to Kaelithan as he climbed out of the pod. "We need to be smart about this. Pick our moment."

The wizard's hands slowly unclenched, the gathered magic dissipating. But his eyes remained fixed on his former master, tracking his stumbling steps until the group disappeared into the shadows.

"To the armory," Thomas commanded. "We need to gear up before we follow them."

They made their way through Excalibur's corridors to the weapon storage. With newfound purpose, Thomas approached the fayrilite sword he’d connected with his first time in the armory.. He'd trained with wood versions, but this would be his first time taking a real sword into the field.

"Good choice," Amren commented, checking his daggers. "That one always felt eager for action."

They donned lightweight but strong combat armor designed to enhance rather than restrict movement. The plates would help augment their shield bracers while offering additional protection against both conventional and magical attacks.

"Remember," Lancelot cautioned as they finished gearing up, "Turquine's forces are enhanced beyond normal Draconite capabilities. Don't underestimate them."

"What about the dragon?" Burl asked, adjusting his oversized breastplate. "Shouldn't we be more worried about that?"

"We'll deal with each problem as it comes," Thomas replied. "For now, we focus on following Turquine without being detected." He turned to Kaelithan. "Can you disguise us as Draconite guards?"

The wizard nodded, though Thomas noticed the strain from maintaining their ship's illusion was still evident in his features. “It will have to be simple. Basic guard armor and scaling. Nothing too elaborate or it might slip at a crucial moment."

"That's fine," Thomas said. "We just need to avoid immediate attention. Everyone ready?"

They left the armory and gathered around the teleportal, meeting Merlin's ogre GOLEM there.

“Come to stab us in the back?” Lancelot quipped at the sight of the hulking mechanical.

“Unlike you, my loyalty is unyielding,” Merlin bit back.

“We shall see about that.”

Thomas clenched his teeth at the exchange. So much could go wrong in the next few minutes; he didn’t want to have to add their bickering to his list. One mistake, one slip in their disguises, and they were all dead.

Kaelithan's hands moved through the air, gathering magical energy. The now familiar tingling sensation washed over them as the illusion took hold. Thomas looked down to see scales covered in standard Draconite armor in place of his bare human hands.

"Remember to move like you belong," Amren advised. "Confidence without arrogance. We're guards doing our duty, nothing more."

They stepped through the teleportal, emerging onto the cavern floor. The space felt even more massive from ground level, the ceiling lost in darkness far above. Their boots clicked softly against the stone as they followed Turquine.

They hadn't gone more than fifty feet when movement in the shadows stopped them cold. Thomas's heart nearly stopped as the dragon's head emerged into the dim light. This close, it was even more terrifying than it had appeared from the ship. Each of its eyes was bigger than Thomas's entire body, and its teeth gleamed like swords in the darkness.

"Well," it said, its voice a surprisingly soft rumble that emanated from everywhere at once, "what have we here?"

The dragon's massive head lowered until it was level with them, nostrils flaring as it drew in their scent. "Interesting," it said. "Your magic is skillful, little wizard, but it cannot fool me. I would know my own descendants." Its gaze swept over their disguised forms. "None of you are Draconite."

Lancelot stepped forward, his hand carefully away from his weapon. "Great one," he began, "we mean you no⁠—"

"Be silent," the dragon commanded, though its tone remained conversational. "I wish to speak with him." Its ancient eyes fixed on Thomas. "The leader."

Thomas struggled to find his voice. His heart hammered so hard he worried the dragon might hear it. "Me?" he managed. "Why me?"

"Because you command Excalibur," the dragon replied simply. "Did you think I would not recognize Arthur's ship? We dragons have long memories, little one. Very long memories indeed."

Thomas glanced at his companions, seeing his own shock mirrored in their expressions. Even Lancelot was taken aback by the dragon's knowledge.

"How did you know I commanded the ship?” Thomas asked.

The dragon's mouth opened slightly in what might have been amusement. “My perception is greater than you’ve presumed. Greater than even my descendants are able to recognize. They don’t know all that they’ve lost in exchange for the stars. But I do. Now tell me, why have you brought Arthur’s vessel to this dark place?"

Thomas straightened his shoulders, forcing himself to meet that ancient gaze. "We came to rescue our friends. Taliesin and Grenyth. They're being held prisoner here."

"Ah." The dragon's head tilted slightly. "That presents a problem. I have orders, you see. No prisoners leave the Lair. Not ever."

"Do you always follow orders?" Thomas asked before he could stop himself.

The dragon's eyes narrowed dangerously. "Choose your next words with care, little one."

Thomas' mind raced. This was their chance—maybe their only chance—to gain a powerful ally. Or at least to avoid making a deadly enemy. He thought about what he knew of dragons, what he'd learned about their Earthen history. So far, it seemed relevant to the great wyrm blocking their path.

"It just seems strange," he said carefully, "that beings as magnificent as dragons would bind themselves to the will of the Draconite. I mean, look at you—you're incredible! You could crush this whole mountain if you wanted. But they..." He gestured in the direction Turquine had gone. "They made themselves small. Corrupted themselves with technology. Made themselves dependent on machines and nanites."

A low rumble emerged from the dragon's throat. For a terrifying moment, Thomas thought he'd gone too far. Then he realized the sound was thoughtful rather than threatening.

"You speak truth," the dragon said. "Though such arguments will not sway me from my duty. They remain blood of my blood, tainted and disgusting as they are.”

Thomas hesitated, trying to think of a different approach. He couldn’t brown nose the dragon to get what he wanted. What else could he say? Somehow, the dragon knew of Arthur. Knew of his ship. What if it had a keen sense of history?

"Did you know Arthur?" Thomas asked, changing tactics.

"The Pendragon?" The dragon's eyes distanced as though it were looking into the past. “Not directly, but I knew of him. Before I was ordered to the Lair, I once flew the skies above with regularity, monitored incoming information, and even had input into the future of Draconite society. That was before Morgana took over.” He said her name with obvious distaste. “Arthur understood what so many forgot, that unity requires respect for all beings, not just the powerful. There was poetry in his name, you know. Pen-dragon. Leader of dragons."

"My name is Thomas Drake," Thomas said. "In my language, Drake also means dragon."

"Indeed.” The dragon's massive head moved closer, its breath hot against Thomas's face. "I hear it thus—Thomas Dragon. Perhaps that is no accident."

"Perhaps not," Thomas agreed. “I’m not asking you to help us. Just…please, don't stop us. You knew Arthur. You know what he stood for. And you know what Morgana stands for. The taint in the Draconite blood has led them to treat all other beings as inferior, as slaves. In your wisdom, I’m sure you know that’s not how it’s supposed to be. Help us restore what was lost."

The dragon was silent for a long moment, its ancient eyes studying them with unblinking intensity. Thomas held his breath, aware that their entire mission—perhaps their very lives–—hung on what it decided.

Finally, it spoke. "I will not aid you," it rumbled. "But neither will I impede you. What happens beyond my cavern is not my concern." Its head rose slightly. "Though know this…if you fail, if you are caught, I will do my duty. There will be no mercy, no second chances."

"That's more than I hoped for," Thomas replied honestly. "Thank you."

The dragon's only response was to withdraw into the shadows, though Thomas could still feel its presence watching them. He released a shaky breath, his knees suddenly weak with relief.

"That was well done," Lancelot said quietly. "Though we should move quickly. Even a dragon's patience has limits."

They hurried toward the tunnel entrance where Turquine had disappeared, their boots silent against the stone. Thomas couldn't shake the feeling of the dragon's eyes on them, measuring their every move. He only hoped they could complete their mission before its duty overcame whatever sympathy he'd managed to spark.

Behind them, in the darkness, something that might have been approval rumbled from the dragon's throat. But when Thomas glanced back, there was only shadow.


CHAPTER 38


Thomas kept his eyes locked on Turquine and his Flayers as he and his companions hurried to get close enough to keep them in sight while remaining far enough behind to avoid drawing their attention. Fortunately, Grenyth’s stumbling gait was slowing their trek deeper into the mountain.

Every step felt like it might be their last, as if Turquine would stop and turn around at any moment to challenge them. Not to mention, he had no idea if the dragon in the landing cavern might change its mind and sound the alarm before then.

"I don't like this," Burl muttered.

"Every step forward is a step closer to our goal," Amren replied softly. "Focus on that."

The tunnel opened into a wider corridor that branched in multiple directions. The walls were still perfectly smooth, clearly carved by advanced mining equipment rather than crude tools. Strips of harsh white light ran along the ceiling, creating pools of illumination between stretches of shadow. The air carried a peculiar mix of scents— antiseptic cleaner overlaid with something metallic—that made Thomas' stomach turn.

"Guards ahead," Amren whispered, his words barely audible.

Thomas tensed as he spotted the two Draconite sentries standing at rigid attention at the next junction. Their scaled features remained impassive as they watched Turquine's group approach, but Thomas could sense the fear radiating from them. Even other Draconite were terrified of the Flayer commander.

The guards snapped to attention when Turquine drew near, offering crisp salutes that he didn't bother acknowledging. The casual dismissal somehow made the display even more pathetic.

"Remember," Lancelot breathed as they approached the checkpoint. "You're guards. This is routine. Don't stare at them, but don't obviously avoid eye contact either."

Thomas forced himself to maintain an appropriately professional bearing as they passed the sentries. His heart thundered in his chest, certain they would see through their disguises. But the guards barely glanced at them, clearly more concerned with Turquine's lingering presence than yet another patrol moving through the halls.

"That wasn't so bad," Tivan whispered once they were safely past.

"Don't get cocky," Lancelot warned. "The truly dangerous threats won’t be so obvious.”

They followed Turquine's group deeper into the complex, each turn revealing new horrors, including what appeared to be medical bays where the implements laid out on gleaming steel tables looked more suited to torture than healing. The operating room’s floor was stained dark with what could only be blood.

“I really don’t like this,” Burl commented in response to the sight.

Thomas caught glimpses through partially opened doors that would haunt his dreams, assuming he lived long enough to dream again. One chamber contained what looked like an autopsy in progress, though he could swear the subject on the table moved its fingers. Another held rows of glass tubes filled with cloudy liquid, shapes that might have been bodies floating within.

“By the stars," Kaelithan breathed, his voice tight with horror. "What are they doing down here?"

"Questions later," Lancelot replied softly. "Focus on our mission. We can't help anyone if we're dead."

A scream echoed through the corridors. Quickly cut off, Thomas couldn't tell if it had come from ahead or behind them. The maze-like structure of the complex made sound do strange things, but he noticed how the guards they passed tended to tense at the noise before pretending they hadn't heard anything.

Unable to hide his surprise, Thomas rounded another corner and stopped dead in his tracks, as did the others behind him. They found themselves in what was clearly a cellblock, but rather than the expected Ursan prisoners, the occupants of these cells were predominantly proud dragonfolk reduced to captives in their own queen’s prison.

"There were always those who opposed Morgana’s rule," Lancelot whispered, responding to Thomas's obvious shock. "Not every Draconite supported her war. Some remained loyal to Arthur's vision of unity. Others simply crossed her in the century since."

"She doesn't execute them?"

"No. That would make them martyrs. Instead, she makes them disappear, leaving them here to rot while their followers wonder if they fled the fight.” Lancelot's voice carried a century of pain. “Some of Arthur’s knights ended up here. I can only guess at the pains they were put through before they succumbed.”

A particularly tall Draconite pressed against the energy field containing him, his scales dulled by years of captivity. His eyes held a desperate intensity as he watched them pass. Thomas forced himself not to meet that gaze, though his chest ached at the sight. The prisoner's horns had been deliberately broken off, leaving jagged stumps designed to humiliate as much as contain. Thomas had the sense he had been strong and mighty once, but the Lair had reduced him to little more than scales practically hanging from his bones.

"Keep moving," Amren urged quietly. "We can help them by defeating Morgana. Which means we have to get out of here alive.”

They continued deeper into the complex. Each junction looked identical to the last, making it impossible to maintain any sense of direction. The corridors were designed to disorient, to break down a prisoner's will before they even reached their cell.

A group of guards emerged from a side passage just ahead, forcing them to maintain their practiced casualness. Thomas noticed how the guards moved in perfect unison, their boots striking the stone in precise rhythm. Everything about this place spoke of rigid control, of order maintained through fear and brutality.

"Did you hear about Section Seven?" one of the guards asked his companion as they passed.

"The one they had to seal off?" The second guard's voice carried a nervous edge. "Whatever got loose in there...I heard the screams from two levels away."

"They say even Rax won't go down there anymore. Not after what happened to the last group of guards who tried.”

Their voices faded as they moved away, but their words left an uncomfortable chill in Thomas's spine. What kind of place was this, that even the guards feared parts of it?

"Focus," Lancelot reminded him softly. "We're here for Taliesin. Nothing else matters right now."

They followed Turquine's group around another bend. Thomas felt his anxiety mounting. How would they ever find one prisoner in this labyrinth?

"Patience," Lancelot murmured, as if sensing his concern. He didn’t offer any additional platitudes, suggesting he wasn’t confident the sentiment was off-base.

The corridor ahead opened into a wider section lined with cells closed off by solid rock and energy fields. Turquine's group came to a stop, the Flayers maintaining their protective formation as their commander consulted with the guards stationed there.

"We can't just freeze here without drawing suspicion," Amren whispered. "We need to continue past them."

"Agreed," Lancelot said, "but carefully."

Thomas gave barely a nod, forcing himself to breathe normally despite his racing heart. They approached Turquine's position, maintaining proper bearing. The massive Draconite turned as they drew near, his features twisting into a scowl that made Thomas want to run screaming in the opposite direction.

"What?" he demanded, voice like grinding stone.

"Requesting permission to pass, sir,” Lancelot replied, his tone perfectly submissive despite the fury Thomas could sense beneath it. His body language was flawless, head lowered just the right amount, stance neither too rigid nor too casual.

Turquine's eyelids contracted as he studied them, his gaze seeming to pierce straight through their magical disguises. Thomas held his breath, certain their ruse would be discovered. Standing this close to the Flayer commander, he could smell the metallic scent of blood clinging to his armor, mixed with something metallic that had to be from his nanite enhancements.

One of the Flayers shifted position, giving Thomas a clear view of Grenyth. The Druid's face was a mass of blood and bruises, and he could barely stand, but his one good eye remained alert. They met Thomas's gaze for just a moment, and the barest hint of a smile crossed his battered features. Of course, he would recognize Kaelithan’s magic.

The moment stretched painfully as Turquine continued his examination. Finally, the massive Draconite grunted and gestured for them to proceed.

As they moved past, Thomas caught another glimpse of Grenyth being roughly shoved into one of the cells. The Druid stumbled but caught himself, his shoulders straightening with quiet dignity despite his injuries.

I'll be back for you, Thomas silently promised as they continued down the corridor. But first, they had to find Taliesin.

"That was too close," Kaelithan whispered once they were safely around the next bend. His hands trembled slightly from maintaining their disguises under such intense scrutiny, and the anger at seeing Grenyth’s condition.

They pressed ever deeper into the maze of the Lair. Despite his best efforts, Thomas had completely lost his sense of direction or bearing.

"Left or right?" he whispered at yet another junction. The passages stretched endlessly in both directions.

"Left," Amren replied with quiet confidence. "I've been counting turns. We need to maintain our general heading toward the center."

Two turns later, they found themselves facing a dead end.

"You were saying?" Burl muttered.

“We need to double back,” Amren said.

“Past the guards,” Thomas replied. “They’ll know something’s wrong.”

As if summoned by his words, a patrol of four guards rounded the corner behind them. Their leader, a particularly large Draconite with bronze scales that caught the light like polished metal, held up a hand to stop them.

"Hold," he commanded, voice carrying the natural rasp of his species. “You appear lost.”

“No, sir,” Lancelot replied. “Well, yes, sir. We took a wrong turn. We meant to go right.”

“And then?” the leader asked.

“And then straight,” Lancelot answered with conviction.

“I see. I don't recognize your unit. Names and ranks."

Thomas felt his heart skip a beat. He opened his mouth to respond, but his mind went completely blank. What would a Draconite guard even be called?

The leader's eyes narrowed at his hesitation. "I said, names and ranks. Now."

Before Thomas could stammer out a response, Lancelot exploded into motion. His sword cleared its scabbard with impossible speed, taking the patrol leader's head before the Draconite could even reach for his weapon. The ancient knight spun through the motion, his blade continuing its arc to open another guard's throat in a spray of crimson.

The remaining two guards managed to draw their weapons, eyes wide with shock, but they never had a chance to use them. Amren's daggers found them, the enchanted blades punching through both energy shields and armor before sliding between scales to find vital organs. Both Draconite dropped before they could cry out.

The entire encounter lasted perhaps five seconds. Four trained guards, dead before they could even think to raise an alarm. Thomas stared at the bodies, his stomach churning at the sight of the leader's head lying several feet from his body.

"Well," Lancelot said, calmly shaking the blood off his blade. "That will significantly reduce our timeline." He turned to Thomas, his expression grave beneath his helmet. "We have perhaps five minutes before someone notices these guards are missing. We need to find Taliesin and get out of here before they find all this blood and bodies."

"How are we going to find him?" Thomas demanded, trying not to look at the dead guards’ faces. "We're completely lost in this maze! We could search for hours and never find the right cell."

“Perhaps not,” Kaelithan spoke up. “This place was built so long ago, it probably still uses some enchantments to hold prisoners. I would guess the most dangerous of them. I can track the flow of power to those enchantments.”

“But,” Thomas said. “What’s the catch?”

“I have to drop our disguises to do it.”

Thomas glanced at the dead guards, then down the empty corridor. They were already on borrowed time. "Do it. We're dead anyway if we can't find him quickly."

"Are you sure?" Amren asked. "Without the disguises..."

"We don't have a choice," Thomas replied. "Drop them, Kaelithan. Find us a path and hurry. We need to move. Now."

The wizard nodded, his hands moving in a quick gesture. Thomas felt the familiar tingling as the illusions fell away, leaving them exposed. Kaelithan immediately began weaving a different spell.

"The magical currents are complex here," he muttered, his voice distant. "Layers upon layers of enchantments. But underneath that..." His hands moved faster, weaving increasingly intricate patterns. "Yes. There. I can feel traces of older magic. Protective spells, containment wards..."

"Which way?" Thomas pressed, glancing nervously down the corridor. Without their disguises, every second felt like an eternity.

"That direction," Kaelithan pointed down one of the passages. "The magical defenses grow significantly stronger that way. And there's something else...something familiar about the energy patterns. Like echoes of spells I studied under Merlin."

“Morgana’s handiwork, no doubt,” the GOLEM replied.

They moved as quickly as they dared, all pretense of belonging abandoned. Thomas kept his sword ready, knowing their only chance now was speed and silence.

"Guards ahead," Amren warned in a whisper. "Left corridor. Two of them."

Before Thomas could suggest finding another route, Lancelot was already moving. The ancient knight flowed around the corner like liquid death, Amren right behind him. Lancelot’s sword took the first guard's head before the Draconite could even register the threat. The second guard managed to draw his weapon, but Amren's daggers found his throat before he could raise it.

"Quickly," Lancelot commanded. "More will come soon."

"The magic grows stronger," Kaelithan whispered once they were moving again. "We're getting close."

The passage began to slope downward, the lighting growing dimmer. The air took on a chill and heaviness that made breathing difficult. It had nothing to do with either temperature or natural atmospherics. Thomas felt it pressing against him, like invisible hands trying to push them back.

"Movement ahead," Amren warned. "Another patrol."

Thomas gripped his sword tighter, but Lancelot was already advancing. The ancient knight slid into and through the shadows, his blade catching what little light remained as he struck. The first guard died without a sound, nearly severed in half by the blade’s powerful stroke.

The second guard managed to cry out before Amren reached him, but the sound died out in a wet gurgle as the warrior's daggers opened his throat. The third guard actually got his sword up to block Lancelot's attack, but the old knight simply turned the parry into a counterstrike, stabbing him through the throat.

"Seven dead guards now," Thomas said. "Someone's going to notice soon."

The passage opened into a circular chamber. A dozen cells lined the walls, each protected by shimmering magical energy fields that hurt Thomas's eyes if he looked directly at them. Most appeared empty, their occupants either long dead or moved elsewhere.

But in one...

"Taliesin," Lancelot breathed.


CHAPTER 39


The figure in the cell was rail-thin, his clothes hanging in tatters from his frame. But his eyes were bright and alert as he studied them through the barrier.

"Well," he said, his voice surprisingly strong despite his apparent condition. "I was wondering when someone would finally come for me." His gaze fixed on Lancelot. "Though I must admit, old friend, you weren't who I expected."

"Can you get him out?" Thomas asked Kaelithan.

He was already examining the magical defenses when Lancelot stepped forward. “I’ll take care of this, wizard.”

Thomas watched in amazement as Lancelot approached the cell. The energy field crackled and sparked as he drew near, his soulstone absorbing the magic like sand sucking up water. The ancient knight walked straight through what remained of the energy as if the barrier were made of smoke.

"Impressive trick," Taliesin commented as Lancelot helped him to his feet, "though I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. You always did have a knack for the dramatic."

“It’s been too long, Tal,” Lancelot said.

“And Merlin,” Taliesin said, eying the GOLEM. “That is you, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Merlin answered. “I’m happy to find you still alive.”

“Nimue once told me that I wouldn’t die in here,” Taliesin said. “I had no idea what she was talking about at the time. She said Sir Dragon and his knights would rescue me, though. Not you.”

Thomas froze, shocked by the statement. “Sir Dragon?” he replied softly.

“Taliesin, this is Thomas Drake,” Merlin introduced. “Commander of Excalibur.”

Taliesin’s eyebrow went up. “Ah. Now it all makes sense. Sir Dragon. A pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Thomas said.

“Can we get out of here?” Burl asked. “Like, now?”

“Good idea,” Thomas agreed.

Lancelot carried Taliesin back through the barrier, and they started for the exit.

“Wait!” A cry from one of the other cells froze Thomas in place. "Please! Help me!”

He turned to find Jocinda at the front of her cell, her face streaked with tears. Her fine clothes had been replaced with prisoner's rags, and fresh bruises marked her face.

"You!" Garant's voice cracked like a whip. He rushed to her cell, nearly smashing his face into the barrier. "You bitch! We trusted you! We believed in you! And you betrayed us! You got them all killed!"

"I had no choice," Jocinda pleaded. "They threatened my family! Please, you don't understand what they would have done⁠—“

“Shut up!” Garant screamed, his face contorted with fury. “We were supposed to be your family. We were all in it together. That’s what you always said.”

“I’m sorry, Garant. I⁠—”

“No! Our mother died because of you! If you hadn’t tried to turn us in, we would never have had to go to her for help! She’s dead, and it’s your fault. I hope you rot in there for all of eternity. I hope they open your stomach and pick out your organs one-by-one, and make you watch while they’re doing it!”

Thomas looked to Tivan, expecting him to try to calm his brother, but the twin's face was as hard as stone as he stared at their former leader. There would be no mercy from that quarter.

For all she had done, Thomas didn’t feel right about just leaving her there to rot. He didn’t want to leave any of the prisoners. Lancelot could just walk through the cell to save her. It would only take a minute, and she was a wizard and healer. She⁠—

The sudden blare of alarms cut him off in mid-thought. Emergency lights began strobing through the chamber as footfalls thundered into the corridor, closing on their position.

"Time to go," Lancelot said grimly, drawing his sword.

"Please!" Jocinda cried out. "Don't leave me here! They'll kill me!"

Thomas glanced at her but didn’t move to release her. Her fate was sealed by her actions as much as by circumstance, as there was no more time for moral debates.

The guards poured into the chamber like a tide of scaled flesh, metal, and raised weapons, their claws clacking against the stone floor, the sound echoing off the walls and mixing with the blaring alarms. Emergency lights strobed across their armor, the scene surreal and disorienting.

Thomas ignored the sensation and raised his sword as the front line reached them. The fayrilite blade felt alive in his hands, eager for combat. His training with Amren took over as the nearest guard attacked. He parried the strike and countered, the enchanted metal slicing through the Draconite's energy shield like it wasn't there. Blood sprayed as the blade found flesh beneath scales.

Burl roared beside him, the big man's large sword swinging in a wide arc that quickly froze the advance. Lunging with his sword, a Draconite tried to slip by the blade as it swung past, but Burl caught him with a backhand blow that sent him staggering straight into Amren’s daggers.

"Left side!" Amren called out in warning, pulling the blade free of the guard’s throat. His daggers danced in the strobing light as he simultaneously engaged three guards trying to flank them. The first guard died, Amren's blade finding the vulnerable gap at the bottom of his helmet before he could even raise his weapon. The second one managed to parry one strike but missed the follow-up that opened his throat. Another actually landed a blow, but Amren's shield-bracer flared as it absorbed the impact. The warrior's counter-attack removed the guard's sword hand at the wrist.

Lancelot moved through the chaos like death incarnate, his experience evident in every motion. Two guards tried to rush him in tandem, but the ancient knight simply took both their heads, his blade seeming to glide rather than slash, finding vital points with effortless precision. Another attempted to cut him off at the knees, only to find the knight’s boot on his blade. A split second later, Lancelot’s sword sliced into his chest. A fourth tried to get to Taliesin, only to end up with his throat cut. Too weak to fight for himself, the engineer was content to stay behind Lancelot while the knight slashed a bloody path through the enemy.

As usual, the twins fought back-to-back, their movements perfectly synchronized despite their recent issues. Tivan attacked, Garant defended. When one created an opening, the other exploited it. A guard tried to separate them, but they moved as one to flank him, their blades catching him from opposite sides.

Kaelithan's magic lit up the chamber in strobes of destructive power. A bolt of energy caught one guard in the chest, burning through his armor and leaving a smoking hole. Another found himself suddenly unable to move, his muscles locked rigid until Burl's blade ended him. A third screamed as magical fire consumed him from the inside out.

Thomas could hardly believe how efficiently he and the others had dispatched seventeen Draconite guards, their bodies strewn around the chamber. Then again, he had to wonder what quality these fighters had been. It wouldn’t make sense to put elite units in a facility that was so hidden it had never come under attack.

Until now.

The first group of guards may be finished off, but Thomas knew the fight was only getting started.

“Reinforcements incoming!” Amren shouted.

“We can’t stay here,” Lancelot said. “We need to advance through this.”

Merlin's GOLEM waded through them like a mobile wall, its massive frame absorbing hits that would have killed an organic being. It grabbed one guard and simply threw him into three others, sending them all sprawling, where they were quickly finished off by the twins. Another tried to stab the mechanical from behind, his sword getting stuck in the plates covering the GOLEM’s gears. Before he could pull it free, the GOLEM's arm rotated completely around to seize him by the throat, crushing it with sickening ease.

"Follow Merlin!” Burl called out as he dispatched another opponent. His armor bore several scoring marks where blades had scraped across it.

“Move! Move! Move!” Lancelot cried, running his blade through another guard before breaking for the corridor.

They had no sooner entered the passageway out of the chamber than a fresh wave of guards appeared at the far end. These carried plasma rifles instead of blades, and took up defensive positions at the junction.

"Back into the chamber!" Thomas ordered, realizing the danger. "Everyone back!"

They retreated as energy bolts filled the air. Several shots struck Merlin's GOLEM, leaving scorched craters in its metal frame. Others were absorbed by their shield bracers, but Thomas could feel the drain on his defenses. They wouldn't last long under sustained fire.

“Please!” Jocinda cried from her cell. “I can help you.”

“By doing what? Stabbing us in the back again?” Garant fired back at her.

"We can't stay here," Lancelot said grimly. "They're buying time for more forces to arrive. Not to mention Turquine. I’d rather we didn’t engage him like this.”

A shudder skittered down Thomas’ spine. “There’s no way out without going through him, is there?”

Lancelot sighed. “There may not be. But one thing at a time. We need to get out of this chamber and past those guards. Not many of the passages are long enough for them to gain such an advantage with rifles.”

“Kaelithan?” Thomas asked, looking at the wizard’s pale face, his hair damp with sweat.

“I’m running on empty,” he admitted.

“Save what you have left for Cartigan,” Lancelot suggested. “We’ll need your help if he gets involved.”

“I’ll take care of the shooters,” Merlin said. “They can’t drop me before I drop them.”

“If the real you were here, we’d be out of this place already,” Taliesin said.

“Alas, you’ll have to settle for this version.” The GOLEM stepped from cover and charged straight into the plasma fire, its massive frame filling the corridor. Energy bolts hammered its chassis, burning away chunks of metal, but it kept advancing. A bolt took off one of its arms, but still, it didn’t slow. It reached their position and began systematically destroying them. Its remaining arm moved with terrible efficiency, crushing armor and breaking bones. One guard tried to get past it, but a metallic hand caught him and slammed him into the wall hard enough to crack the stone and snap his spine.

"Now!" Thomas ordered. They rushed forward behind the GOLEM's advance, using its bulk as cover. More plasma bolts struck it, and Thomas could see components beginning to fail, but it refused to fall.

The guards broke and ran, finally realizing the fate that awaited them if they stayed. The GOLEM pursued them a short distance before its legs seized up, damaged circuits finally giving out. It toppled forward with a resounding crash.

"Leave it," Merlin's voice came from the speakers as Thomas neared. "I have others."

They rushed past the fallen GOLEM and deeper into the maze of corridors. The alarms continued to blare, and Thomas could hear more footfalls approaching from multiple directions. But for the moment at least, they had a clear path forward.

Behind them, Jocinda's desperate pleas echoed through the chamber. But there was no going back now. They could only hope they'd make it out alive themselves.

"Which way?" Thomas asked as they reached another junction.

“I mapped our path in my head,” Amren said. “Left!”

They followed his directions, only to find themselves facing another squad of guards, their fight beginning anew. Thomas barely had time to raise his sword before this new squad closed on them—thankfully carrying blades instead of rifles—though they were still a major threat.

"Behind us!" Burl shouted in warning. More guards had appeared at their rear, cutting off retreat.

"Form a circle!" Lancelot commanded. "Protect Taliesin!"

They moved into a defensive formation, the prisoner safely in their center. Thomas found himself shoulder-to-shoulder with Amren as the guards closed in. Through hours of grueling training, he had learned to fight alongside the warrior. Now, that training paid off as they worked together to hold their section of the defensive circle.

Two guards simultaneously rushed them. Thomas caught the blade wielded by one while Amren's dagger found the second's throat. As the guard fell, Thomas spun inside his opponent's reach and drove his sword up through the bottom of his helmet, piercing him all the way through his brain. He crumpled like a limp rag.

On the opposite side, the twins fought with desperate intensity. A guard managed to slip past Tivan's defense, his blade drawing blood across the twin's arm. Garant was there instantly, his fury finding release as he cut deep into the Draconite.

"Watch your spacing!" Amren called out. "Don't let them slip past us!"

Burl grunted an acknowledgment as he caught a guard's sword on his bracer. The shield flared but held, allowing him to counter with a strike that removed his attacker's head.

Lancelot’s blade caught another in mid-stride as he ran toward him, running the guard through before he could draw the ancient knight’s blood. Lancelot pulled his blade from the bloody body and let it fall. He turned so fast toward the next three attackers—the guards clearly hoping to overwhelm him with numbers—that he was nearly a blur, seeming to move against all three at once. Shifting between them like a phantom, his counter-attacks left all three dead before they could adjust their tactics.

"More coming!" Thomas shouted as fresh reinforcements with ranged weapons, took up firing positions at the edges of the combat.

"That way!" Amren pointed toward a side passage with his dagger. "If we can reach it—” A plasma bolt cut him off, forcing him to dive aside.

"Kaelithan!" Thomas called out. "Can you clear us a path?" There was no point in having the Druid save his strength if he was too dead to use it.

The wizard's hands moved as he gathered power. "Working on it!"

Thomas parried another attack, his arms beginning to tire. Beside him, Amren took a glancing blow that nearly knocked him down. They were all showing signs of fatigue, while the guards seemed endless.

Finally, Kaelithan's spell manifested as a wave of force that sent several guards flying backward. "Now!" he shouted. "While they're down! Run!"

They charged forward in unison, cutting through the brief gap in the enemy line. Plasma bolts crackled past his head as the guards opened fire, but their timing was off and the corridors were tight, slowing their pursuit enough to allow Thomas and the others to reach the side passage relatively unharmed.

The guards gave chase. Amren called out directions, and the others followed him around the left and right hand corners at full sprint as plasma bolts lit up the corridor in their wake, leaving scorched craters in the walls. The turns came too quickly for them to return fire.

"Another squad ahead!" Burl roared.

Thomas saw them, at least eight guards committed to blocking their path, with more guards behind them. There was no choice but to attack head on.

They crashed into the guards like a wave breaking against rocks. Thomas's sword found one target while Amren's daggers claimed another. Burl simply ran straight through their line, his massive frame bowling over several guards at once. The twins continued to move like a pair of finely synchronized gears, their blades finding gaps in armor with practiced precision. But it was Lancelot who truly cleared their path. The ancient knight danced through the guard's defenses, his sword moving faster than Thomas could follow. In the space of heartbeats, four guards lay dead or dying at his feet.

They continued forward, winding through the maze like mice sniffing cheese, until Thomas recognized the area of the prison they had reached, though he had lost track of how they had gotten there.

“I think I know where we are,” he said as they reached the next corner. “The next turn should bring us to⁠—”

They all pulled to a stop at the junction. Thomas shuddered at the sight of the next group of defenders blocking their path.

The harsh grunting rumble of Sir Turquine’s laughter drowned out the boots at their back, followed by the sound of his and the other Flayers’ blades hissing as they were pulled from their scabbards.
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The massive Draconite commander did his best version of a smile as he studied Thomas and the others.

"Well," Turquine rumbled, his voice like grinding stone. "I wondered who would be foolish enough to try to infiltrate the Lair. I suspected Lancelot..." His vertical pupils contracted as he studied the ancient knight, "though I didn't expect you to bring so much blade fodder along.”

The Flayers spread out behind their commander. Their enhanced bodies rippled with barely contained violence. Thomas could hear more guards approaching from behind. They were trapped.

Lancelot stepped forward, his sword held ready but not yet raised. "Stand aside, Turquine. Let us pass."

A wet chuckle emerged from Turquine's throat. "You always did have an interesting sense of humor…" His massive hand tightened on his weapon's grip. "...though I don't recall you being quite so foolish."

"This doesn't have to end in bloodshed," Lancelot replied, though his tone suggested he knew exactly how this would play out. "Stand aside, and live."

"Or what?" Turquine's massive frame expanded as he drew himself up to his full height. "You'll kill me? Perhaps. But I've never run from a fight. I won't start now."

The approaching guards finally reached them, weapons raised, but before they could attack, Turquine held up a massive hand. "Stand down. This is between us and them."

"Sir?" one of the guards questioned, clearly confused by the order.

"I said stand down!" Turquine's roar echoed off the stone walls. The guards immediately retreated to the edges of the corridor, though they maintained their ready stance.

"Always did love an audience, didn't you?" Lancelot's voice carried a century of disdain. "Very well. Then let's settle this properly." He raised his sword in a formal salute. "I challenge you to single combat. Your honor demands you accept."

A low rumble—something between a laugh and a growl—emerged from Turquine's chest. "You dare speak to me of honor? You, who betrayed everything you claimed to believe in?"

"I betrayed nothing," Lancelot shot back, "but we can debate the past after I've removed your head from your shoulders. Do you accept my challenge, or shall I tell everyone how the great Sir Turquine cowered before a proper duel?"

Thomas watched the exchange with growing tension. Behind him, he could feel the others shifting into better fighting positions.

"Very well," Turquine finally replied. He gestured for his Flayers to step back, creating a rough circle in the corridor. "Let's settle this like proper knights. Though I warn you, I'm not the same warrior you faced all those years ago."

"No," Lancelot agreed as he stepped into the makeshift arena. "You're worse. You've sacrificed everything that made you a true knight in exchange for Morgana's enhancements. You're nothing but a puppet now."

Turquine's only response was to raise his massive blade. The weapon looked like it could cleave a person in half with a single stroke. Knowing the Draconite commander's augmented strength, it probably could.

"Begin," he growled.

The two warriors exploded into motion, their blades meeting with a crash that echoed through the corridor. Sparks flew as enchanted metal scraped against metal, both fighters testing each other's defenses. They broke apart and clashed again, moving with impossible speed.

Turquine's augmented strength was evident in every strike. His blade carved through the air with devastating force, each blow capable of ending the fight instantly if it connected, but Lancelot moved like smoke, always just beyond the Draconite's reach. Where Turquine relied on raw power, the ancient knight fought with fluid grace born of natural talent and experience.

"First blood to me," Lancelot announced as his blade slipped past Turquine's guard, opening a shallow cut across the commander's scarified snout. Dark blood welled up between the old wounds.

"Lucky scratch," he snarled. "I'll repay it with interest." He followed with a savage combination of strikes that forced Lancelot back several steps.

They continued their deadly dance, neither able to gain a decisive advantage. Thomas watched in awe as Lancelot parried a blow that should have cleaved him in half, turning the force of the strike aside before countering with a thrust that Turquine barely avoided. The ancient knight's bladework—a perfect fusion of technique and instinct—was beyond anything Thomas had ever seen.

"You've improved," Lancelot commented as they circled each other, "though your footwork is still sloppy. Too dependent on your enhancements."

"While you remain stuck in the past," Turquine shot back. "Clinging to outdated forms and philosophies that died with Arthur."

"Arthur's ideals never died. They just went underground for a while." Lancelot's blade flashed out again, scoring another hit that drew blood from Turquine's arm. "Like your fighting style, you lack vision."

The Draconite commander roared in fury, launching a blistering series of attacks. His blade became a blur of motion as he pressed forward, driving Lancelot back toward the wall, but just when it seemed the ancient knight would be overwhelmed, he smiled.

"I suppose I should stop letting you think you’re doing well,” he said. “We do still need to escape.”

Lancelot's next move was almost too fast to follow. His sword was like a viper, striking again and again in a rapid cadence, each stab just ahead of Turquine’s effort to defend. Blood sprayed as the blade opened multiple wounds in rapid succession. Turquine staggered, clearly shocked by the sudden shift in tempo.

"Time to end this," Lancelot announced, raising his sword for a killing blow.

"I think not," a new voice cut in. Cartigan stepped forward, his hands completing a spell. It touched only the tip of Lancelot’s sword, staying well clear of the soulstone as it drove the blade away from Turquine and into the stone wall.

"Predictable as always," Lancelot said, unsurprised by the intervention. "Though I expected nothing less from you and your dishonorable minions.”

“The good news,” Thomas said. “Is that we have a wizard, too.”

He stepped aside, revealing Kaelithan putting the finishing touches on his own spell. A massive surge of magical energy launched from his hands, sweeping past Turquine and the Flayers.

The Draconite commander grumbled in laughter. “You missed.”

“Did I?” Kaelithan replied.

“Turquine,” Grenyth bellowed, emerging from the cell that Kaelithan’s magic had torn open, his hands blazing with power. The Druid's injuries seemed forgotten as he channeled raw force into a devastating wave that sent Flayers and guards flying in all directions. Even Turquine was knocked off his feet by the blast.

"Run!" Grenyth bellowed, his voice carrying over the chaos. "I'm right behind you!"

Thomas and the others didn't hesitate. They charged forward, leaping over fallen Flayers and guards, and through the gap Grenyth had created. Turquine was already starting to rise, his nanite-enhanced body recovering quickly from the magical assault, but before he could fully regain his feet, another blast from Grenyth sent him stumbling back.

"This way!" Amren called out, taking point as they raced through the corridors. Behind them, Thomas could hear shouting and the sound of magical combat as Grenyth covered their retreat.

They rounded a corner at full sprint, their boots thundering against stone. Taliesin stumbled, still weak from his imprisonment, but Lancelot caught him before he could fall. The ancient knight didn’t even break stride as he swung the wizard up to his back, carrying piggyback as if he weighed nothing more than a child.

"Where's Grenyth?" Kaelithan called out, glancing back.

Thomas risked a look over his shoulder. Initially, the Druid had been right behind them, but now he was nowhere to be seen. The sounds of combat grew more intense, suggesting he had stopped to directly engage their pursuers.

"I'm going back for him," Kaelithan announced, already turning around.

"No!" Thomas grabbed the wizard's arm. "We can't lose you, too!"

A massive explosion rocked the corridor, nearly knocking them off their feet. The walls trembled as waves of magical energy washed over them. Through the chaos, Thomas heard Grenyth's defiant roars.

"He's buying us time," Amren cried. "Don't waste it!"

They continued their desperate flight through the maze-like passages. Behind them, magical energy crackled through the air, and Thomas could hear stone cracking as Gryneth unleashed powerful forces against Turquine and his surviving Flayers.

"Left here!" Amren called out. "We're almost to the landing bay!"

They rounded another corner just as an agonized scream echoed through the corridors. Grenyth's final cry cut short. "Noooooo!” Kaelithan cried out, nearly stumbling as the sound hit him like a physical blow.

"Keep moving!" Lancelot ordered. "He died to give us this chance. Don't let his sacrifice be in vain!"

They pushed on, though Thomas could see the pain etched on Kaelithan's features. The wizard had rescued and then lost his master and friend in the span of moments. But now with Turquine and his Flayers surely back in pursuit, there was no time to mourn.

"This way!" Amren called out, leading them around another corner.

They emerged into the cell block containing the imprisoned dragonfolk. The tall Draconite that Thomas had noticed earlier pressed against his energy barrier again, his broken horns and emaciated frame a testament to years of captivity. His red-gold eyes lit up at the sight of them no longer disguised.

"Lancelot!" the prisoner called out, his voice carrying desperate recognition. Yet, the ancient knight didn't slow, focused on their escape. “Wait! You know me! I fought for Arthur at Camlan!”

Lancelot spun around, freezing in his tracks as he studied the prisoner with new intensity. "Who are you?"

“Sir Orvix,” Taliesin said, looking more closely at the Draconite. “You squired under Galahad.”

“Yes,” the prisoner replied. “I am he. I commanded the third starfighter squadron in the final battle."

Recognition flashed across Lancelot's features. "I remember now. You held the eastern flank when Morgana's forces tried to overwhelm us."

"Until Mordred turned the tide," Orvix confirmed. "Please...I've rotted here for most of my lifetime, refusing to bend knee to her rule. I only have a few years left in me. Don't leave me to die in this hole."

“Lancelot, wait,” Burl said before the knight could make his decision. “He’s Draconite. We can’t trust him.”

Lancelot offered Burl a disappointed look before stepping toward the cell. Just as he had done earlier with Taliesin's cell, the magical defenses were absorbed into his soulstone. The energy field protecting Orvix’s cell flickered and died.

"We need to move," Thomas urged, acutely aware of how close their pursuers must be.

"Thank you," Orvix said. Despite his weakened condition, he drew himself up with quiet dignity. "I never lost faith that someone would come."

"Save the reunion for later," Amren cut in. "We need to reach the landing bay now!"

They resumed their flight through the corridors, Orvix moving with the speed of desperation and motivation. Behind them, the sounds of pursuit grew louder, driving them forward with renewed urgency.

The passage ahead opened into the massive cavern where they'd left Excalibur. Thomas's heart leaped at the sight of the ship, still disguised as a patrol vessel. But his relief was short-lived as he spotted movement in the shadows.

The dragon was watching them, its ancient eyes gleaming in the darkness. Had it decided to honor its earlier agreement? Or would it fulfill its duty to stop escaped prisoners?

They were about to find out.
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The dragon's massive form remained partially hidden by shadow, but Thomas could feel its ancient eyes tracking their movement across the landing bay floor. His pulse quickened with each step toward Excalibur. While the great beast had allowed them entry, he had no idea if it would permit their escape. He couldn't shake the feeling that it was toying with them, like a cat watching mice and deciding whether or not to pounce.

The dragon's roar shook the entire cavern. “Intruders!” it bellowed. “Intruders in the Lair. They are escaping!”

“Head directly to the flight deck,” Thomas said as they raced across the cavern floor. “Burl, Tivan, get in your pods as soon as you can.”

“What’s that stink?” Burl shouted, running beside him. “Smells like a dead karka.”

“Watch out!” Tivan shouted, just in time for Thomas and a gagging Kaelithan to swerve around a pile of what had to be dragon dung. The cause of the nauseating odor, it definitely hadn’t been there on their way in. Kaelithan was still gagging from the horrible stench when they reached the teleportal and piled into the ship.

Merlin's humanoid GOLEM stood near the hatch as Thomas entered the flight deck behind Burl, Tivan, and Amren, the rest of the group following him. “Welcome back, my boy. Do hurry. That dragon looks very unhappy.”

"You could say that," Thomas replied as he practically threw himself into his pod. The neural gel embraced him, and he felt Burl and Tivan's consciousnesses joined with his through the interface, their shared awareness expanding through Excalibur's systems just as an enormous gout of flame engulfed the ship.

The shields flared brilliant blue as they deflected the dragon's breath, but Thomas could still feel the incredible heat through their connection to the ship's sensors. The temperature in the landing bay rose dramatically as the dragon droppings between them and the remaining guards chasing them erupted in huge bonfires across the stone floor. Gratefully, the guards were trapped on the other side of the flaming dung.

The dragon, Thomas realized with a small smile, had helped them after all.

“That was close,” Burl commented.

“Too close,” Tivan agreed, his anxiety rippling through their shared awareness.

Chuckling to himself, Thomas engaged the engines and lifted Excalibur smoothly off the floor. The dragon's massive form lunged forward, razor-sharp claws extended to snatch them from the air. Thomas jinked hard to port, the maneuver barely carrying them beyond the beast's reach.

Or rather, the dragon had deliberately missed them.

"Did anyone else notice—" Burl started.

"That it could have caught us if it had wanted to?" Thomas finished. "Yeah. I think it’s putting on a big show."

The dragon's next attack confirmed his assumption. Its tail whipped toward them with devastating force, but just slowly enough for Thomas to dive beneath it. The beast's roars continued to echo off the cavern walls, creating a convincing display of fury while its actual attacks left them obvious escape routes.

"Up the shaft!" Lancelot commanded from behind them. "Before it has no choice but to stop playing games!”

Thomas angled them toward the vertical passage they'd descended earlier. The dragon pursued, its massive wings somehow finding purchase in the confined space as it launched itself after them. Its jaws snapped shut barely a meter behind their engine wash, close enough to be convincing without actually threatening to catch them.

"The entry iris is sealed," Amren reported as they neared the top of the shaft. "We'll never break through that!"

"Kaelithan?" Thomas called out. "Any ideas?"

The wizard was already staring at the projected view of the scene ahead of them, his hands gathering what magical energy he could with the strength he had left. "I can weaken it," he said, his voice strained. "But you'll have to do the rest."

"Better hurry," Burl urged through their link. "Big angry lizard getting closer!"

Thomas could feel the dragon's hot breath on their hull through the sensors. He poured power to the engines, pushing them to maximum acceleration, while trying to maintain enough control to thread the narrow shaft. The iris grew larger ahead, its segmented surface a dull gleam.

Kaelithan's spell manifested as waves of heat striking the iris. The metal quickly glowed cherry-red. "Now!" he gasped, nearly collapsing from the effort. "Hit it while it's weakened!"

Thomas didn't hesitate. He diverted power from their shields into Excalibur's bow, forming it into a tightly focused beam of pure energy. The strike caught the iris dead center, burning through the softened metal to create a hole barely large enough for them to squeeze through.

"Hold on!" he warned as he pushed them toward the opening. The dragon's jaws rushed up behind them, massive teeth filling their sensor visuals as Thomas threaded them through the gap with inches to spare. The beast pulled to a sudden stop, claws digging into the walls of the tunnel to prevent itself from colliding with what remained of the hatch. A roar, just powerful enough and filled with enough frustration to be believed, followed them out into the desert air.

They had no time to celebrate. Multiple Draconite patrol ships waited in attack formation, their weapons already tracking Excalibur's emergence. Energy beams and missiles streaked toward them from all directions.

“Incoming!” Burl shouted.

Their shields flared as the first volley struck home. The impacts rattled through their shared awareness, but the defenses held. Thomas threw them into a series of evasive maneuvers, pushing Excalibur's superior capabilities to their limits as they climbed for orbit.

More attacks followed, but Thomas began to anticipate the Draconite patterns. He slipped between energy beams while Burl divided their weapons into multiple streams, picking off missiles before they could impact. Two patrol ships pressed too close, trying to box them in. Thomas snap-rolled between them, their own weapons catching them in a crossfire when Excalibur suddenly wasn't where they expected.

“Excellent,” Lancelot praised in response to the maneuver.

"Multiple capital ships are moving to block our exit vector," Tivan reported. "They're forming a wall of overlapping fields of fire."

Thomas studied the tactical situation through their shared awareness. The Draconite ships were arranged in a classic blockade formation, designed to force them to either surrender or be destroyed trying to break through. Going around would take too long, leaving them exposed to overwhelming fire.

He wasn’t about to go around.

"Hold on!" he called out as he sent them charging straight for the center of the formation. The capital ships opened up with everything they had, filling space with a deadly web of energy beams and missiles.

Thomas wove through the barrage with a combination of skill and desperation, relying on Excalibur's superior maneuverability. Through their neural link, he could feel Burl and Tivan's total focus as their shared consciousness flowed through the ship's systems, turning it into an extension of their combined wills.

“Multiple missile locks!” Tivan reported.

“I see them,” Thomas replied, already adapting their shield configuration while Burl split their weapons into precise counter-fire streams. Missiles detonated in brilliant flares as the energy beams intercepted them.

A massive cruiser loomed directly ahead, its weapons blazing. Thomas rolled them upward relative to the ship's orientation, scraping their shields against its defensive field as they passed as close as they dared. The maneuver put them briefly out of the cruiser's firing arc while simultaneously using its bulk to shield them from attacks from other ships.

"That was too close," Amren said.

“A work of art,” Lancelot approved.

They emerged from behind the cruiser to find two destroyers moving to catch them in a crossfire. Fresh lines of energy bolts and missiles worked with the intent to reduce them to atoms, but a combination of tight flying, quick shield reactivity, and return energy bursts allowed Thomas to fly through the ambush. He dove directly between the ships, forcing the destroyers to hold their fire to avoid hitting each other as Excalibur slipped past.

“Excellent flying,” Merlin said. "We're almost clear of their formation."

Thomas spotted their opening—a gap between a pair of corvettes similar to Turquine’s, but much less intimidating. He sent them charging through it before the ships could close the distance. Energy beams scraped past their shields, but nothing landed a solid hit.

"We're through!" Burl announced triumphantly as they broke free of the blockade.

"Don't celebrate yet," Thomas cautioned, sensing movement on their tactical display. "They haven’t given up the chase.”

The Draconite fleet was already vectoring to follow them, their superior numbers spreading out to try to catch Excalibur in a net of ships, but they had lost their coordinated firing positions. Thomas had no intention of letting them regroup.

"Preparing for burst," he announced, setting a course for their original ingress point. "Everyone hold on."

He pushed their engines to maximum acceleration, widening the gap between them and their pursuers. A few final shots chased them through space, but their erratic course made them impossible to target effectively at this range.

"Burst in three...two...one..."

They rapidly accelerated into faster-than-light travel, leaving the Draconite fleet behind.
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Thomas guided Excalibur out of the burst as naturally as he drew breath. He could sense Burl and Tivan's consciousness extending through the ship's systems as they conducted a thorough scan of the surrounding space. No signs of pursuit. No indication that any Draconite vessels had managed to track their escape from the Lair.

"We're clear," he announced. The tension that had gripped them all since entering Draconia's atmosphere finally began to ease.

"Now that," Lancelot said, a hint of genuine admiration in his voice, "was some impressive flying."

"Indeed," Taliesin agreed. Despite his obvious exhaustion, the engineer’s eyes sparkled with nostalgia as he studied the neural interface pods. "The way you three worked together...it was like watching Arthur's original crew."

Thomas disengaged from his pod, climbing out on shaky legs as his adrenaline began to recede. Nearby, Burl and Tivan did the same. As the connection faded, he felt a momentary sense of loss, like a limb suddenly going numb.

"We're getting better," he said modestly. "Though we still have a lot to learn."

"Don't sell yourself short," Lancelot replied. "What you did back there—threading that blockade, anticipating their attack patterns, coordinating your defenses so precisely—that was Excalibur operating at its true potential. The ship isn't just about raw power. It's about the fusion of multiple minds working in perfect harmony."

“And that was with only three,” Merlin added. “Consider the possibilities should we fill all the pods.”

A soft thud drew their attention. Thomas turned to see Kaelithan collapsed in one of the vacant observation seats, his face ashen with exhaustion. "Grenyth," he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper. "He didn't have to...he could have..."

"He made his choice," Burl said softly, moving to the wizard's side. He put his hand on Kaelithan’s shoulder, the touch filled with obvious concern. "He died protecting us. Protecting you. Everything he taught us, everything he believed in—we'll make sure it means something.”

Thomas could see tears forming in Kaelithan's eyes. The young wizard had lost more than a master; he had lost a father figure, a mentor, a friend. Burl had known the older wizard too, of course, but he wasn’t a wizard. It wasn’t the same.

"Burl," Thomas said quietly. "Would you mind helping him to his quarters? He needs rest."

The big man nodded, carefully helping Kaelithan to his feet. "Come on, Kael. Let's get you somewhere more comfortable." He guided Kaelithan toward the exit, supporting most of his weight.

Once they had left, Lancelot turned to Thomas with renewed purpose. "Now then, proper introductions are in order. Thomas Drake, I'd like you to meet Taliesin, one of the greatest minds of our age and a dear friend."

"It's an honor to meet you properly, Sir Dragon," Taliesin said, inclining his head slightly.

Thomas felt his face flush. "I'm not...I mean, I'm not actually a knight. I'm just..."

"Just what?" Taliesin interrupted, his eyes twinkling despite his haggard appearance. "What makes someone a knight in these dark times? Is it the ceremonial tap of a sword on the shoulders by someone claiming divine right? If that were true, Morgana could knight anyone she chose. Look at Turquine. Would you call him a true knight?"

"No," Thomas admitted. "But I'm not..."

"You command Excalibur," Taliesin continued. "You risk your life to protect others. You fight against tyranny not for glory or power, but because it's right. Those seem like rather knightly qualities to me."

"I..." Thomas trailed off, unsure how to respond. The weight of his past sins still haunted him, making it difficult to accept such praise. "Thank you, but I'm still working on being worthy of all this."

"As any true knight should," Taliesin replied with a knowing smile.

A polite cough drew their attention to where Orvix stood watching the exchange. The Draconite's massive frame was diminished by his years of captivity, but his bearing remained proud despite his obvious weakness.

"Forgive my interruption," he said, his voice carrying the natural rasp of his species. "But I wanted to properly thank you for my rescue. To stand aboard Excalibur...I never dreamed I would see her interior. Even in Arthur's time, that privilege was reserved for his chosen crew."

Thomas studied the former prisoner carefully. Despite his Draconite heritage, there was something inherently noble about his presence. "Lancelot vouches for you," he said. "That's good enough for me. Though I imagine you could use some time in the regeneration pod to help recover your strength."

"Your offer is most kind," Orvix replied. "Though perhaps after I've had some time to simply appreciate my freedom. And..." he hesitated before continuing. "I hope you understand that not all Draconite support Morgana's vision. Many of us remember Arthur's dream of unity. Unfortunately, generations have now grown up knowing only her twisted philosophy of innate superiority."

“I’ve learned that things aren't always as simple as they appear," Thomas said.

"They rarely are," Taliesin agreed. He swayed slightly, still clearly weakened from his imprisonment.

"Speaking of which," Thomas said, turning back to the engineer. "We need your help. There's a question about Merlin's source code, whether he might have been altered to betray Arthur. Can you examine it?"

Taliesin's expression grew thoughtful. "Yes, though it will take time to properly analyze. There are layers of complexity that need to be carefully untangled, and…well…it’s been nearly a hundred years since I last looked at it.”

"Take whatever time you need," Thomas replied. "We've waited this long for answers. A few more days won't hurt." He hesitated before asking his next question. “I’m curious about Nimue. You said she told you that I would rescue you. Did she really foresee all of this?"

Taliesin’s eyes took on a distant look. "She saw possibilities. Potential paths through the chaos of time and space. My rescue was one such path, though not necessarily the most likely outcome. Knowing her, she likely helped…nudge events to make it possible, but nothing was certain."

"So we do have free will? We're not just acting out some predetermined script?"

"Of course we have free will," Taliesin said with a slight smile. "What happened today was one outcome out of thousands of possibilities. That it came to pass doesn't mean it was inevitable, only that we made the choices necessary to reach this point. Though I'm certainly grateful it worked out as it did."

“I can accept that,” Thomas said. “But did she know what might happen next? Did she tell you anything about that?"

Taliesin shook his head. "No. Either she didn't foresee beyond this point, or perhaps..." He paused, considering. "Perhaps the future becomes even more uncertain from here. The threads of possibility shift with every choice we make."

"That's both comforting and terrifying," Thomas admitted.

"As most truths tend to be," he replied. His stomach suddenly growled loudly enough to echo off the bulkheads. "I don't suppose...do you still stock those nutrition cubes? I'm absolutely famished."

"We do," Thomas said with a slight smile.

"After years of prison rations, they'll taste like a feast," Taliesin said with a grin. "Some food, a proper rest, and then we can begin examining Merlin's code."

"Of course," Thomas agreed, suddenly aware of how exhausted he felt himself. "Let me show you to the galley, and then to available quarters. We can arrange proper sleeping arrangements later, but for now..."

"Any bed that isn't a stone floor will feel like luxury," Orvix assured him.

As they left the flight deck, Lancelot held Thomas back for a moment. "You did well today," the ancient knight said quietly. "Better than I expected."

“That’s high praise coming from you," Thomas replied. “I’m flattered.”

"Don't let it go to your head," Lancelot said with a slight smile. "We still have much to discuss about what comes next. But for now, take pride in what you and your crew accomplished. Breaking into the Lair was considered impossible for good reason."

"We had help," Thomas reminded him. "The dragon…Grenyth's sacrifice..."

"Will be honored," Lancelot finished firmly. "The best way to do that is to make sure his death meant something. To continue the fight he believed in."

“Of course, we will,” Thomas said. “And what about you?”

“What about me?”

“We rescued Taliesin. He’ll review Merlin’s source code. But what if he finds it’s all intact? What if you betrayed Arthur, even if unintentionally?”

Lancelot’s eyes flashed warning. “My love of the Lady Guinevere notwithstanding, I would never have betrayed him. It’s simply not possible.”

“But what if you did?” Thomas pressed, though he wondered if he should be so bold. “What if you just don’t remember? Or what if Morgana did something to you to make you do it, and then make you forget? Or you’ve just blocked it out somehow.”

“I would know if such a thing happened to me.”

“How?”

Lancelot’s eyes turned distant, as if searching his memory for any clue that might suggest possibility in Thomas’ question. Finally, he shook his head. “Perhaps I should ask you, what will you do if Merlin’s source code was changed?”

“That’s easy,” Thomas replied. “Have Taliesin fix it. It isn’t a machine’s fault if the machine breaks down or is tampered with. Just like it isn’t a person’s fault if they aren’t in their right mind.”

Lancelot looked even more perturbed. “Perhaps we should get some rest, and let the future settle itself when the time comes.”

“Okay,” Thomas agreed with a friendly smile. “It was an honor to fight alongside you, Sir Lancelot.”

“You as well, Sir Dragon.”

As Thomas headed for his quarters, he couldn't help reflecting on how much had changed in such a short time. They had rescued Taliesin, gained new allies, and proven that even the most secure fortress could be breached. But they had also lost a powerful friend and mentor in Grenyth.

The twin paths of victory and loss, hope and sacrifice—that was the nature of their struggle. The key would be learning to balance them, to honor the sacrifices while pressing forward toward their ultimate goal.

With that thought in mind, he finally allowed himself to truly relax. They won an important victory today. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, but for now, they had earned their rest.

Perhaps Taliesin was right. Perhaps being a knight wasn't about ceremony or birthright. Perhaps it was about the choices you made when faced with darkness.

If so, then maybe—just maybe—he was on the right path after all.


CHAPTER 43


The stone beneath Sir Turquine shifted and groaned as Cartigan's magic worked to clear the rubble. The Flayer commander watched impatiently as chunks of rock lifted away, revealing glimpses of the devastation Grenyth had brought down upon them. The Druid's final act had been one of desperate power, collapsing the entire corridor down on most of the guards and Flayers to buy Lancelot and his companions time to escape.

Only Cartigan's quick protective magic had saved Turquine, creating a deflection bubble around him just as tons of stone came crashing down. The Ursan wizard's face was pale with strain as he systematically cleared the debris, his hands manipulating the magical energy in the air.

A distant roar—the great dragon frustrated in losing his prey—echoed through what remained of the passage. Turquine's face distorted into his own snarl of frustration. They were getting away, and there was nothing he could do about it trapped down here.

"Work faster," he growled at Cartigan.

"My lord," the wizard replied, sweat beading on his forehead, "if I rush this, the whole tunnel could collapse on us.”

Another roar shook the remaining stone around them. Turquine's claws dug into his palms, drawing blood that his nanites quickly sealed away. The sound of the dragon's fury was oddly hollow, lacking the raw aggression he would have expected. Almost as if...

His thoughts were interrupted as Cartigan finally cleared enough debris for him to climb through. Turquine's massive frame barely fit through the opening, his armor scraping against jagged stone as he emerged. He surveyed the destruction with cold fury. The corridor was completely blocked for at least fifty feet, probably more.

Movement in the rubble caught his eye. A scaled hand thrust up through the stone, claws flexing weakly. "There!" he pointed, already moving to help. "Someone survives."

Cartigan redirected his magic, carefully lifting away the last of the debris surrounding him. Kesper's battered form was revealed, blood seeping from multiple wounds. The Flayer's armor was crushed in places, but his nanite enhancements had kept him alive.

"The others?" Turquine asked as he helped pull Kesper free.

The wounded Flayer shook his head, coughing up blood that spattered dark against the stone. "Buried. Dead. Only...only survived because I was...further back. I think a few guards made it out though."

"Can you walk?"

Kesper nodded, though he swayed when Turquine released him. His nanites were already working to repair the damage, but it would take time.

"We need to get back to the ship," Turquine said. He could no longer hear the dragon's roars. That probably meant Excalibur had escaped, which meant he needed to report to Morgana. His jaw clenched at the thought. This failure would not go unpunished.

Once Cartigan finished clearing the last of the rubble, they made their way back through the maze of corridors, passing guards who scrambled to get out of their way. Turquine ignored their fearful glances, focused only on reaching Visceral.

The landing cavern was still smoking when they emerged, small fires smoldering where the dragon's breath had scorched the stone, leaving an appalling stench. The beast itself had returned to its usual position, massive head turning to track their approach.

"What happened?" Turquine demanded, his voice carrying the edge of barely contained rage.

The dragon's ancient eyes fixed on him, unblinking. "They escaped."

"I can see that," Turquine snarled. "How? Why didn't you stop them when they first arrived?"

"Their magic was...formidable," the dragon replied with careful neutrality. "I did not recognize them as anything but guards."

Turquine studied the ancient creature, noting the careful way it chose its words. Something wasn't right about this explanation, but challenging a dragon—even one bound to serve—was not a fight he wanted right now. Not with everything else that had gone wrong.

He crossed to the ship's boarding ramp, each step feeling heavier than the last. Behind him, he could feel the dragon's gaze boring into his back.

The bridge of Visceral was dark when he entered, lit only by the holographic display of Morgana's face floating above the main console. Her features were twisted with such fury that even Turquine felt a shiver of fear race down his spine.

"Where have you been?" she demanded before he could speak. “Do you think I have nothing better to do with my time than wait for your report?”

"My Queen," he began, dropping to one knee. "There was an incident⁠—"

She cut him off. "An incident? Is that what you call allowing prisoners to escape from the Lair? Is that what you call letting Excalibur slip through our grasp not once, but twice?"

"Your Majesty, I⁠—"

"Silence!" The force of her command practically shook the bridge. "I trusted you with one simple task—deliver a prisoner to the Lair. A simple enough request, even you should have handled it without concern.”

“My Queen, I delivered the prisoner, but then⁠—”

“You were in the Lair with Lancelot and Excalibur’s new captain!” she screamed. “How did you allow them to escape? Your incompetence is staggering!"

Turquine remained kneeling, knowing better than to try to defend himself. The Queen's rage needed an outlet, and he could only hope to weather it.

“Since you’re on Draconia, you will come to the palace," she continued, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "Immediately. We will discuss your failures in person."

"Yes, my Queen." He hesitated before asking, "Do you intend to execute me?"

A terrible smile crossed Morgana's features. "Oh no, my dear Turquine. I have something else in mind." Her image flickered and vanished, leaving him alone in the darkness.

He rose slowly, his frame heavier than usual. Behind him, he could hear Kesper and Cartigan entering the bridge, but he didn't turn to acknowledge them.

"My lord?" Cartigan asked softly. "Your orders?"

“We’re ordered to the palace,” Turquine replied, his voice hollow. “We’ll return Visceral to orbit and ride the shuttle back down.” He finally turned to face them, his features set in frustration. "The Queen awaits."

As Kesper moved to comply, Turquine's gaze drifted to the viewport. The dragon was still watching them, its ancient eyes reflecting something that might have been satisfaction. In that moment, Turquine knew with certainty that the beast had allowed Excalibur to escape. He couldn’t fathom why, but it didn’t matter. That knowledge would do him no good now.

He had failed, and Morgana's punishment would be legendary. His only hope was that he would survive whatever she had planned.

And if he did...

His claws flexed unconsciously.

If he did, Lancelot and the rest of them, including Excalibur’s new captain—the scrawny, pathetic creature that he was—would pay dearly for his humiliation.
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