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CHAPTER 1


Thomas pulled his tunic over his head, the soft fabric settling against his shoulders. The garment was simple and comfortable—crimson, embroidered with the golden dragon’s head logo Merlin had designed and apparently decided to apply to all of their new clothing. It was a welcome change from the armor he had worn earlier, when chaos and destruction had led to victory and liberation.

Eight hours had passed since he’d watched Klingsor's fortress disappear in a brilliant flash of destruction. Eight hours since they’d lifted off from Kheir-Lossan's corrupted surface, and the events in that underground laboratory remained as fresh and vivid in his thoughts as if they were still unfolding around him.

He could still see Turquine collapsing as the counter-nanites stripped away his enhancements, could still hear the desperation in the Draconite's voice as he fought against Klingsor's control to free Halvy from the Telemuter. The memory of that sacrifice sat like a heavy stone upon his heart. It was a stark reminder that even the most unlikely of beings could find redemption when faced with a choice between power and love. It was also a reminder of his own redemption, still playing out in a galaxy so very far from his original home. He’d been given a second chance to be a better person. Turquine had perhaps deserved a second chance, too, but the opportunity had presented itself far too late.

Then there was Halvy's display of magical fury, the young wizard's rage burning away Mordred's body before trapping the necromancer who had tortured him. Thomas closed his eyes, remembering Morgana's anguished scream as she watched her son's body reduced to ash. The sound had cut through Thomas deeper than any blade could have managed. They were enemies, sure. That wasn’t about to change. But only the most heartless soul would fail to find sympathy for one whose heart had been stabbed clean through.

The escape itself had been almost anticlimactic after the intensity of the battle in Klingsor’s laboratory. Ironside's escape stung, but Thomas could hardly be surprised. The Red Knight never promised he wouldn’t try to escape, and he’d been honorable enough not to kill Thorgrim in the process. Now, Lancelot was lost somewhere in the void, the body of one of Avalon’s most valiant legends a host to one of Avalon's most dangerous legends.

Normally, he might enjoy the way the ship buzzed with activity. Normally, he might have allowed the joy of what they had accomplished to sink in, but with Excalibur carrying nearly twice her intended complement—including Morgana, Halvy, the ogre Frambur, the scientists from Falias, and the six surviving members of the Druid Guard that had left Avalyeth with them—Thomas’ quarters was the only place to find full solitude.

He’d spent most of the last eight hours ensconced in that solitude, coming to terms with the cost of victory. Lancelot taken. Taliesin dead. And while one threat had been eliminated, the larger threat remained. There was little time to celebrate when the greater war for Avalon’s future would resume very shortly upon their exit from the Blackveil Corridor.

Thomas reached for his sword belt, the familiar weight of Cindlar's Blade in his hand offering its own comfort. Normally, he wouldn’t wear it in transit, but while Morgana had spared him and Halvy in the depths of Kheir-Lossan, he couldn’t be sure her honor would remain intact for the journey home. Not once she’d had time to further process her grief and loss.

Thomas, Merlin's voice materialized in his mind through the personal connection they’d had since they met on Earth. I thought you should know that Morgana has just left her quarters.

Thomas paused, his hand stilling on his sheathed weapon. He'd been dreading this moment, knowing that Morgana's grief would eventually translate to action. Perhaps the moment of reckoning had come. She’d remained silent during their departure from Kheir-Lossan, brooding in her quarters, but that period of reflection was apparently over.

Where is she headed? Thomas already suspected Merlin’s answer.

Toward the laboratory, I believe.

Her crown. Of course. I need to get there. Keep monitoring her position, let me know if she diverts to somewhere else.

Of course, my boy. Though I should warn you, she appears quite agitated.

Thomas wasn't surprised. With Halvy incinerating her son, all of her plans to save his essence in the Wastes had come crumbling down. And now that she had recovered enough from her initial shock and grief, she was sure to be even angrier about the outcome.

He finished buckling the belt around his waist and exited his quarters. Making his way through Excalibur's corridors, he nodded to the pair of wounded Druid guards as he passed them, the intense set of his features quieting any thoughts they might have had of trying to speak to him.

When Thomas reached the laboratory, he could hear raised voices from within, Morgana's distinctive snarl competing with Krythis' more measured tones. He paused at the entrance, listening.

"—complete incompetence!" Morgana's voice carried the sharp edge of barely controlled fury. "Four stones! Four of my most precious artifacts, destroyed through your careless handling!"

"The transportation process was unprecedented," Krythis replied, his voice tight with his own frustration. "We achieved something that should have been impossible. We converted an entire starship into pure magical energy and traveled through the streams. That any of us survived intact is miraculous, never mind your soul stones.”

"Miraculous?" Morgana's laugh was sharp and bitter. "You destroyed centuries of accumulated power! Each of those stones contained energy I spent decades gathering, and you reduced them to worthless crystals!"

After gauging the level of tension before intervening, Thomas stepped into the laboratory. "Enough," he said, Arthur's essence flowing through his voice to lend it authority in cutting through their argument. Both Morgana and Krythis fell silent. Though the tension between them remained thick in the air, Thomas’ tone immediately drew their attention.

Thomas took a moment to scan the various displays and workstations. They were still displaying the aftermath of their desperate engineering project. Morgana’s crown rested on one of the tables, bereft of its stones. Beside it lay the device the Sidhe engineer had devised to convert Excalibur to magical energy, Morgana’s nine soul stones mounted to it. Thomas could see right away that four of them were cracked open, their interiors empty of the roiling dark souls that had been imprisoned within.

His attention returned to Morgana and Krythis. Morgana’s scales were dark with emotion, while her eyes still blazed with barely contained rage. Krythis’ expression was a mixture of professional pride and personal frustration.

"Morgana," Thomas continued, his tone remaining calm despite the situation's volatility, “I would appreciate it if you'd explain what's happening here."

The Draconite queen withdrew her claws from where she’d scored shallow grooves in the edge of the laboratory table. "I came to retrieve my crown," she said, each word carefully measured to avoid the venom that Thomas could tell she wanted to release. "I discovered that four of my nine soul stones were destroyed during our transit to Kheir-Lossan.”

"She knew the risks involved," Krythis interjected, his frustration breaking through his diplomatic restraint. "We explained clearly that the energy conversion might damage the soul stones. She accepted those risks willingly."

Thomas raised his hand to quiet the engineer before he could continue. “I understand, Krythis,” he said, turning back to Morgana. “As I recall, you clearly accepted that the process was untested and dangerous, and that the soul stones might be damaged in the attempt. As Krythis mentioned, it’s fortunate that any of us survived.” He kept his voice calm, letting it carry the gentle firmness that Arthur's essence provided.

Morgana's eyes flashed with renewed fury. "Easy words when the losses aren't yours," she snarled. "I was willing to accept risks when there was hope of saving my child. He's nothing but ash now, scattered to the winds after you destroyed Klingsor's fortress, all because of your broodling Druid. Since I can never recover what truly mattered to me, I believe I deserve full recompense." She turned her gaze toward Thomas with predatory intensity. "I know you recovered replacements from the Telemuter. Three soul stones that belonged to you and your companions. I want them."

A surge of shocked amazement shot through Thomas at her words, and he struggled to keep his expression neutral. He could hardly believe what he was hearing. After everything they had been through, after all the sacrifice and loss, Morgana had apparently learned nothing. Her thoughts remained focused on what she wanted, on what would serve her interests and what she believed she deserved, even when that belief was completely misplaced.

"I think we should discuss this matter when you're calmer," Thomas suggested, his tone remaining gentle despite his growing frustration. "You've suffered a terrible loss, and grief can cloud judgment⁠—"

"No," Morgana interrupted, her voice sharp with rejection. "I won't be dismissed or patronized. We'll discuss this now." Her gaze, calculating and dangerous, shifted between Thomas and Krythis. "Since we're addressing the matter of compensation, let's also discuss Klingsor's crystal. What do you intend to do with it?”

The question caught Thomas off guard. He hadn't had time to formulate specific plans for the necromancer's prison beyond keeping it secure. The crystal currently rested in Excalibur’s armory, its dark surface occasionally flickering with trapped malevolence as Klingsor's essence tested its bonds. Thomas knew only that he couldn't allow such a dangerous artifact to fall into the wrong hands.

Wrong hands like Morgana’s.

“My priority is keeping it safe and ensuring Klingsor can never escape,” he replied.

Morgana's expression showed her incredulity at his response. “And how do you intend to do that, Daeardrayke?” She hissed his title with utter disdain.

The conversation was spiraling toward dangerous territory. Thomas could see the fury in Morgana's eyes, all filters and logic thrown aside in her anger. Arthur's essence stirred within him, providing guidance.

"Morgana," he said, his voice conveying compassion rather than frustration that would get him nowhere. It wasn’t only Arthur’s essence guiding his voice. Vin had taught him how to defuse tense situations, as well, hoping to keep him from ever again resorting to violence. "I understand your pain. I can see how much you're hurting, how desperately you want something—anything—to fill the void that Mordred's loss has created. Making demands won't bring him back. Mocking me won't ease your grief."

The gentle words deflated some of Morgana's aggressive posture. Her claws retracted slightly, and her scales began to return to their normal coloration. For a moment, Thomas thought he might have reached through her anger to the genuine anguish beneath, but then her expression hardened again. Pride and fury reasserted their hold on her emotions. "You presume to lecture me about grief?" she asked, her voice dangerously quiet. "You, who has known loss for mere hours compared to my decades of sacrifice? Don't mistake your control of Arthur’s essence for wisdom, Sir Dragon."

She straightened to her full height, every inch the imperial monarch despite her current circumstances. "I won't be talked down to by a child who stumbled into Arthur's legacy by accident. Give me what I'm owed, or I'll take it."

The threat hung in the laboratory's air like a toxic cloud. Thomas refused to take her bait, facing her fury without flinching. He remained still, his expression showing understanding rather than anger, his voice carrying peace instead of confrontation.

"I won't fight you, Morgana," he said quietly. "You're in pain, and you're lashing out because it feels better than facing the emptiness inside, but threatening me won't change what happened. It won't bring Mordred back.”

The unexpected response robbed Morgana of her momentum. She had prepared for argument, for conflict, for the kind of power struggle common among Draconite that had defined her rule for decades. Thomas' refusal to engage on those terms left her disarmed.

"You're insufferable," she said finally, her voice lacking its earlier venom. "Sanctimonious, naive and condescending. I should…I shou…”

Morgana trailed off, staring at him for a long moment, searching his face for some sign of the weakness or selfishness she expected. When she found only genuine compassion backed by unshakeable resolve, something broke inside her.

Without another word, she turned and stalked out of the laboratory. Thomas watched her go, grateful for her retreat.

She's returning to her quarters, Merlin informed him.

Thomas sighed heavily. Thank you, Merlin. He returned his attention to Krythis as the laboratory's tension eased.

The engineer had remained silent during his confrontation with Morgana, but his expression showed the same clear relief at her departure. "She came in demanding her crown and stones as if I had no intention of ever returning them to her," Krythis said, eyeing them, "though I must admit, our lives would be considerably easier if we did keep them.”

The suggestion carried obvious appeal. The surviving soul stones in Morgana’s crown represented significant magical power, and keeping them from Morgana would limit her ability to cause future harm, but Thomas refused to entertain the thought.

"Honor isn't always convenient," Thomas replied. "The moment we betray ours because it's easier than doing what's right, we become the very thing we just fought so hard to stop.”

Krythis's expression showed surprising though reluctant agreement. "You're right, of course. But we could save a lot of lives by taking the easy path. At what point does the equation balance out?”

“Never,” Thomas replied without hesitation. ”We dishonor any lives lost by suggesting otherwise.”

It was a harsh rebuke. Harsher than Thomas intended. He could sense his passion merging with Arthur’s on the topic. And another as well. He knew as certainly as he was standing here that Lancelot would agree with him. So might the Red Knight, for that matter.

Krythis didn’t grow angry. He smiled and nodded approvingly. “Now you sound like I always imagined Arthur would.”

“I know,” Thomas replied, “but that’s not coming from his essence within me. That’s coming from me.”

“That’s why you’re the captain of this ship.”

Thomas motioned to the cracked soul stones. “What happened to them, anyway?”

Krythis sighed. “It’s Morgana’s fault, really, though I wasn’t about to go that far in the argument. I might have ended up without my head. She’s been gathering magic in her stones since she became Queen of Avalon. To put it in simple terms, she overcharged those four. It weakened their crystalline structure, and when the energy was released…”

“...they cracked,” Thomas finished for him.

“Precisely,” Krythis replied. He sighed again, shaking his head. “You aren’t going to give her your soul stones, are you, Sir Dragon?”

“No,” Thomas answered. “She has no claim to them. She knew the risks. She can’t just decide she couldn’t live with those risks after the fact.”

“What if she resorts to violence?”

“If she’s stupid enough to try, she’ll be dealt with,” Thomas answered, resting his hand on the pommel of Cindlar’s Blade. “Though I can’t promise her grief won’t make her that dumb.”

“It would be better for everyone if it did, I suppose.” He paused, as if enjoying the thought of Thomas running her through. “What happens next? Where do we go from here?"

“First, we need to navigate out through the Corridor,” he answered. “I haven’t gotten much further than that. I just want to get us out of this system and back to friendly space. Which reminds me, I need to relieve Gareth from command. He's been on the flight deck since we left Kheir-Lossan. You should get some rest, too, along with the rest of your team.”

“I will,” Krythis promised. He laughed softly. “The funny thing is, I was here because I was trying to determine what happened to the soul stones myself. If I had simply gone to bed, I could have avoided the unpleasantness.”

“You have a lot of reasons to hate Morgana,” Thomas said. “I commend your relative calm.”

Krythis laughed harder. “I prefer myself with a head, Captain,” he answered. “It’s truly as simple as that.”

Thomas allowed himself a smile before turning and exiting the lab. Merlin, he said as he headed for the teleportal up to the flight deck on level three. I need your humanoid GOLEM to stand guard over the lab, in case Morgana decides to cause trouble.

Of course, my boy, though I should point out that such measures might create additional tensions with our...distinguished guest.

I know. Too bad. This is my ship. I won’t allow her to run amok on it. The decision felt uncomfortable, like a betrayal of the trust he wanted to extend toward someone who had ultimately honored their agreement, but Arthur's essence reminded him that wisdom sometimes required protecting people from their own worst impulses.

Three days to civilization. If he was lucky, Morgana would spend all of them in her quarters.

He could only hope.


CHAPTER 2


Thomas adjusted his stance in Excalibur’s cramped cargo hold, looking out over the assembly pressed together in the confined space. The memorial service for Taliesin had drawn nearly everyone aboard Excalibur except for Gareth and Brennan, who remained on the flight deck maintaining their course through the Blackveil Corridor. Even Frambur had squeezed his massive frame into the back corner, the ogre's features solemn with respect for a man he had never known.

The shapeshifter's body lay on a simple platform they had constructed from cargo containers, covered by a ceremonial banner Merlin had produced, emblazoned with their golden dragon’s head logo. Thomas had insisted on the dignity of a proper farewell, despite the practical constraints of their situation. Taliesin, who had known Arthur personally and who had helped bring Excalibur into existence, deserved better than being jettisoned into space—which Merlin informed Thomas had always been his wish—without acknowledgment of his sacrifice.

"Taliesin gave his life so that we could reach Klingsor's fortress," Thomas continued, the cargo hold silent except for his voice and the subtle vibration of Excalibur's engines carrying them toward safety. “In his wolf form, he fearlessly dove into the undead ranks, drawing their attention away from our path to the gates. Without his courage, without his willingness to sacrifice himself for the mission, we would all be dead, and Klingsor and Turquine would be alive, using the Telemuter to complete their conquest of Avalon.”

The assembled crew listened with quiet attention. Krythis and his Sidhe engineers stood near the front, their elegant features marked by genuine grief. They hadn’t known Taliesin long, but he’d made a definite impression on them in that short while. Behind them, the surviving Druid guards stood solemnly, several wearing bandages from wounds sustained during the intense fighting. Out of the healing pod less than an hour ago, Thorgrim leaned against the bulkhead, taking a bit of weight off his still sore ankle while the remainder of Excalibur’s flight crew observed from various places, some more visibly emotional, others stone-faced like the Dwarven warrior.

"He was brilliant," Thomas said, his voice growing stronger as Arthur's essence flowed through his words. "One of the finest engineers in Avalon's history. But more than that, he was a friend who never hesitated to help others, never complained about the impossible tasks we asked of him, and never lost his sense of humor even in our darkest moments."

Merlin's mouse GOLEM perched on a nearby crate, its blue optical sensors dimmed with what Thomas could only interpret as grief. After all, the digital consciousness had lost more than a friend. Taliesin had been instrumental in Merlin's own creation, one of the few beings who truly understood the complexity of transferring organic consciousness into digital form.

"When Arthur's knights went to battle, they knew that some wouldn’t return," Thomas continued, drawing on memories that felt both his own and inherited from the essence within him. "They accepted that price because they fought for something greater than themselves. Taliesin understood that same truth. He gave his life not just for us, but for every innocent being threatened by Klingsor's power."

Thomas could see the weight of loss reflected in every face, grief for a friend and colleague, but also the bone-deep exhaustion that came after sustained combat. They had won their battle against impossible odds, but victory always carried a price they were all coming to know well.

"His sacrifice ensured that Avalyeth remains free," Thomas said, preparing to conclude the service. "That millions of Druids can live their lives without fear of being turned into weapons against their own people. That children like Halvy can grow up in a galaxy where necromantic horrors don't threaten every world. Taliesin's legacy isn't just in the machines he built or the problems he solved, it's in the lives he saved through his courage and sacrifice.”

Movement—a shadow passing across the opening in the corridor beyond the cargo hold's entrance—caught Thomas's attention, causing him to instinctively tense. Merlin hadn’t warned him, likely because he was focused on the service, but he was sure he knew who was making an intentionally late arrival. He struggled not to react with anger at her since she had also known Taliesin as a friend once. Before Camelot.

Morgana had kept to herself in her quarters since their confrontation in the lab. A silver lining to her late intrusion, at least. But if she wanted to attend the service for Taliesin, she should have come at the start of the service. Maybe she could have even found something nice to say about the fallen engineer.

But it wasn’t Morgana who entered the cargo bay.

Instead, a much smaller figure appeared in the doorway, stepping hesitantly into the cargo bay, his young face pale and uncertain as he took in the assembled crowd. The boy looked smaller than Thomas remembered, his frame diminished by the ordeal he had endured. His silver hair had been cleaned and trimmed during his unconsciousness, but his face still showed the pallor of someone who had been drained beyond normal endurance.

"Halvy," Thomas said without thinking, unable to keep the relief from his voice.

Every head in the cargo hold turned toward the young wizard. Smiles broke across tired faces. While several of the Druid guards shifted forward as if to welcome him properly, Kaelithan's reaction was the most immediate and overwhelming. "Halvy!” he cried, pushing through the crowd with desperate urgency, his face lit up with joy at seeing his young friend. “Thank the ancient trees, you're awake! We’ve been so worried⁠—“

The boy raised one small hand, stopping Kaelithan's approach before the older wizard could embrace him. The gesture was gentle but firm, creating a barrier between them that suggested internal walls built during his captivity. Halvy's expression remained neutral, almost distant, as if he were observing the scene rather than participating in it.

Thomas studied the young wizard's face, noting the subtle changes of trauma endured and innocence lost. The spark of curiosity and enthusiasm that had marked their earlier meetings was gone, replaced by something wary and withdrawn. Halvy looked at the assembled faces as if he wasn't entirely certain they were real.

“Let me conclude the service, and we’ll talk," Thomas said quickly, recognizing that this wasn't the moment for celebration or lavishing overwhelming attention on Halvy. Honoring Thomas’ wishes, Kael turned back around and nodded in compliance.

"Taliesin gave us the gift of victory through his sacrifice,” Thomas began again. “Let us honor that gift by living the lives he died to protect. He would want us to remember him with gratitude, not just grief. If you’d like, please come forward to pay your final respects.”

Thomas turned toward Taliesin’s body, his face peaceful, preserved by Kaelithan’s magic. He bowed his head, putting a fist over his heart and closing his eyes. “Thank you, my friend,” he said, speaking for both himself and Arthur. “Thank you for all you’ve given for me and for Avalon. Your legacy will endure through eternity, in every circuit, wire, and line of code that runs through Excalibur, allowing us to continue the fight.” He remained silent, offering a moment of respect. As others in the assembly did the same, he remained like that for a few seconds before straightening and stepping away, allowing Tivan and Garant to replace him.

Thomas cut through the crowd to the back of the bay, where Kaelithan remained with Halvy near the door. Reaching them, he knelt down in front of the young Druid. "Do you remember us, Halvy? Kaelithan and me?" he asked gently, his voice carrying the careful tone of someone approaching a frightened animal. He searched his eyes for the boy he had known, finding only stark emptiness. “You and I met on Avalyeth, along with Ryn.”

Halvy's pale eyes moved between them, confusion flickering across his young features. “Ryn,” he repeated. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” Thomas replied. “He died in the Sacred Caves.”

“I know you. Both of you. It all feels like a dream. Like something that might disappear if I look at it too closely."

"You're safe now," Thomas said, infusing his words with all the reassurance Arthur's essence could provide. "You're aboard Excalibur. Turquine and Klingsor can't hurt you anymore."

“Master,” Halvy said softly, though his voice carried no emotion. “Where is he?”

Thomas exchanged a concerned glance with Kaelithan before answering. Why was he still calling Turquine his master? “He's gone. He died freeing you from Klingsor's machine. In the end, he chose to sacrifice himself to protect you rather than serve Klingsor and his own self-interests.”

The information seemed to pass through Halvy without leaving any impression. The boy nodded as if accepting a fact about weather patterns in distant systems, intellectually processed but emotionally meaningless. "And what of Klingsor?" Halvy asked with the same flat tone.

"Contained," Thomas replied. "You trapped him back in his crystal prison. You saved all of us."

Again, no reaction. Halvy received the information with the same detached acceptance. The lack of emotional response was more disturbing than distress would have been.

"I have no memory of it," Halvy said finally. "The last thing I can recall clearly is entering the Telemuter. Everything after that is fragments and shadows."

Kaelithan moved closer, though he kept some distance out of respect for the barrier Halvy had established. "That might be for the best," he said softly.

"I'm afraid I'll wake up," Halvy continued, his voice gaining a note of anxiety. "That this is just another dream, and I'll open my eyes to find myself back in that place, connected to that machine." He paused, wrapping his arms around himself. "But I'm also afraid I won't wake up. That my master is truly dead, and a new torture is about to begin.”

The confession revealed the depth of psychological damage inflicted by his captivity. Anger filled Thomas. Not at Halvy, but at the monsters who had reduced a vibrant, curious child to this fragile, confused state. At Klingsor, Turquine, and Trilthan. But most of all, at Morgana. She had set everything in motion that had led to Halvy’s current state. And then she had the audacity to make demands of him?

"You're on Excalibur," Thomas repeated. "This is real. You're safe, and you're free to make your own choices about what happens next."

"Choices," Halvy repeated, as if the word was foreign to him. "I'm not sure I know how to make choices. It was easier when someone told me what to do. I didn't have to think about whether I was doing the right thing or the wrong thing."

The statement fueled Thomas’ fire. The boy who had once shown such independent spirit had been conditioned to prefer slavery over the burden of freedom. The psychological chains might prove harder to break than the physical ones had been.

"You don't have to make any big decisions right now," Kaelithan said gently. "Small ones are enough. Like whether you want to stay here or go somewhere more comfortable."

Halvy considered this for a long moment, his pale eyes studying their faces as if searching for hidden motives or threats. "Could I see more of the ship?" he asked hesitantly. "I've never been on anything like this before."

Thomas felt a spark of hope at the first sign of genuine interest the boy had shown. "Of course. Would you like a tour right now? I could show you around.”

"Maybe," Halvy said, though his tone remained flat. “But…” he hesitated.

“What is it?” Kaelithan asked.

“I think I’m hungry. I could eat something first."

The practical considerations seemed to ground him slightly, providing concrete tasks that didn't require emotional processing. Thomas nodded encouragingly. “That sounds like a plan. Kaelithan could show you to your own quarters where you can wash up, and we have a cube dispenser that can prepare whatever you'd like."

"I don't know what I'd like," Halvy admitted. "I don't remember liking things."

"That's all right," Kaelithan said, his voice warm with understanding. “The dispenser is enchanted. It knows what you like. Maybe it will help you remember.”

A hint of a smile reached the edge of Halvy’s lips, vanishing in an instant. “Very well.”

Kaelithan glanced at Thomas once more before his expression shifted and he looked back at the boy. "Halvy, there's something else we need to discuss. The nanites, the tiny machines that were put in your system on Avalyeth. We have a way to disable them completely, if you want to return to exactly how you were before."

Halvy reacted with the same distant flatness. "Remove them?"

"They were used to control you," Kaelithan explained carefully. "To make you serve Turquine against your will. We can take them out so that will never happen to you again."

“Serving my master is my purpose,” Halvy said immediately. His brow furrowed then. “But…” His expression shifted then, brightening as if something pleasant had occurred to him. “...perhaps it doesn’t need to be.”

But then the concept seemed to overwhelm the young wizard. He stared at them for a long moment, his pale features showing strain as he tried to process concepts that had been systematically erased from his understanding.

"I don't know," he said finally. "I don't know what I want. I don't know who I want to be. What if I make the wrong choice?"

"There's no wrong choice here," Kaelithan assured him. "And you don't have to decide right now. The nanites aren't hurting you anymore. We can remove them whenever you're ready, or leave them alone if that's what you prefer."

"Okay," he said quietly, Kael’s reassurance seeming to ease some of his anxiety. "I guess I don't need to know right now."

"Exactly," Kaelithan agreed. "For now, let’s get you something to eat.”

Kaelithan extended his hand carefully, waiting for Halvy's permission before making contact. When the boy didn't object, the older Druid gently took his hand and guided him toward the hold's exit.

Thomas watched them leave, his heart heavy with concern for the young wizard's condition. The boy who had once been so full of life and showed much promise was gone, replaced by someone who had been systematically broken and rebuilt into nothing more than a tool.

But he knew to some small extent what it was like to build yourself back up from nothing. With time, attention, and care, they could help get Halvy back, maybe not quite like he was before, but at least enough of him that he could again live his life freely.

“I feel badly for the boy,” Thorgrim said, stepping up beside Thomas. “They put him through darkness no one, least of all a child, should ever have to experience.”

“We’ll help guide him back into the light,” Thomas replied, rising to his full height and smiling mildly at the Dwarf. “Thank you for caring.”

“Aye. If you need anything⁠—”

Thomas. Merlin hailed him through their neural connection, interrupting his ability to hear Thorgrim. Please report to the flight deck immediately.

The urgency in the digital consciousness' tone sent alarm bells ringing through Thomas' awareness. He had been hoping for a peaceful transit through the Blackveil Corridor, time for everyone to recover from their ordeal before facing new challenges.

“Thorgrim, there’s trouble,” he told the Dwarf. “I need to go.” He didn’t wait for Thorgrim’s reply, already moving toward the teleportal that would take him back up to the upper levels. What’s wrong? he asked Merlin.

It’s Visceral, Merlin replied, the two words carrying implications that sent a shiver down Thomas’ spine.

He broke into a dead run.


CHAPTER 3


Thomas' feet hammered against Excalibur's deck as he raced toward the teleportal, his mind churning with possibilities. Visceral's appearance in the Blackveil Corridor was no coincidence. The last he had seen of the ship, it was retreating with the rest of Turquine’s small fleet, making way for the undead army they had dropped onto Avalyeth to do its grisly work. No doubt, the Flayers were returning to Kheir-Lossan, likely confused by the Telemuter’s sudden and total failure.

A part of him wanted to see their faces when they reached the planet and saw nothing but a crater where the fortress had been. But here in the Corridor, where navigation had to be precise to avoid being ripped apart, any confrontation could lead to the destruction of either or both ships.

The teleportal's blue energy enveloped him, depositing him into the corridor leading to the flight deck. Summoned by Merlin over the ship’s internal comms, Burl was already ahead of him with Tryvane and Bilbic. Moments later, running footsteps behind him let him know Tivan, Garant, Percival, and Aldrich followed close behind him.

“Everyone, to your pods,” he ordered as they burst onto the flight deck, making a beeline for the command pod, his crew moving toward theirs. The dark gel responded to Thomas’ presence with eager warmth, flowing around his body as he settled into his seat. Even before his canopy had fully closed, his consciousness connected to the neural interface.

The moment the neural link merged with the ship’s sensor data, Thomas didn't need to ask what had prompted Merlin's urgent summons. The information flowed directly from Gareth's consciousness into his own, Gareth's shock and confusion washing through him like ice water. He sensed the man’s mind struggling to process what Excalibur's sensors revealed.

Visceral hung motionless in the treacherous space ahead of them, her angular form silhouetted against the swirling energies between the two neutron stars of the Blackveil Corridor. Obviously, something was fundamentally wrong with Turquine's flagship. She was dead in the water, dark and silent, showing no signs of active navigation or any other activity. Only the corridor's gravitational currents kept her from tumbling end over end toward one of the massive stellar remnants that bordered the passage. She was trapped in the same cosmic river that carried Excalibur toward safety. Limited damage—scuffing and some armor ablation—marred her hull, but Thomas saw nothing that should have taken the ship completely offline.

How long do you think she’s been here? Thomas projected through the neural link.

It’s difficult to determine, Gareth replied, his mental voice tense.

Thomas had his suspicions about what had happened to Visceral. They must have encountered Ironside. He left Kheir-Lossan ahead of us by nearly two hours. Two ships passing through the corridor in opposite directions, they likely had a fire fight, and with Lancelot’s expertise in space combat, Ironside won.

His crew's reactions—surprise, concern, fear, and confusion—filtered through the neural interface.

How could that be? Burl asked. There’s not enough damage to Visceral for her to have been knocked offline.

Unless she was already having problems with her systems, Aldrich suggested. Maybe it wasn’t Ironside at all. Maybe she just broke down.

It’s possible, Gareth agreed. She could have been knocked around during the attack on Avalyeth. Or this could be a trap.

What are our orders? Percival asked. The question forced Thomas to make a quick decision. Should they investigate, flee, or attack?

We should continue through the corridor, Tryvane suggested. Whatever happened to that ship, it's not our concern. We have wounded aboard, and our own mission to complete.

The practical assessment was sound. Visceral represented nothing but complications…except, what if they found a ship full of dead Flayers that they could claim for the rebellion? Unfortunately, there was a good chance they’d be stuck here for who knew how long—time they couldn’t really spare—making repairs. And like Gareth had suggested, there was always the chance that the ship might be a trap, bait designed to lure them in to be killed.

Yeah, you’re right, he projected. Brennan, guide us around the derelict without getting us sucked into the gravity wells of those stars.

Aye, Captain.

Excalibur had just begun to change vectors when the door to the flight deck slid open and Halvy burst through with explosive force. "Wait!" he gasped, stumbling in his rush to the command pod, his outstretched hand all that kept him from face-planting into the clear canopy. Thomas’ eyes flew up to his. “Please!” Halvy begged, panting from exertion, his pale features flushed with exertion and panic. “You can’t leave them!”

"Halvy…” Kaelithan appeared beside the boy, his breathing labored from trying to keep pace with the boy's desperate sprint from the galley. “Let Thomas and the crew do⁠—”

"He needs help," Halvy interrupted, his eyes fixed on the main projection where Visceral's dark form hung in the void. The young wizard's gaze held an intensity that Thomas hadn't seen earlier, the first sign of genuine emotion breaking through his otherwise detached numbness. "We have to help him."

Confusion rippled through the neural interface as his crew struggled to understand the boy's urgent plea. Thomas shared their inability to comprehend what had driven the boy to such desperate action.

"Help who?" Kaelithan asked gently, his voice carrying the careful tone of someone addressing a traumatized child. "That's Turquine's ship, Halvy. Whoever is aboard is our enemy."

"It’s Norsp," Halvy said quietly. "He's still alive. I can sense him. Through our nanites. He's alive, and he's afraid. Please…he’s my friend."

The revelation sent new shock waves through the neural interface. Thomas felt his crew's reactions—surprise, confusion, suspicion of Halvy’s motives, and even sympathy for Norsp—washing over him. Conversely, Thomas knew exactly where Halvy’s concerns were coming from. His nanites connected him to systems that transcended normal human perception. If he sensed Norsp on board Visceral, Thomas had no reason to doubt him.

Captain, Gareth projected. The decision is yours, of course, but we should consider the risks. If this is a trap...

“I understand the risks, Gareth,” Thomas replied out loud for Kaelithan and Halvy. His consciousness was already weighing the factors that would determine their course of action when Arthur's essence stirred within him, offering guidance that felt more like instinct than conscious thought. It would be one thing to bypass the ship without investigation when all signs pointed to it being derelict. It was another to intentionally leave a living soul on board, trapped in one of the most dangerous stretches of void in the galaxy. “Brennan, can you keep us safe within the corridor if we link with Visceral? How stable is our current position?”

Brennan's response came immediately, his words flavored with the confidence of someone who had pushed Excalibur through impossible maneuvers. “Aye, Captain. If needed, I can hold us in position indefinitely while we conduct operations.”

The pilot's assurance removed the last major obstacle to Thomas' decision. Arthur's essence pulsed within his consciousness, reinforcing his natural inclination toward mercy. Whatever had happened aboard Visceral, whatever conflicts had led to her current state, there were principles that transcended tactical considerations.

“Then we need to investigate,” Thomas replied. “If Halvy says someone needs help, we help them.”

“But Captain,” Garant said. “The Flayers are our enemies.”

“Believe me, I know that,” Thomas answered. “But we can’t leave Norsp or any of the others, if they’re alive, stranded out here like this. It would be dishonorable.”

“Honor isn’t much of an ideal,” Garant complained bitterly, his frustration flooding the interface. “It’s more like a yoke around our necks.”

“Brother!” Tivan snapped.

“It’s true,” Garant pressed. “We have the means to end this war in the palm of our hand. All we have to do is close it into a fist and Morgana’s empire is over. And you’re telling me honor is more important? And risking our lives for one of the creatures who killed the crew of Caress? He wouldn’t do the same for us. Don’t you agree, Tryvane?”

The interface fell silent long enough for it to become poignantly noticeable. “I…I don’t know,” he answered, and the interface reinforced his uncertainty.

“Honor isn’t a switch you flip on when it’s easy and off when it’s hard,” Thomas said, paraphrasing one of Vic’s lines. “Brennan, bring us alongside Visceral. Maintain full defensive posture, but prepare for boarding operations.”

Relief flooded through Halvy's features as he heard the decision. The young wizard's eyes brightened with hope, while his small frame straightened with renewed purpose. "I want to go with you," he said, his voice carrying quiet determination. "You'll need me to get aboard safely, and to communicate with Norsp. He won't trust anyone else."

Thomas began to object upon principle. The boy had already endured enough trauma, and exposing him to potentially dangerous situations seemed cruel beyond measure. There were also more practical considerations that made his participation impossible.

"We don't have an EVA suit that would fit you," Thomas said.

Halvy shook his head impatiently, showing the first spark of his old personality. "We don't need environmental suits. I can protect us. But we need to hurry."

The assertion carried absolute conviction despite its apparent impossibility. Thomas found himself caught between rational skepticism and faith in abilities he didn't fully understand. The nanites that enhanced Halvy's magical capabilities had been created through processes that blended science and sorcery in ways that defied easy explanation.

“Burl, you’re with me,” Thomas said before opening his command pod and climbing out. Burl’s pod opened as well, the large man exiting his enclosure.

Thomas immediately reached for his sword belt and helmet, where they hung on the outside of his pod.

"What are you doing?" Halvy asked, tracking his movements with curious intensity.

"The Flayers are dangerous. Even if Norsp is injured, he might still pose a risk to anyone who approaches him."

Halvy shook his head with quiet certainty, his young features showing conviction far beyond his years. "You won't need weapons. I'll protect you. I can keep everyone safe."

The simple statement brought Thomas to pause in his preparations. Five minutes earlier, Halvy had been unable to make a decision about anything. Now he was making statements with complete conviction, almost desperate to save an enemy Flayer.

“Kael, you’re with us, too,” Thomas said.

“Of course,” he replied.

“Hey, Halvy,” Burl said, approaching the boy. “Do you remember me?”

Halvy looked at Burl with the same vacant expression. After a moment, a spark of something glittered behind his eyes. “I think I do. We bunked together, what feels like ages ago.”

“It wasn’t that long ago,”Burl said. “Six months or so. It’s good to see you again, little wizard.”

Halvy froze suddenly, his eyes narrowing. “What did you call me?” he hissed, his tone furious and predatory.

“I don’t know,” Burl said, confused by the reaction. “Little wizard?”

“Don’t ever call me that again,” Halvy growled as magical energy arced from his fingertips.

“Okay,” Burl replied, remaining impressively calm. “I’m sorry, Halvy. I won’t call you that ever again.”

“None of us will,” Kaelithan added.

Halvy relaxed, exhaling sharply. He turned to Thomas. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER 4


The boarding party made their way from the flight deck, back to the teleportal and down to the cargo bay. Both Taliesin’s corpse and the platform his body had rested on were gone, released into the void by Merlin in the span between Thomas’ run to the flight deck and his return.

Brennan has maneuvered Excalibur alongside Visceral, my boy, Merlin reported in mindspeak. Be aware, the outer hatches are all sealed.

Thank you, Merlin, Thomas replied before turning to Halvy. “Merlin reports Visceral’s hatches are all sealed.”

“I can open them,” Halvy replied, as if Thomas had just shown concern about breathing.

The boy moved to the center of the cargo bay, lifting his shard of Arthur’s crystalline matrix from beneath his tunic. The shard began to blaze with increasing intensity, responding to the young wizard's growing concentration. Golden light flowed out from the crystal and surrounded Halvy, gaining in intensity.

"Stand close together," he instructed, his young voice carrying authority that belonged to someone far older. "The protective sphere will encompass all of us, but you need to stay within its boundaries."

Thomas watched in fascination as Halvy weaved magic that transcended anything he’d previously witnessed. The boy's hands moved in intricate patterns, drawing power from Arthur's shard while amplifying it through his own enhanced abilities. The nanites that flowed through his bloodstream served as conduits for energies that would have overwhelmed normal human physiology.

A sphere of golden radiance began to form around their group. Its edges crackled with protective power that made the air itself seem more substantial. Thomas could feel the barrier's strength, not just physical protection but a fundamental alteration of the space they occupied. Within the sphere, normal atmospheric pressure and breathable air maintained themselves through magical means that operated independently of external conditions.

"Ready?" Halvy asked, though his attention remained focused on maintaining the complex spell.

Merlin, open the airlock, Thomas directed.

Beneath them, the bay’s airlock started to iris open, revealing the void beyond. The Blackveil Corridor's energies swirled around them. The torrents of gravitational force and exotic radiation—added to the vacuum—would have killed them in seconds without Halvy's protective sphere. It held firm, a pocket of safety within the cosmic storm.

Visceral’s airlock sat immediately below them, waiting five meters away. Without hesitation, Halvy pushed the bubble out through the open airlock, into space. Even gravity was maintained within the bubble, preventing the weightless feeling as the protective sphere sank toward Turquine’s ship.

Halvy guided them toward the airlock, his gaze fixed on the sealed portal with intense concentration. Magic flowed from his outstretched hands in controlled streams, reaching toward the vessel’s dark hull. As they neared, the airlock cycled open without the blare of alarms.

They crossed the threshold into Visceral's interior, the protective sphere adapting seamlessly to the change in environment. Emergency lighting provided minimal illumination while the absence of background vibration created an added level of eeriness.

"This way," Halvy said quietly as the airlock slid closed behind them. "Norsp is on the bridge. He's alone."

“What about the other Flayers?” Thomas asked.

Halvy shook his head. “I don’t sense them. I believe they’re dead.”

“This has to be Ironside’s work,” Thomas said. “No other being could kill two Flayers on their own.”

“You could,” Burl said. “So could Lancelot.”

“So could I,” Halvy added, his tone surprisingly menacing. “If I wanted,” he added with the voice of a child.

They moved through the ship, through corridors devoid of any signs of life or a struggle to keep it. Halvy knew exactly where he was going, and he led them without hesitation or delay.

There were no signs of violence as they approached the bridge. The heavily reinforced doors remained unmarked, clearly not involved in any of what had happened on the ship.

So why did Halvy believe Norsp was inside?

The young Druid’s magic opened the final barrier, revealing the command center. Like the blast doors, the bridge showed no signs of conflict or trouble. It also wasn’t empty. A single figure slumped against the main command console.

Norsp looked nothing like the enhanced warrior Thomas remembered from their previous encounters. The Draconite's brown scales had lost their metallic luster, while patches of his hide showed the mottled discoloration that suggested injury. His once massive frame seemed diminished, as if the nanites that had enhanced his capabilities had been systematically stripped away.

The surviving Flayer's head rose as they entered the bridge. Norsp’s reptilian features showed pain and surprise as his vertical pupils dilated to focus on their group. "Halvy," he said, his voice carrying a raspy quality that spoke of internal damage. "You're...alive. How are you here?"

Before the young wizard could respond, Norsp's gaze shifted to Thomas as he stepped around Halvy, Burl and Kael following behind him. "Sir Dragon," Norsp growled, recognition and hostility sparking in his eyes, his voice carrying the bitter edge of old conflicts. "Come to finish what your ally started?" He reached for the weapon lying on the console, his movements slow but determined.

"Don't," Halvy said quietly, his pale eyes fixed on the injured Flayer. Thomas felt rather than saw the potential threat of the magic that flowed from the young wizard in invisible streams. The tendrils wrapped around Norsp with gentle but implacable force. "No one here wants to hurt you,” Halvy told him. ”We came to help you."

Norsp's reptilian features showed confusion as his hand froze inches from his weapon, the young Druid’s magical restraints holding his entire body motionless without causing any additional pain. His vertical pupils tracked between Halvy and Thomas as he struggled to understand the situation.

"What happened here?" Thomas asked. "Where are the others? The rest of your crew?"

The questions broke something inside Norsp, his aggressive posture collapsing. The injured Draconite's gaze dropped toward the deck plates, his voice carrying a hollow quality.,"Dead," he said simply. "I'm the only one left."

“Who did this?” Halvy asked. “How?”

The surviving Flayer's expression shifted. "We were returning from Avalyeth,” he began, memory and pain mingling as he recalled events that, despite his enhanced physiology and military training, had clearly left him damaged. “Something happened there. The…the Telemuter, it…” He trailed off as he seemed to realize who he was explaining it to. His demeanor shifted, understanding settling in. “You defeated them,” he said, turning his gaze toward Thomas. “Klingsor, Turquine. That’s why the Telemuter stopped functioning. That’s why the assault ended. That’s why Halvy is here with you.”

“That’s right,” Thomas confirmed. “Klingsor’s fortress is nothing more than a glass crater now. If you don’t want to spend the rest of your life on this ship, we’re your only hope of rescue.”

Norsp laughed softly. “And you would rescue me?”

“Finish your tale, and we’ll see,” Thomas answered.

Norsp winced as movement aggravated injuries his nanites had yet to heal. "We came upon our combat shuttle. No response to hails, no energy signature, apparently dead in the void."

Thomas nodded. “Ironside's escape vessel.”

"Mogris wanted to ignore it," Norsp continued. "Said we had our orders and shouldn't deviate from mission parameters. But I decided to investigate, fearing Turquine had escaped Kheir-Lossan and become trapped, just like I am now.” The Draconite's voice grew quieter, carrying self-recrimination that suggested he understood the magnitude of his error. "We brought the shuttle aboard, thinking Turquine would reward us for picking him up.”

"But it wasn't Turquine,” Thomas said, already understanding the trap that had been laid.

"Lancelot waited inside," Norsp disputed. "Hidden in the shuttle's cargo compartment, patient as death itself. He emerged when we started searching the ship, catching us all by surprise.” The surviving Flayer's hands clenched into fists. "He moved like nothing I've ever encountered. Faster than our nanites could compensate, stronger than he had any right to be. And he knew how we would fight. He understood our capabilities, our tactical doctrines, our weaknesses."

Thomas felt sick as he imagined the scene. “Lancelot's body and skills, enhanced and guided by the Red Knight's essence, unleashed against opponents who had no reason to suspect he was anything more than he’d ever been.”

"How did you survive?" Kaelithan asked.

Norsp's expression grew even darker, shame replacing the defensive anger that had marked his earlier responses. "I ran," he said simply. “Ironside struck me first, eviscerated me. The nanites were healing me, but when I saw Mogris fall, when I realized what we were facing, I fled to the bridge and sealed myself inside. I left my brothers to die while I cowered behind reinforced doors."

The admission transcended simple tactical failure. For an enhanced warrior who had been trained to view retreat as worse than death, survival through abandonment of comrades represented a fundamental violation of everything he had been conditioned to value.

"Lancelot, or Ironside, could have broken through the bridge defenses," Norsp continued, his voice carrying bitter certainty. "I know he had the capability. But he chose not to. Instead, he disabled the ship and left me to die or be stranded forever.” The surviving Flayer's gaze met Thomas’ directly, confusion and pain mingling in his reptilian features. "Before he left, he spoke to me through the communications system. Said something about 'the price of broken honor' and how I would have time to contemplate what that meant."

Understanding dawned in Thomas. This wasn't random violence or tactical necessity. It was the Red Knight's twisted sense of justice in action. Turquine had betrayed the promise Ironside had made to Thomas on Kheir-Lossan.

The attack on Visceral was his retribution for tarnishing his honor. Beyond that, Norsp had abandoned his fellow Flayers and run, showing him as a dishonorable coward and marking him for a fate that matched his perceived crime.

"He returned to the shuttle," Norsp concluded, his voice fading to barely above a whisper. "Left me here alone, like I had left my brothers. Perfect symmetry." He looked at Thomas once more. “And now you’re here instead of Turquine. The mission... everything we worked for..."

"Finished," Thomas confirmed. "Your rebellion is over, Norsp.”

The confirmation seemed to break something fundamental in Norsp's consciousness. "Then what am I?" he asked, his voice carrying existential despair as his massive frame sagged against the command console. "What's the point of survival if everything I fought for was meaningless?" His reptilian features showed devastation that came from losing purpose rather than merely suffering physical injury.

"Whose side are you on now?" Halvy suddenly asked, his attention fixed on the injured Flayer with uncomfortable intensity. The question caught everyone off guard, its directness cutting through the complex emotions that filled the bridge.

Norsp stared at the young wizard for a long moment, confusion and pain in his Draconite features as he struggled to process what was being asked of him. "I don't know," Norsp admitted, his voice carrying the honesty of someone who had nothing left to lose. Halvy’s magical restraints continued to hold him prisoner, but his consciousness remained free to grapple with concepts that transcended simple allegiance. "I don't know what sides even exist anymore. Everything I believed in, everyone I served, it's all gone."

Halvy's expression didn't change, but something subtle shifted in his posture. The young wizard's eyes remained fixed on Norsp with unwavering intensity, as if he were reading information that existed below conscious perception. "I know you don't want to die," Halvy said quietly.

"No," Norsp said slowly, the admission carrying weight that transcended simple tactics. "I don't want to die. But I also don’t know how to live without Turquine. The nanites are so cold now. It’s like they’re in mourning.”

“Not for me,” Halvy said. “You don’t need him. Neither do I.”

Norsp stared at the boy, unable to find words to respond to his statement.

"For Halvy’s sake, I can offer you safe passage out of Montsalvat," Thomas said. "Sanctuary aboard Excalibur until we reach a neutral port where you can decide your own future."

"Why would you do that?" Norsp asked, his voice carrying genuine confusion. "After everything that's happened, why extend mercy to an enemy?"

Thomas directly met the surviving Flayer's gaze, allowing Arthur's essence to strengthen his words with absolute conviction. "Because Turquine’s war is over, and you've already paid enough for whatever crimes you committed in service to a cause you believed in. Because Halvy asked me to help you, and as his friend, I can’t refuse such a request.”

The simple honesty of the response cut through Norsp's defensive barriers. The surviving Flayer trembled, whether from injury or emotional overload Thomas couldn't determine. When Norsp finally spoke, his voice had the hollow quality of someone about to do the unthinkable.

"I accept," he said quietly. "For Halvy, if nothing else."

Relief flooded through the bridge's atmosphere as tension that had threatened to explode into violence dissipated. Thomas wasn’t sure how the simple act of mercy might turn out in the end, but the way Halvy’s gaze settled on him with gratitude made it worthwhile.

The rescue was complete, but somewhere in the void beyond the Blackveil Corridor, Ironside continued his journey in Lancelot's stolen form. What trouble could he cause now that he possessed the skills of Arthur's greatest knight?

Thomas suspected their troubles had only just begun.


CHAPTER 5


The unnatural peculiarities of the Blackveil Corridor had become such a constant presence to Thomas that he no longer noticed the subtle tugs and shifts. Three days of threading between neutron stars had taught his body to expect the occasional lurch, the momentary vertigo as gravitational eddies caught Excalibur's hull. What he hadn't expected was the cold knot of dread that settled in his stomach when Merlin's voice reached out to him through their neural connection.

Thomas, I thought you should know that Morgana has left her quarters.

Thomas’ jaw clenched involuntarily. For the past two days, the Draconite Queen had remained secluded in the quarters he'd assigned her, not even emerging for nutrition cubes. He'd allowed himself to hope that her grief would keep her contained until they reached the end of the Corridor, where she could depart with her damaged crown and whatever remained of her imperial dignity.

Where is she headed? Thomas projected back, already rising from his desk and reaching for Cindlar's Blade.

She appears to be wandering, Merlin replied. No clear destination, just moving through the corridors. Her body language suggests agitation. I think our ceasefire with her may be coming to an end.

The warning sent ice through Thomas' veins. He'd been dreading the moment when Morgana's grief transformed from passive sorrow into active anger. Arthur's essence stirred within him, offering strength for whatever confrontation awaited. There was certainly going to be one, if not now, then soon.

Keep tracking her position, Thomas instructed as he secured his sword belt and headed for the door. Let me know immediately if she approaches anything critical. And don’t let her access the lab.

Understood, my boy.

Thomas stalked the corridors, searching for Morgana. He could have gotten exact coordinates from Merlin, but he preferred to do some things on his own. There were only so many places she could go that wouldn’t draw an alert from the digital consciousness, so she couldn’t be that hard to find. Besides, it gave him time to work on his composure. Whatever conversation came once he caught up to her, he didn’t expect it would be pleasant.

He found her in the training area fifteen minutes later. She stood with her back to the entrance, a practice sword held in perfect guard position. She didn’t notice him before springing into motion, the blade sweeping through the air with deadly grace as she executed a series of forms.

Thomas folded his arms across his chest and watched from the doorway as she flowed from one stance to another, her movements carrying the fluidity of someone for whom combat was as natural as breathing. She danced forward, twirling and leaping, the sword a silver blur through the air as she completed complex maneuvers that left him in awe.

After a few minutes of this, Morgana settled back into her guard position, her breathing controlled despite the intensity of her exercise. She remained that way for a few seconds before once more dropping into a fighting stance. It was clear she was trying to burn away the pain of her loss, along with her frustration and anger.

"Mourning by sparring?" he asked, dropping his arms and making his presence known by stepping into the chamber, the sliding doors swishing closed behind him. "Or preparing for something specific?"

Morgana's shoulders tensed at the sound of his voice, but she didn't immediately turn around. Instead, she executed one final combination—a complex series of cuts and thrusts—before facing him in a parry Thomas knew full well represented a killing thrust through his midsection. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t standing anywhere near her; he got the message.

"Sir Dragon," she said, her eyes blazing with emotion. Yet, her scaled features remained carefully neutral. "I didn't expect an audience for my exercise routine."

"I didn't expect to find you here," Thomas replied honestly, his hand resting casually on Cindlar's pommel. "How do you feel?"

The question drew a laugh from her that carried no humor whatsoever, the sound sharp enough to cut glass. "My son is dead, reduced to ashes because your pet wizard couldn't control his temper. My crown sits in your laboratory, damaged by your engineer's incompetence. I'm aboard the ship of my enemy, dependent on his mercy for safe passage back to my empire.” She tilted her head slightly, studying him with predatory intensity. "How exactly should I feel about any of that?"

Thomas recognized the danger in her tone, the way grief had crystallized into something harder and more focused. Arthur's essence provided guidance, reminding him that wounded predators were often more dangerous than healthy ones. "I understand your pain."

"Do you? Do you really understand what it means to lose the only being in the universe who matters to you? Because I find that difficult to believe, coming from someone who stumbled into Arthur's legacy by accident and calls it destiny."

The barb found its mark, stinging more than Thomas cared to admit. He forced himself to remain calm, recognizing the attempt to provoke him into an emotional response that would justify whatever she was planning. “I understand from Krythis that you were concerned about the return of your crown,” he said. “Rest assured, it will be returned to you prior to your departure. I’m sure you understand, it’s a security risk to provide access to it before then.”

"With all nine soul stones, I assume?" Morgana replied, the practice sword still held in a casual grip that somehow managed to seem threatening. "Both the intact ones and the empty shells your Sidhe engineer damaged through his carelessness."

"That was our agreement," Thomas confirmed, though something in her manner made him uneasy. The way she held herself spoke of coiled energy, like a spring compressed beyond its normal limits and ready to release that tension in explosive fashion.

"But you won't give me any of yours," she pressed, her eyes fixed on his face with uncomfortable intensity. "The soul stones you recovered from Klingsor's machine. Those remain off-limits, despite my losses."

As she swung her head around to look at him, Thomas met her gaze directly, refusing to show the uncertainty that gnawed at his resolve. "That was never part of our deal. You knew the risks when you agreed to power the portal. The fact that four of your stones were damaged doesn't entitle you to compensation."

"Ah yes, our deal," Morgana said, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "The agreement that included recovering Mordred intact so that he could be taken to the Wastes for duplication. Tell me, Sir Dragon, how well did you uphold your part of our bargain?"

The accusation caught Thomas off guard. "No one could have guaranteed Mordred's safety once Klingsor took control of him," he said, with less conviction than he would have liked. "The situation was beyond anyone's ability to predict or control. I’m not Nimue or a Seer, and I don’t have a Scrying Eye.”

Morgana's laugh was sharp and bitter, her scaled features twisting into an expression of absolute contempt. "Really? Would it truly have been so difficult to guarantee that his corpse wouldn't be turned to ash? That a twelve-year-old boy wouldn't be allowed to incinerate my son?" Her voice rose with each word, the careful control she had maintained beginning to crack. "You could have stopped him. You could have prevented the destruction. But you chose not to."

Thomas opened his mouth to respond, then closed it again as he realized he had no words that would calm her tempest. Even Arthur’s essence suggested it would be better not to speak at all.

"Tell me about the boy," she said suddenly, her tone shifting to something that might have been curiosity. "Halvy. He's awake now, isn't he?"

Thomas felt his muscles tense at the unexpected change of subject. "What makes you think that?" Every instinct warned him that this was dangerous territory, that any information he provided about Halvy could be weaponized against them.

“I’ve been reading beings like you for over a hundred years. There’s a tension in you, but that comes from your responsibilities in handling me. There’s also a relief. No doubt concerning the boy.”

Thomas considered lying, but recognized that denial would accomplish nothing except to convince her that Halvy represented some kind of valuable asset worth his protection and her pursuit. "He's awake," he confirmed reluctantly, "but he's still recovering from his ordeal. He needs time and space to heal."

"Of course he does," Morgana agreed, her voice carrying false sympathy that made Thomas's skin crawl. "The poor child has been through so much. Used as a weapon, tortured for weeks, forced to channel energies that no mortal mind should have to bear." She paused, studying his reaction with calculating interest. “I just had a thought, Daeardrayke. If you find my request for soul stones unfair, perhaps a different recompense will be more to your liking.”

Thomas doubted it, but he nodded. “Go ahead.”

“Halvy killed my son. Took him from me forever. But he’s still a boy. He still needs guidance. And he’s shown immense aptitude for the arcane. If you won't cover my losses with functional soul stones, perhaps you could give him to me instead."

Thomas laughed in her face before he could stop himself, the sound erupting from his chest with genuine disbelief at the audacity on her part. "You can't be serious. After everything Halvy has endured, after the trauma you helped inflict on him, you think I'd just hand him over to you? He isn't my property to hand over to anyone, nor yours to claim," Thomas said, his voice tight with anger at her casual dismissal of the boy's humanity.

He expected her to explode with fury at his dismissive response. He prepared himself for the torrent of threats and accusations that would follow such a blatant rejection of her demands. Instead, Morgana's expression remained eerily calm, her eyes reflecting a coldness that worried him far more than any outburst would have.

"You know," she said conversationally, as if discussing the weather rather than making veiled threats, "I used to spar with Arthur quite regularly. Back when we were simply brother and sister, before things got...messy."

The abrupt change of subject left Thomas off-balance, uncertain whether this was another attempt at psychological manipulation or simply the rambling of someone whose grief had affected her rational thinking. "I'm not sure what your point is."

"He was an excellent teacher," Morgana continued, beginning to pace around the training chamber's perimeter while keeping the practice sword in a casual grip. "Patient, thorough, always willing to explain the reasoning behind each technique. He taught me that combat wasn't just about strength or speed. It was about understanding your opponent, finding their weaknesses, exploiting the gaps in their defenses."

Thomas watched her movement with growing unease. The way she held the practice weapon spoke of countless hours of training, decades of refinement that had made her as dangerous with a simple metal blade as she was with magic.

"Arthur believed that every opponent had a vulnerability," Morgana explained, her voice taking on an almost dreamy quality as she lost herself in memories. "Some physical weakness that could be exploited, some emotional pressure point that could be manipulated, some moral conviction that could be turned against them. He was very good at finding those vulnerabilities in others."

"And you learned from him," Thomas observed, beginning to understand where this conversation was leading.

"Oh yes," Morgana confirmed, her scaled features showing the first genuine smile he had seen since their return from Kheir-Lossan. Yet, there was nothing warm or pleasant about the expression. It carried the cold satisfaction of a predator that had cornered its prey. "I learned everything he had to teach. And then I learned a few things he hadn't thought to share."

The training chamber suddenly felt much smaller than it had moments before, the bulkheads pressing inward as Thomas realized he was alone with someone who had orchestrated the fall of a galactic civilization through patient manipulation and strategic violence. Morgana might be grieving, might be dependent on his mercy for safe passage, but she was still one of the most dangerous beings in the universe.

"What's your point, Morgana?" Thomas asked, his voice steady despite the adrenaline beginning to flow through his system.

"I loved Arthur," she said simply, the words carrying weight that transcended their apparent simplicity. "Loved him with everything I was, everything I could have become. I would have given him anything—my loyalty, my service, my very life if necessary. All he had to do was ask."

Thomas felt Arthur's essence stir within him, responding to the emotional resonance of her words with something that might have been recognition or regret. The ancient king's presence provided no guidance for this situation, no wisdom about how to handle someone whose love had been transformed into something twisted and destructive.

"But he denied me," Morgana continued, her voice hardening as old wounds reopened. "Rejected what I offered, chose his precious ideals over the reality of what we could have built together. And look what I did to him when he made that choice. Look what I did to everything he had created, everyone he tried to protect."

The implicit threat hung in the air between them like a sword suspended by a thread. Thomas understood now why she had begun this conversation, why she had chosen this moment and this place to deliver her message. This wasn't grief talking; this was a promise wrapped in reminiscence.

"You're threatening me," Thomas said, his hand moving instinctively toward Cindlar's hilt.

"I'm educating you," Morgana corrected, her orange eyes blazing with cold fire. "About the consequences of denying me what I want, what I need, what I deserve after everything I've sacrificed." She stopped pacing, turning to face him directly with the practice sword held in perfect guard position.

Thomas drew Cindlar's Blade in a smooth motion, the ancient Dwarven weapon's runes flaring to life as it cleared its scabbard. The sword's weight felt reassuring in his grip, its enchanted edge catching the chamber's lighting as he settled into his own defensive stance.

"If you're planning to attack me," Thomas said quietly, "you should know that I won't hold back."

"Attack you?" Morgana's eyebrows rose in apparent surprise, though her grip on the practice weapon never wavered. "My dear Sir Dragon, I'm simply having a conversation. Perhaps I’d like to demonstrate a few of the techniques Arthur taught me, show you the level of skill you'll eventually need to face me."

Without warning, she exploded into motion, the practice sword carving a silver arc through the air in an attack that would have opened his throat—something even a practice sword was capable of doing—if he hadn't been ready for it. Thomas parried, Cindlar's enchanted edge meeting the simple metal with a ringing clash that sent vibrations through both weapons. The impact and resulting blade lock should have shattered the practice blade, but undoubtedly it was reinforced by magical energy Morgana channeled through her grip.

She immediately spun away, her scales reflecting the chamber's lighting as she flowed into a series of attacks testing every defensive technique Lancelot had taught him. Thomas found himself giving ground, his reflexes barely sufficient to keep pace with her speed and accumulated skill.

"You're very good," Morgana observed conversationally as she pressed her assault, her breathing controlled despite the intensity of their exchange. "Arthur's essence lends you capabilities beyond normal, but skill and power aren't the same thing, are they?"

Her next attack came from an impossible angle, the practice sword seeming to bend around his guard as she exploited a gap in his defenses. Only a desperate backward leap saved him from a strike that would have collapsed ribs, while her follow-up thrust nicked the helix of his ear. Thomas ignored the blood that welled and ran down to drip off his ear lobe.

"The thing about Arthur," Morgana continued as they circled each other, looking for openings, "was that he always fought with restraint. Always held something back, always tried to find solutions that didn't require complete destruction of his opponents. It was one of his most admirable qualities."

Thomas launched his own attack, Cindlar's Blade weaving through patterns designed to overwhelm her defenses through sheer speed and aggression. Morgana met every strike with effortless grace, her nanite-enhanced physiology allowing her to match and exceed his capabilities. Where his attacks sought to end the fight quickly, hers seemed designed to demonstrate her superiority through prolonged engagement.

"It was also his greatest weakness," she said, deflecting a thrust aimed at her heart while simultaneously launching a counter-attack that forced him to abandon his offensive entirely. "He could never quite bring himself to do what was necessary when it really mattered. Could never quite cross that final line that separated victory from mere survival. I don’t have that weakness.” She smirked, her voice carrying absolute conviction as her practice sword carved through the air close enough to his face, drawing a thin line of blood across his cheek.

Thomas realized with sudden clarity that Morgana wasn't holding back the way their circumstances should have demanded. She was fighting with the full lethal intent of someone who meant to kill, regardless of the consequences.

Their blades locked and she pressed him back toward the compartment’s bulkhead, holding him there. "When I decide something needs to be destroyed, I destroy it completely. When I identify an obstacle in the way of my goals, I remove it. Permanently. When someone takes something that belongs to me..."

She didn't finish the sentence, but she didn't need to. The implication was clear enough to make Thomas's blood run cold. This wasn't just a demonstration of her skills. It was a preview of what would happen once their agreement expired, once she was free to pursue her own agenda without the constraints of honor or mutual benefit.

"One way or another, I will have something to show for all the losses I've endured," Morgana said quietly, her orange eyes blazing with fanatic intensity. "If you think your crew's loyalty or this ship's defenses will be enough to stop me, you're more naive than I thought."

Thomas shoved her back, Cindlar's superior leverage breaking the blade lock and forcing her weapon aside. Even as he created distance between them and regained his footing, he could see the cold certainty in her expression. She had absolutely decided on a course of action and was merely waiting for the right moment to implement it.

“You truly have learned nothing,” Thomas said quietly, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

Morgana's laugh was sharp and bitter, the sound echoing off the bulkheads as she stepped back and lowered her practice weapon. “On the contrary. I realized long ago that the universe was fundamentally unjust and that the only way to achieve anything meaningful was to impose your will through superior force. I almost thought differently for a short time. But Mordred’s death. Your survival. They’ve served to reinforce what I always believed.”

She dropped the blade on the deck and moved toward the exit, brushing his shoulder as she passed him almost hard enough to push him aside. The casual contempt in the move spoke of absolute confidence in her eventual victory and her complete disrespect of everything he stood for.

As she reached the doorway, she paused and looked back over her shoulder. "Excalibur won't be enough to save you. Your crew's loyalty won't be enough. Arthur's essence won't be enough. When I decide what I want, nothing will be enough to stop me."

“We have an agreement,” Thomas said, the words coming out in a weak defense after the verbal pummeling he had just endured.

“Our agreement won’t stand forever,” she replied.

With that, she walked away, leaving Thomas alone in the training room with the latent echo of her threats.


CHAPTER 6


The void of space stretched endlessly before the stolen shuttle as it emerged from the Blackveil Corridor. Within the cockpit, Sir Ironside—ensconced in the acquired flesh of Sir Lancelot—allowed himself a moment of satisfaction as he studied the navigation display.

Free.

After centuries of imprisonment within crystalline walls, forced to do Arthur’s bidding in the Wastes. After being forced to serve as Turquine's tactical advisor in exchange for this permanent manifestation. After the humiliation of being bound to lesser beings, he was finally free once more to chart his own course through the galaxy.

As the Red Knight's stolen hands moved across the shuttle's controls with growing familiarity, he could feel subtle movements that were gentler and more precise than his own. Every gesture carried the impulses of two consciousnesses, two sets of experiences layered one atop the other like sediment in stone.

Ironside reflected on the events that had led him here, replaying each moment in his calculating mind. The duel with Sir Dragon had been...illuminating. The boy possessed genuine skill, enhanced by Arthur's essence combined with real experience and training. When their blades first met, Ironside had expected to overwhelm him within seconds. After all, he commanded Lancelot's physical capabilities enhanced by his own centuries of combat wisdom.

The contest had proven more challenging than anticipated. Sir Dragon fought with a peculiar combination of textbook technique and improvisational flair, adapting to Ironside's attacks with responses that seemed almost familiar. It wasn't until the middle exchanges that the Red Knight realized what was happening. Lancelot's own fighting patterns were being executed by someone who had studied under the ancient knight's tutelage.

The irony was delicious. Ironside had been defeated not by Sir Dragon's superior skill, but by his host's own muscle memory working against him. Lancelot's body had moved in ways that his opponent expected, creating openings for his student to exploit. A masterful trap indeed.

Still, honor had demanded he gracefully accept defeat. The code that bound knights—even rogue knights like himself—required acknowledgment of legitimate victory achieved through honest combat. He had yielded properly, as was fitting for a warrior of his standing.

What followed, however, had been an entirely different matter. Turquine's betrayal still rankled, burning like acid in Ironside's acquired chest. The enhanced Draconite had sent him forth as his champion, bound by ancient customs that governed such contests. When Sir Dragon defeated him in honorable combat, those same customs required Turquine to honor the agreement—to surrender and deactivate the Telemuter as promised.

Instead, the coward had simply ignored the outcome, ordering his undead hordes to attack regardless of what oaths had been sworn or bonds accepted. It was the behavior of a barbarian, not a knight, and it had transformed Ironside's defeat from an honorable conclusion to a meaningless charade.

The betrayal had served one useful purpose. It released Ironside from any obligation to serve Turquine's cause or respect his commands. When the moment came to choose sides in the final battle, the Red Knight joined forces with Sir Dragon against their mutual enemy. Not out of any sudden conversion to righteousness, but because honor demanded he stand with those who kept their word against those who broke theirs.

Fighting alongside the legendary ship's crew had been an unexpected pleasure. They moved with the coordination of warriors who completely trusted each other, each member contributing their unique capabilities to the collective effort. Ironside found himself impressed despite his natural cynicism. He’d recognized in them the same bonds of loyalty and mutual respect that had once defined the knights of old.

When the battle ended and the undead began to collapse, Ironside had found himself facing a choice. Sir Dragon had reached the laboratory and no doubt possessed his crystal prison, which he could use to remove the Red Knight from his host and trap him back in his cell. Honor might have demanded he surrender himself for imprisonment, accepting the consequences of his defeat in single combat. But honor was a complex thing. Competing obligations within one’s self sometimes contradicted each other. His duty to accept defeat warred with his need to punish Turquine's betrayal. After so long in captivity, his respect for Sir Dragon's victory had been balanced against his own desire for freedom. Besides, he had never promised Sir Dragon he wouldn’t escape if the opportunity presented itself. That left a gray area that his conscience allowed him to exploit.

When Thorgrim's attention wandered for a crucial moment, Ironside had struck. Not to kill—the Dwarf had fought honorably and deserved better—but to disable his powered armor and create an opportunity for escape. A few precise cuts to hydraulic lines and power conduits had left the exosuit immobilized, but he’d still had to inflict a broken ankle to keep the Dwarf from pursuing him once he was able to engage his suit’s emergency exit system.

The sprint to Turquine's shuttle had been exhilarating, Lancelot's enhanced physiology carrying him across the blasted landscape with supernatural speed. The vessel possessed no security system, or if it did it had been left deactivated. Within minutes, he was airborne and climbing toward orbit, leaving behind the wreckage of Klingsor's ambitions and the complications of unwanted allegiances.

Now, as the shuttle continued its journey through interstellar space, Ironside contemplated his options with the methodical patience of a master strategist. Freedom was meaningless without purpose, and purpose required careful consideration of available resources to achieve potential objectives.

His first thought had been of Arxenor, the Ursan world where he had maintained estates during his mortal existence. He remembered rolling hills covered in golden grain, vineyards that produced wine of legendary quality, and a manor house built from local stone that had weathered centuries with graceful dignity. He had been lord of those lands once, before his fall into darkness, before his transformation into something that existed only for conquest and domination.

Centuries had passed since then, since his death and imprisonment. His properties would have been redistributed, his name likely forgotten or remembered only in cautionary tales. Returning to Arxenor would accomplish nothing except to stir memories better left undisturbed. Besides, there was another destination that called to him with greater urgency.

Vrakos. The remote world where he had fallen in his original body, where Sir Culwich, the White Knight, had finally managed what so many others had failed to achieve. The battle—two master swordsmen at the peak of their abilities, fighting within the courtyard of Culwich’s keep—had been legendary. In the end, superior endurance decided the contest, the White Knight's stamina outlasting Ironside's fury until exhaustion created the opening that ended everything.

His original body would be buried there, along with the sword and armor that had served him through countless campaigns. The Red Knight felt a pull toward those artifacts, a desire to reclaim the physical trappings of his identity even if his consciousness now inhabited another body rather than the one he’d been born in. There would be symbolism in the retrieval of his possessions, completion of a circle that had been left incomplete for far too long.

He input new coordinates into the navigation system, then frowned as the display responded with unwelcome information. The shuttle was equipped only with a standard burst drive, capable of covering only a single light year per hour. Reaching Vrakos from the edge of the Montsalvat system would take months to complete.

Ironside considered his options with growing irritation. He could attempt the journey despite its length, but that would mean weeks of isolation in the shuttle's cramped confines with only Lancelot's consciousness for company. The prospect held little appeal, particularly given the increasing signs of resistance from his unwilling host.

Even now, he could feel Lancelot's presence testing the boundaries of their shared existence. They were mostly small things. Muscles that responded fractionally slower than he intended. Reflexes that hesitated when they should have been instant. The accumulation of minor rebellions suggested a more significant challenge might be brewing.

The ancient knight was learning to work within the constraints of their merged consciousness, finding ways to assert influence despite his subordinate position. It was impressive, though also deeply concerning. If he allowed Lancelot's resistance to grow, it might eventually reach a point where their roles were reversed, where the original owner of the body reclaimed control and left Ironside as the trapped passenger instead of Lancelot.

That possibility required serious consideration. The Red Knight had no desire to trade one prison for another, even if this new captivity came with the illusion of physical freedom. Better to use his current liberty productively while he still possessed it rather than waste time on extended travel in which he might never reach his intended destination. The decision led him to review the star map carried by the shuttle. He needed to locate the closest world with more than a pittance of a population.

He settled on Alorion, another Ursan world, but one accessible within days rather than months. It wasn’t his preferred destination by any means, but it was practical given the circumstances. The planet maintained several major spaceports where he could potentially acquire or gain passage on a ship better suited to long-range travel.

Considering the various challenges that lay ahead, Ironside set the navigation computer for Alorion, a burst course that would get him there in short order. Identity would be his first consideration. Lancelot's face was known throughout the galaxy. His sudden appearance would raise questions that couldn't be honestly answered. Some form of disguise would be necessary, or perhaps a complete change of identity backed by forged documentation.

Then there was the matter of resources. The shuttle contained minimal supplies and no significant valuables like gold on board. Perhaps Lancelot had a vault full of riches somewhere, but he only had the knight’s body, not his mind to know where to find it. And Lancelot surely wouldn’t give him the means to locate and access it. He would need to acquire funds through other means. Thievery was dishonorable, as was murder-for-hire and most other less savory pursuits. Honest work would take too long to pay for what he needed. He knew he had to find something in between. Again, something that landed in the gray areas of the chivalric code.

Perhaps mercenary work would be readily available for someone with his capabilities, though he would need to be selective about employers. Some causes were beneath his dignity, no matter how desperate his circumstances.

His wandering thoughts slowly led to his host testing the Red Knight’s boundaries and asserting himself once more. This time it was more than subtle muscle memory.

"Thomas..."

The name emerged unbidden from his acquired lips, carrying emotional weight that belonged entirely to Lancelot’s consciousness. Ironside couldn’t allow it to continue. He clamped down on the unauthorized vocalization, reasserting control through sheer force of will. Still, the incident was troubling. Lancelot was growing stronger, more capable of brief moments of dominance. Soon he might be able to manage complete sentences, then entire conversations, then...

The Red Knight pushed such concerns aside. Control. He merely needed to maintain control, something that would be easier once he reached Alorion and established himself in more secure circumstances. For now, he needed to focus on the immediate priorities of arrival, concealment, and the acquisition of resources necessary for his longer-term objectives.

The shuttle’s computer completed its calculations. The burst would take nearly two days. Still a long time to be trapped on the small ship, but he had no other choice. He accepted the plotted course and initiated the burst drive, the force pressing him lightly back into his seat as the shuttle rapidly accelerated.

Ahead of him, as the universe narrowed to a cone of light in the utter darkness and the first minutes at burst speed passed, Ironside's thoughts turned inevitably toward the grander design that would define his newfound freedom. The immediate concerns of identity and currency were merely stepping stones toward a far more significant goal, one that had crystallized during his humiliating defeat on Kheir-Lossan's blasted surface.

Sir Dragon had bested him in single combat. The boy who carried Arthur's essence had proven himself capable of exploiting weaknesses that centuries of experience should have eliminated. It was a defeat that cut deeper than mere physical loss, striking at the very foundation of what Ironside had built his existence upon. The unshakeable conviction that he was the supreme warrior in the galaxy.

True, the White Knight had also bested him in combat, but that was a different situation entirely. By then, Ironside’s body had aged beyond most successful knights, pushing the envelope of what someone of his years could accomplish. He had known then that his days were numbered. That any one of his challenges could be his last.

Fighting was what he had lived for then and lived for again in Lancelot’s body. The conviction of his superiority had been momentarily shattered through his defeat by Sir Dragon. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t lost to superior skill, but by his host's cooperation with his student's training. That was an excuse, and he abhorred excuses.

Even so, it would not stand. Could not stand. When next they met—and they would meet again, that much was certain—the outcome would be different.

"You feel it, don't you?" Ironside murmured to Lancelot. "The knowledge of what's coming."

Lancelot's response came not as words but as emotion—determination mixed with protective instinct, the resolve of someone prepared to defend his friend and liege. It was admirable in its own way, though ultimately futile. The ancient knight might possess intimate knowledge of their shared flesh, but Ironside commanded it.

And he always would.


CHAPTER 7


A profound sense of relief washed through Thomas as Excalibur finally cleared the swirling energies of the Blackveil Corridor. Through the neural interface, he could sense his crew's collective exhale as they left the treacherous passage behind and the familiar sensation of normal space settled around them. No more gravitational eddies tugging at the hull. No more exotic radiation painting the void in impossible colors.

“Brennan, excellent work,” Thomas said, speaking out loud through the comms for the benefit of Kaelithan, Thorgrim, and a couple of the Sidhe Engineers who had joined them on the flight deck. “Maintain our current heading and reduce to standard cruise velocity.”

“Aye, Captain,” came the immediate response, flavored with the pilot's own relief at completing the dangerous transit.

Thomas settled deeper into his command pod. “Well done, everyone,” he added. “That was some of the finest flying I've ever experienced.”

“I’m glad to be back in civilized space, such as it is out here,” Gareth said, relief evident in his tone. “What's our next move, Captain?”

Thomas was already accessing the communications array through his neural link, his decision made during the final hours of their transit. “I’m contacting Malevolence. The sooner we get Morgana off this ship, the better for everyone involved.”

His crew's reactions filtered through the neural interface, everyone relieved at the prospect of removing their dangerous passenger. Thomas’ encounter with Morgana in the training chamber had affected him more than he'd initially let on, and the prospect of keeping the Dragon Queen aboard for even another hour felt intolerable.

Through his connection to Excalibur's systems, Thomas activated the communications array, inputting the encryption codes Morthox had provided earlier.

"Malevolence, this is Excalibur. Commander Thrush, we need to talk immediately.”

It took half a minute before Thrush’s face materialized, his bright yellow scales always drawing an inadvertent reaction from Thomas. He flinched slightly as Thrush spoke.

“Captain Drake,” the Draconite officer said. “I think you’ve forgotten your place. While I do owe you my respect for your willingness to come to our aid, that doesn’t⁠—”

“Morgana is on board Excalibur,” Thomas interrupted, cutting through Thrush’s condescension. “I need you to come to these coordinates to collect her.” He transmitted their position.

Thrush’s scales darkened with confusion. "Did you say Her Majesty? You have Queen Morgana aboard your vessel?"

“That’s what I said,” Thomas confirmed.

“Why? How? I…” Thrush trailed off, still reeling from the news.

“She helped us reach Kheir-Lossan in the Montsalvat system through…untraditional means. Klingsor and Turquine are defeated. On my honor, I need to facilitate Morgana’s safe return to Draconia. I assume you can help me with that?”

“Of…of course,” Thrush replied. “Captain Drake, this had best not be some kind of trick.”

“I don’t need to trick you to destroy you,” Thomas replied. “Though I wish it were a trick, because it would mean not having Morgana aboard. She’s not a pleasant passenger, especially since we weren’t able to recover her son’s body.”

Thrush’s scales paled with fear. “I…I see. Malevolence is still in for repairs, but I’ll contact General Strix at once and inform him of the situation. A ship will be along to collect Her Majesty as soon as possible.”

“Understood. Excalibur out.” Thomas closed the channel.

Not too much longer until she's off our ship, Gareth projected. Do you think we can manage that without any more dramatic confrontations?

I certainly hope so, Thomas replied, though he couldn't shake the memory of Morgana's cold certainty as she'd delivered her threats. I need to collect her crown from the laboratory. Keep monitoring approach. I want to have everything ready for the fastest possible transfer.

We'll maintain position and monitor all incoming traffic, Gareth confirmed. Good luck dealing with Morgana.

Knowing he was going to need all the luck he could get, Thomas opened his command pod and climbed out. His legs were slightly unsteady after the prolonged neural net connection, but his muscles quickly adjusted as he made his way to the laboratory. The doors slid open to reveal Krythis hunched over his workstation, making final adjustments to Morgana's restored crown.

The Sidhe engineer looked up as Thomas entered, his elegant features showing the exhaustion that came from days of delicate work. "Perfect timing," he announced, holding up the crown. "I've re-set all nine soul stones, including the damaged ones. It’s all mounted exactly as it was received, though I’m sure Morgana will complain about your refusal to provide her with replacements at least one more time before she disembarks.”

“Thankfully, she’s disembarking as soon as Draconite Central Command sends a ship.” He took the offered crown from Krythis. “Thank you for your work on this.”

“You’re welcome,” Krythis replied. "Though I must admit, I feel somewhat uncomfortable returning the crown."

Thomas nodded. "I know. But our agreement was clear, and I won't break my word regardless of the consequences."

He thanked the engineer again and made his way back through the corridors toward Morgana's quarters, crown in hand. With everything it represented, the crown's weight seemed to increase with each step. The soul stones adorning it had helped her maintain her authority for over a century, and now he was returning it to her, essentially restoring her capability to defend herself from all levels of danger. Though, after their confrontation in the training chamber and seeing the magic she unleashed on Klingsor, Thomas was pretty sure she didn’t need it.

He reached Morgana's quarters and paused outside the sealed door, steeling himself for whatever confrontation might await. Taking a couple of steadying breaths, he activated the door chime, not having to wait long for the portal to slide open, revealing Morgana in full regalia.

She had transformed herself completely since their last meeting. Gone was any trace of the grief-stricken mother who had sobbed over her son's ashes. Instead, she stood before him in the same armor that she had worn on Kheir-Lossan. Her eyes blazed with cold authority, while her posture radiated the absolute confidence of someone born to command.

"Sir Dragon," she said, her voice carrying a controlled, regal cadence. “What news do you have to report?”

“We’ve exited the Blackveil Corridor, as I’m sure you’re aware,” Thomas confirmed, studying her transformed appearance with growing unease. The complete absence of visible emotion was somehow more disturbing than her earlier threats. “A ship is on the way to retrieve you and return you home safely. I’ve brought your crown." He held the artifact out to her, noting how her vertical pupils tracked its movement before looking back up to him.

She didn't immediately reach for it, instead studying his face with calculating interest. "How remarkably trusting of you," she observed, her voice carrying subtle mockery. "Returning a weapon of such magnitude before I'm actually off your ship. Most beings would wait until the transfer was complete before honoring such agreements."

Thomas met her gaze directly, refusing to show the uncertainty her words created. "Our agreement was based on mutual trust. I won't break faith now, regardless of whatever suspicions I might harbor about your intentions."

"Suspicions?" Morgana's eyebrows rose in apparent surprise, though her expression remained carefully neutral. "What possible reason could you have for suspecting my intentions? I've been the perfect guest since our arrival."

Thomas’ jaw clenched at the casual dismissal of their confrontation in the training chamber. Arthur's essence stirred within him, providing strength to resist the provocation while maintaining diplomatic courtesy.

"Perhaps because you spent our last conversation threatening to kill me," Thomas replied evenly.

Morgana's laugh was sharp and precise, the sound carrying no warmth whatsoever. "My dear Sir Dragon, as I told you, that wasn't a threat. That was education. I was simply ensuring you understood the level of commitment I'm prepared to demonstrate when pursuing my goals." She finally reached forward to take the crown, her clawed fingers brushing against his as she took possession of it. "Besides…" She settled the crown on her head with practiced ease. "...if I truly intended immediate violence, do you honestly believe you could stop me? Even with Arthur's essence flowing through your consciousness, even with that Dwarven blade at your side?"

Thomas felt his hand move instinctively toward Cindlar's hilt, but then forced himself to remain still. “I don’t need to do anything. Halvy won’t allow any harm to come to this ship or its crew. If you want to test that theory, you're welcome to try."

The mention of the young wizard caused something subtle to shift in Morgana's expression. Her eyes narrowed slightly, while her scaled features showed the first crack in her imperial composure.

"How interesting that you mention the boy rather than your own capabilities," she observed, her voice carrying renewed mockery. "Hiding behind a traumatized child's power rather than standing on your own merit. Arthur would be so proud."

The barb struck home with surgical precision, hitting exactly the insecurity Thomas had been trying to suppress.

Before he could formulate a response, Morgana continued her verbal assault. "I assume this means you aren’t willing to accept my generous offer of adoption for the boy?”

“I think Halvy’s suffered enough,” Thomas shot back.

Morgana chuckled. "How wonderfully cheeky. You believe I would rob him of his freedom, but that’s not true. I can give him purpose, belonging, power beyond imagining. I can make him my heir, raise him to be the king Morded was always intended to be.” Her voice grew stronger with each word, passion breaking through her imperial reserve as she outlined her vision. "He would rule upon my death, and reshape the galaxy according to his will. He would want for nothing, fear nothing, bow to no one save me. What greater gift could I possibly offer?"

"The gift of choice," Thomas replied, Arthur's essence lending strength to his words. "The right to determine his own path without manipulation or coercion. The chance to heal from his trauma and discover who he truly wants to be."

Morgana's expression showed genuine confusion at his response, as if the concept of voluntary choice was foreign to her understanding. "Choice? What use is choice when most beings lack the wisdom to choose correctly? Power, security, purpose—these are concrete benefits that transcend whatever philosophical comfort choice might provide."

"You're talking about making him a replacement for Mordred," Thomas said. "Trying to fill the void his loss created by turning another child into your image of the perfect heir. You don’t care about him for any other purpose.”

The accusation struck home with devastating effectiveness. Morgana's carefully maintained composure cracked, her orange eyes blazing with fury as her scales darkened to near-black.

"How dare you," she snarled, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "How dare you reduce my love for my son to some psychological dysfunction that can be diagnosed and dismissed."

"I'm not dismissing anything," Thomas replied, maintaining his calm despite the danger radiating from her transformed posture. "I'm pointing out that Halvy deserves better than being forced into a role designed to ease your grief."

"Better?" Morgana's laugh was bitter and sharp, the sound echoing off the corridor's walls. "Better than becoming the most powerful being in the galaxy? Better than having everything he could possibly desire handed to him without struggle or sacrifice? You're delusional if you think your precious freedom offers anything comparable."

Thomas met her blazing gaze directly, refusing to be intimidated. “Your days as queen are numbered. Whether through rebellion, civil war, or simple attrition, your empire won't survive much longer. When it falls, what legacy will you leave behind? What meaning will your power have when there's no one left to wield it?"

The words pummeled Morgana, each chosen to exploit her insecurities. Vic had always taught him to take the high road for as long as possible, but also to never let himself be trampled. He’d held his tongue out of respect for Morgana’s grief, but if she wanted to pretend her grief was over, so was his willingness to take her bullshit.

"You insignificant, presumptuous whelp," she whispered, her voice carrying the promise of violence barely held in check. "You dare speak to me of legacy when your own existence is dependent on borrowed power and inherited purpose? At least I built my empire through my own strength, my own vision, my own will."

Thomas… Merlin spoke directly into his mind. The Draconite destroyer Ravager has arrived and is requesting that we land in their primary hangar bay for transfer operations.

Thomas felt profound relief at the interruption, recognizing that their conversation had been spiraling out of control with alarming speed. Morgana's personality made every exchange a potential flashpoint, while his own frustration with her twisted logic had been pushing him toward confrontation.

“Your ride is here," Thomas announced aloud, noting how Morgana's expression shifted from fury to calculating interest. “Since your ships don’t have the right interlocks to connect to Excalibur, we’re going to land in their hangar bay so you can disembark.”

"How daring,” Morgana replied, her voice returning to its earlier mockery. “No second thoughts about flying your precious ship directly into my son's vessel? After all, once we're inside Malevolence's hangar bay, you'll be completely at my mercy."

The threat was delivered with casual confidence, but Thomas recognized it for what it was. Just another attempt to provoke him into emotional responses that would justify whatever violence she was contemplating.

“It’s not Malevolence,” Thomas replied. “Your flagship is still undergoing repairs to the damage Turquine’s fleet inflicted on it. And no, I'm not concerned. You couldn't stop Excalibur from leaving no matter how hard you might try."

Morgana's eyes flashed with renewed fury at the casual dismissal of her capabilities. "Are you challenging me, Sir Dragon?" she asked quietly, her voice carrying dangerous undertones that made the corridor's atmosphere seem thicker.

"Take it however you want, Morgana," Thomas replied evenly.

For a moment that stretched like eternity, they stared at each other in absolute silence. Thomas could feel the weight of accumulated history—a century of conflict between the ideals Arthur had represented and the reality Morgana had created—pressing down on them. Arthur's essence stirred within him, offering strength and guidance for whatever came next.

Finally, Morgana stepped back, her posture shifting from aggressive to merely threatening. "Very well. I suppose we should proceed wherever it is you intend to conduct this transfer so I can depart your vessel and resume my duties."

Thomas nodded, gesturing for her to follow him to the nearest teleportal. They walked in tense silence, their footsteps echoing off the bulkheads. Thomas could feel the subtle vibrations as Brennan guided their ship toward Ravager’s docking bay.

Thomas, my boy, we're entering the hangar bay now.

Thank you, Merlin. Deploy the teleportal as soon as we're secure.

They waited in tense silence as Excalibur settled into the massive hangar bay. Thomas could feel the ship's movements through the deck plates, the gentle nudge as they passed through the energy barrier that kept the atmosphere contained and the subtle shift as artificial gravity took hold.

Teleportal deployed, Merlin announced.

Thomas pointed to the interior portal. “Your ride is through there. Just think about going outside the ship and you’ll be in Ravager’s hangar bay.”

Morgana moved toward the teleportal with measured steps, her armored form reflecting the corridor's lighting as she prepared to depart. But as she reached the transfer point, she paused and turned back to face him. "Before I leave," she said, interrupting the relief that had started to flow through Thomas, “I need you to know that I consider our bargain dissolved. I consider your failure to prevent Mordred's destruction a fundamental breach of our arrangement. Therefore, as far as I’m concerned, the five-year armistice we negotiated is void as of the moment I step off this ship.”

The words took Thomas completely by surprise. He opened his mouth to protest, to point out that Halvy’s response to being freed was beyond anyone's ability to predict or control, but Morgana continued before he could speak.

"However," she said, stopping again without turning back around to face him, “I’m not incapable of mercy. In recognition of the destruction that befell Avalyeth, and your assistance in containing Klingsor's threat, I will grant you six months to prepare for my promised retribution.”

Thomas stared at her in shock, struggling to process the magnitude of what she was announcing. Six months instead of five years. Half a year to build the coalition necessary to resist her empire, to strengthen defenses, to prepare for the war that would determine the galaxy's future.

"Six months from today," Morgana continued, her eyes blazing with cold fire. "I will begin systematically retaking every world that has defied imperial authority. Starting with Avalyeth, then Falias, then any other system foolish enough to believe your protection means anything. Use the time wisely, Sir Dragon. Gather your allies, strengthen your defenses, say goodbye to the people you care about, because when those six months expire, I will show you the same mercy that your little wizard showed my son."

Thomas finally found his voice, anger and desperation breaking through his shock. She stepped toward the teleportal. "Morgana, wait⁠—"

But she was already gone. The corridor fell silent, leaving Thomas alone with the devastating implications of her final pronouncement.

Six months. Not the five years they had negotiated, not the breathing space he had counted on to build their resistance into something capable of challenging her empire. Six months to accomplish what was already a monumental challenge to complete.

Thomas stared at the empty teleportal, his mind racing through impossible calculations. How many worlds could they liberate in six months? How large a fleet could they assemble? How many allies could they convince to stand against the Dragon Queen when she finally came for them?

The questions multiplied endlessly, each one more daunting than the last. Beneath his mounting despair, Arthur's essence stirred with quiet resolve. Six months might not be enough time to build the perfect coalition, but it would have to be enough. The alternative—watching Morgana systematically destroy every world that had dared to hope for freedom—was unacceptable.

The war for Avalon's soul had just accelerated beyond all expectations.


CHAPTER 8


The moment Excalibur emerged from the wormhole, Thomas could see the devastation wrought across Avalyeth's once-pristine surface.

“By the ancient trees, look what they did to her.” Kaelithan breathed, his tone heavy with sorrow as he took in the scope of destruction.

Even from their current distance, the scars—great swathes of blackened forest where fire had consumed ancient trees, tendrils of smoke still rising from smoldering ruins, and dark gouges across the verdant canopy where debris had crashed through the upper branches—were unmistakable.

With Morgana’s parting declaration still hanging like a leaden weight over his head, Thomas felt his crew's collective anguish washing through their shared connection. But as Vic always said, whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. They just had to utilize the abbreviated time she’d given them to the best of their ability.

Brennan guided them through approach vectors while his consciousness reeled at the sight of the wounded forests. Bilbic's small form trembled in his pod as he processed images of a world that had welcomed him with open arms, now bearing the marks of war. Even Burl, normally unflappable in the face of violence, projected waves of barely contained fury at the evidence of Turquine's cruelty.

"It's not as bad as it could have been," Aldrich said aloud. "The fundamental structure remains intact. Avalyeth will recover.”

"Aye, but at what cost?” Thorgrim asked, standing beside Kaelithan on the flight deck. “How many innocent folk died down there before we finished off the Death Walker?”

Before Thomas could respond, he sensed an incoming hail from the planet. He answered immediately. General Calithar’s face appeared, his expression strained and exhausted, but he wore a large grin, and his voice held an unmistakable note of joy.

“Daeardrayke. I’ve never been so happy to see anyone. Welcome home, heroes. Welcome home."

The word 'heroes' settled uncomfortably in Thomas' chest. Through the neural interface, he could sense his crew's similar discomfort with the title. They had done what needed to be done, nothing more.

"General Calithar." Thomas kept his voice steady despite the emotions threatening to overwhelm him. "It's good to see you. How are you holding up down there?"

"Better now that you've returned with proof of your success," Calithar responded, his relief audible even through the static. "The moment Klingsor's machine stopped functioning, every undead creature on the planet simply collapsed. The fires took time to contain, but we've made excellent progress in the cleanup efforts."

Thomas felt some of the tension leave his shoulders. The immediate crisis had passed with no ongoing threat, no continuing casualties from an enemy that grew stronger with each life it claimed.

"We have wounded aboard," Thomas said. "Nothing critical, but they could use proper medical attention. Also, we have some...complications regarding passengers that will require careful handling."

A pause followed, during which Thomas could hear background chatter as Calithar consulted with his staff. "Understood, Daeardrayke. I'm afraid Primaltree’s crown landing pad sustained damage during the assault. We'll need to direct you to Quadtree instead."

Through the ship's sensors, Thomas could see Quadtree, where they had landed on his first visit to Avalyeth, when Excalibur had been gone from the galaxy so long that the Druids didn’t even recognize her for what she was. Unlike Primaltree, which showed visible scars across its upper reaches, Quadtree appeared mostly unharmed by the conflict.

“Copy that,” Thomas acknowledged. "We'll adjust our approach accordingly."

"I'll assemble a delegation to receive you there," Calithar continued. "High Elder Sylvia is eager to hear a full accounting of your mission, and I suspect every member of the council, and in truth, every Druid on Avalyeth wants to personally thank you.”

Thomas grimaced at the prospect of even greater attention, but duty demanded he accept whatever reception the Druids felt was appropriate.

Brennan, he projected through the neural interface, adjust course for Quadtree.

Aye, Captain. Thomas felt the shift in trajectory, Brennan already working through the navigational adjustments.

"General," Gareth's voice carried through the comms, his worry bleeding through despite his attempts to remain professional. "My wife and son—are they safe?"

"What about my family?" Kaelithan added, his voice trembling and nervous. "My parents, my sister, Thyreon—did they survive the attack?"

"All of them are safe," Calithar confirmed warmly. “Kaelithan, your parents' home sustained no damage whatsoever. Both your father and young Thyreon proved themselves more than adequate to handle the enemy’s efforts in their area.”

“Thank the stars,” Gareth said. “And Kael, you have an incredible family.”

“Indeed, I do,’ Kaelithan agreed.

As they approached Quadtree, the scope of the cleanup effort became more apparent. Teams of Druids worked throughout the forest levels, their green robes visible as they moved between platforms and walkways. Some carried tools for repairing damaged structures, while others tended to wounded trees with magical healing techniques. The sight filled Thomas with admiration for their resilience. They were a people who refused to let tragedy define them, who immediately set about rebuilding rather than dwelling on what had been lost.

The landing pad atop Quadtree, a natural platform formed by the convergence of several massive branches, came into view. Unlike the engineered elegance of Primaltree's crown, this landing area felt more organic, as if the tree itself had shaped its upper reaches to accommodate visitors.

The neural link allowed Thomas to sense Excalibur's engines throttling back as Brennan brought them into position above the landing platform. As the ship settled into a stable hover, Thomas saw the promised delegation of Druids—robed figures whose formal bearing marked them as officials—assembled on the platform. Guards whose wooden armor gleamed with protective enchantments stood interspersed among them. At their head stood General Calithar.

Excalibur's teleportal deployed near the waiting delegation, signaling their imminent arrival.Time to face the music, Percival mused. Think they'll expect speeches?

Probably, Thomas replied with resignation.

Why are you concerned, Captain? Bilbic asked. You’re an excellent orator.

Just because I can do it doesn’t mean I enjoy it, Thomas replied, opening his command pod and climbing out. Around him, his crew began following suit, their own pods opening as they severed their connections to Excalibur's consciousness.

“Kael,” Thomas said as the wizard approached, "I want to collect Halvy before we disembark. He should be part of this homecoming."

Kaelithan nodded eagerly. "I was thinking the same thing. He needs to see that Avalyeth survived and that this place remains his home.”

They left the flight deck together, making their way to Kaelithan’s quarters, only to find the door unsealed and the room empty. “He was here ten minutes ago,” the wizard said.

Merlin, where’s Halvy? Thomas asked silently.

The young wizard is with Norsp, my boy.

You should have informed me sooner. What if the Flayer harms him?

After Halvy saved his life? Unlikely, my boy. Besides, you’ve seen what he can do. I think you should be more worried for the Draconite.

You may be right about that, Thomas agreed, glancing at Kaelithan.“Halvy’s with Norsp.”

“What for?” Kaelithan asked, sharing in Thomas’ confusion and concern. The relationship between the traumatized boy and the surviving Flayer represented an unexpected development.

They made their way to the storage compartment they had hastily converted into quarters for the Draconite. The door had no security features, opening automatically at Thomas’ approach.

As it slid open, they discovered both occupants seated on the deck beside one another, their backs against the bulkhead. Norsp looked completely recovered from his injuries, his brown scales once again bearing their metallic luster while his massive frame radiated the controlled power that marked all enhanced Draconite.

“Halvy,” Kaelithan said, relief audible in his tone. “Is everything alright?”

“Yes, everything’s fine,” Halvy replied. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I came looking for you at my quarters. I didn’t expect to find you here. With him.” His eyes turned cold as he gazed at Norsp.

Norsp and Halvy rose from the deck in unison. The synchronization of their movement surprised Thomas.

“We’ve reached Avalyeth, haven’t we?” Halvy asked.

“We have,” Thomas confirmed. “I thought you might want to join us. To see your home again.”

“I believe I would like that,” Halvy agreed, his tone less detached than before, but still lacking true emotion.

Thomas turned to Norsp. “You’re free to remain on board while we conduct our business on Avalyeth, but don’t think to cause any trouble, Merlin⁠—”

“Captain Drake,” Norsp said, his voice soft. “On my honor, I have no intention of causing trouble for you, your crew, or your ship.”

“Well, that’s a change,” Kaelithan remarked.

The Draconite’s tone had caught Thomas off guard, but he refused to show it. He also refused to believe Norsp’s honor could be trusted. Still, he didn’t want to create friction with Halvy. Still recovering, the boy continued to exhibit a connection to the Draconite, and Thomas couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t take Norsp’s side in a disagreement.

“Once we’re done here, I can arrange transportation to virtually anywhere in the galaxy for you, including back to Draconia, if that’s what you wish,” Thomas continued, keeping his voice neutral. “Where would you like to go, Sir Norsp?”

Norsp glanced toward Halvy before answering. “Actually, if it's acceptable to you, I’d prefer to remain with Halvy."

For the third time in a minute, the Flayer surprised him. “I…I’m not sure I understand."

"I've failed everyone I've ever served," Norsp said quietly, his voice carrying the weight of accumulated regret. "I failed Queen Morgana when I couldn't please her well enough for her to keep me on as her personal guard. I failed Turquine by retreating from the mission on Avalyeth. I failed my fellow Flayers when I abandoned them to save myself." He paused, his gaze meeting Thomas's directly. “Halvy is all that remains of everything I was supposed to protect. I refuse to fail him as well."

The simple declaration carried such conviction that Thomas found himself reassessing everything he thought he knew about the enhanced Draconite. This wasn't the broken warrior they had rescued from a derelict ship. This was someone who had found a new purpose in the ashes of his previous existence.

"Halvy," Thomas said, turning to address the young wizard directly. "Do you want Norsp to stay with you?"

Halvy considered the question, his pale eyes moving between Thomas and the waiting Draconite. "Yes," he said. "Norsp understands me as I am now. In some ways, perhaps better than I understand myself. We share a bond, and I don’t wish to break it.”

“That’s not you talking,” Kaelithan said. “That’s the nanites.”

“I’ve thought about allowing you to destroy them,” Halvy answered, “but I’ve decided that’s not what I want. The nanites are part of me now, like an arm or a leg. Or even a heart. If you cut them out, I won’t go back to who I was before Trilthan's experiments. Who I was doesn't exist anymore. Pretending otherwise would be a lie. I’ll just lose who I am now.” He paused, looking thoughtful for a moment. "I can't be the Halvy I was with Turquine either. That person was a slave, forced to serve against his will. But I can be a new Halvy, someone who draws on experiences from both versions and becomes something different. Maybe something better."

Thomas felt Arthur's essence stir with approval at the young wizard's mature reasoning. Accepting the difficult truth that some changes couldn't be undone, he approved of the boy choosing his own path forward rather than allowing others to define his identity for him.

"That answer shows remarkable wisdom," Thomas said warmly. "I think that decision will serve you well in the years to come."

"I hope so," Halvy replied, though his voice carried hints of uncertainty beneath the determination. "There's still so much I don't understand about myself, but I think Avalyeth is a good place to start.”

Thomas caught the subtle shift in the boy's tone, less distant than before. It was a small sign of recovery, but a significant one. "I know High Elder Ossara is eager to meet with you,” Thomas said.

“And Thyreon will be overjoyed to see you as well,” Kaelithan added.

"It will be good to see him again," Halvy said, his voice warming with a hint of affection. “Even though so many things have changed for me, it feels good to be back home.”

"What about you, Norsp?" Thomas asked, turning his attention to the waiting Draconite. “In all honesty, I should turn you over to the guards, and allow the Druids to punish you for your crimes against them.”

“Crimes?” Norsp growled, growing agitated. “There were no crimes. It was war.”

“A war your master never openly declared. A sneak attack using dark magic,” Thomas countered. “But…” He put up his hand when Norsp opened his mouth to argue the point. “...while I could have you imprisoned, I can also have you set free, for Halvy’s sake.”

Norsp closed his mouth and nodded. “What do you require of me, Sir Dragon?”

“An oath of fealty,” Thomas replied. “Not to me, but to Halvy.”

Norsp nodded, relief visible in the lightening of his scales. “Gladly,” he said, dropping to a knee before the boy. “Halvy, I swear on my honor as a knight that I will serve you faithfully with my heart, soul, and sword for the remainder of my days or yours.”

Halvy placed a hand on the Draconite’s shoulder. It looked tiny against the Flayer’s bulk. “Norsp, I gladly accept your oath.”

Norsp rose to his feet. “Thank you, my friend.” He turned to Thomas. “The oath is made, and witnessed, I hope to your satisfaction.”

“It is,” Thomas agreed. “But you need to understand, your reception won't be particularly warm. The people of Avalyeth just finished fighting for their lives against forces that you’re partly responsible for delivering to their homeworld. I can keep them from arresting you, but I can’t prevent them from despising you. You need to keep that in mind too, Halvy.”

Norsp's expression didn't change, his reptilian features maintaining their acceptance. "I understand completely, Sir Dragon. I expect no welcome, no forgiveness, no acceptance beyond whatever tolerance they might extend for Halvy's sake."

“I won’t let them hurt him,” Halvy said. “It’s not his fault. Not really. The nanites…” He trailed off, unable to verbalize the full effect they’d had.

“I understand that, but he was still Morgana’s guard before he was with Turquine,” Kaelithan said. “I accept that anyone can change.” He shifted his attention to Norsp. “But fair warning. I’m not about to lower my guard where you’re concerned. Not yet, anyway.”

“I would expect no less,” Norsp replied. “I’ll give you no reason to doubt me.”

"All right. Meet us at the teleportal in fifteen minutes," Thomas said. "We'll disembark together and face whatever reception awaits us."

Merlin… Thomas activated their neural connection as he and Kaelithan left Norsp’s makeshift quarters. Tell the others to assemble at the teleportal in fifteen minutes. Full dress uniforms where applicable. This is going to be a formal occasion whether we like it or not.

Of course, my boy.

“I don’t like this,” Kaelithan confided once they were far enough from Norsp and Halvy that they wouldn’t be overheard. “I don’t trust Norsp.”

“I understand your concerns,” Thomas replied.

“But you don’t share them?”

“I saw the look in Turquine’s eyes when he was fighting to free Halvy from the Telemuter. He loved him, in the end. Like a son. I don’t know why or how, but he did. Maybe it was the evolution of his nanites. Maybe it’s something else. But if you had seen it, maybe you would be more inclined to believe Norsp’s oath.”

“Perhaps you’re right.” Kaelithan offered a small grin. “I probably shouldn’t worry so much. Halvy’s power dwarfs mine now, especially with Arthur’s shard. He could probably kill Norsp with a thought, if he got out of line.”

Thomas nodded. “I had the same thought. I’ll meet you at the teleportal.”

“Of course, my friend,” Kaelithan said. They broke apart at the next junction, each heading for their respective quarters.

As Thomas changed into his dress uniform, he mentally replayed the interaction between Halvy and Norsp. It was an unexpected development, but not necessarily a bad one. Norsp was a powerful warrior, and they could always use more of those.

The young Druid was also right about something else. Despite everything that had happened, despite the losses they had endured and the challenges that still lay ahead, it was indeed good to be back on Avalyeth. The world that had become their base of operations, their sanctuary.

And beyond Excalibur, their home.

Thomas finished adjusting his crimson dress uniform and checked his reflection in the mirror one final time. Arthur's essence hummed quietly within his consciousness, offering strength for whatever diplomatic challenges awaited him. First, he had one more matter to attend to aboard ship.

Thomas made his way to the storage compartment in the rear of the ship close to engineering where Frambur was quartered. It was the only space on the entirety of Excalibur where the ogre could stand without having to hunch over even more than was his natural posture.

He had kept to himself during their journey through the Blackveil Corridor, mostly remaining in his quarters not as a prisoner, but out of respect for his position as an oversized passenger hitching a ride home.

Like Norsp’s temporary quarters, the entrance was unsecured, and opened at Thomas’ approach. The ogre sat on bedding Merlin had provided, the data pad he held looking comically small in his oversized hands. His head was tilted forward, engrossed in whatever he was looking at on the device.

"Frambur," Thomas called out to get his attention.

The ogre glanced over at him and smiled. "Captain Drake," he rumbled, his voice carrying the deep resonance that seemed to emerge from somewhere in his chest cavity. “I felt the passage through the wormhole. I figured you would come to speak to me soon.” He turned off the data pad and lowered it, turning to give Thomas his full attention.

"We've reached Avalyeth,” Thomas confirmed. “I can arrange transportation to virtually anywhere in the galaxy, but I assume you’d like to return to Caerlyon?”

"I've been thinking about that during our journey," he replied. "My shop on Caerlyon is gone. My family's fabricator was destroyed when you blew up the dark wizard’s fortress. My family is there, except…well, I know you lost your engineer. I'm not claiming I can be a replacement for the likes of Taliesin. He’s a legend in his own right. But I’m pretty handy with mechanical systems.”

"You want to join the crew?" Thomas asked, making sure he understood correctly.

"If you'll have me," Frambur replied simply. "I lost my business, my equipment, my established life, but I still have my skills, my experience, and my willingness to work. Plus, you saved my life. I'd like to repay what I owe you by helping maintain the ship, and I’d like to get even with the Draconite for what they’ve done to the galaxy by helping you in the fight against them.”

"Engineering isn't the same as running a fabrication shop," Thomas pointed out. "The work would be different, more demanding in some ways. And we're not exactly living a peaceful life out here. There would be risks."

Frambur's laugh was like distant thunder, rumbling through the cargo bay with genuine amusement. "Captain, I've survived decades on Caerlyon Station under Draconite rule. I think I can handle whatever risks might come. And honestly, working on a ship like Excalibur would be a dream come true for an ogre like me.”

“And you don’t mind spending most of your time stooped over and having to turn sideways to get through most of the doorways and hatches?” Thomas asked.

The ogre laughed harder. “I got used to that a long time ago.”

“In that case, welcome aboard,” Thomas said, extending his hand. “I think Merlin will be excited to have someone with your expertise helping maintain the ship's systems. I’ll have him make an actual bunk in here for you, along with some storage compartments. You’ll need a uniform as well."

Frambur's enormous hand engulfed Thomas' in a careful grip that demonstrated his awareness of his own strength. "Thank you, Captain. I won't disappoint you."

"I'm sure you won't," Thomas replied, genuinely pleased with how the conversation had developed. Having Frambur aboard would help fill the gap left by Taliesin's loss while bringing unique capabilities that could prove invaluable in the challenges ahead.

As he prepared to leave, Thomas paused and looked back at the ogre, who had already returned to whatever he had been reading. "One more thing, Frambur. The ceremonies down on Avalyeth are likely to be formal affairs, but you're welcome to attend if you'd like. You're part of this crew now."

"I appreciate the offer," Frambur replied, his attention divided between Thomas and the data pad. "But I'd prefer to familiarize myself with the ship's systems while everyone else is occupied with diplomacy. That kind of formality just isn’t for me.”

Thomas smiled at the response. “I totally understand. It isn’t really for me, either, but I don’t have much of a choice.”

“Thankfully, I do,” Frambur said, maintaining his amusement. “Good luck, Captain.”

“Thank you. I’m going to need it,” Thomas replied, his thoughts turning to the report he would be delivering to the council in the middle of their reception.

It wasn’t going to be welcome news.


CHAPTER 9


Thomas stepped out of the teleportal onto Quadtree's platform, the scent of living timber and forest air, despite the still smokey scent to it, a welcome change after days breathing the recycled atmosphere aboard the ship.

The platform stretched wide around them. A half-dozen Druids stood waiting for them in the middle of the natural landing area, their formal robes rustling in the gentle breeze stirring through Quadtree's upper reaches. An honor guard of Druids flanked the delegation, their wooden armor polished to perfection, ceremonial staves held at attention. At their head, General Calithar cut an impressive figure in his dark green military uniform.

Behind him, Thomas recognized Elder Sylana, along with several Council members he had met during previous visits, their faces showing the strain of recent events. However, their expressions brightened visibly on his arrival.

The crew poured through the teleportal behind him. For obvious reasons, Merlin had suggested that Halvy and Norsp hang back. When the six surviving guards emerged, Calithar immediately came forward, approaching them even before welcoming Thomas. As he neared, the General's expression transformed, official protocol giving way to genuine emotion. The guards brought their fists to their chests, striking their armor with a resounding clack.

"Defenders of the Primal Grove," Calithar addressed his men with profound respect. "You have upheld the highest traditions of our service. When darkness threatened to consume everything we hold dear, you stood firm. When the enemy brought terror to our very doorstep, you answered with courage. Your actions on Kheir-Lossan will be remembered for generations. Each of you will receive a Branch of Courage, our highest military honor. You’ve earned the gratitude of every soul on Avalyeth."

One of the guards, whose left arm still bore bandages from his injuries, stepped forward and spoke for his companions. "General, we only did our duty. And none of us would have survived without Sir Dragon and his crew. Besides, those who died fighting bravely are the real heroes.”

Calithar nodded gravely. "And they too, along with Sir Dragon and his crew, shall receive their due recognition. But don’t diminish your own contributions. Without your courage, they would never have reached their objective."

“Agreed,” Thomas said, stepping up beside Calithar. “As I’ve said, we couldn’t have done it without you.”

“You honor us, Daeardrayke,” the Druid replied.

Calithar turned to Thomas, his grin spreading wider. “Well met, Sir Dragon,” he said, putting out his hand. Thomas clasped his arm, holding it firmly and meeting the general’s gaze.

“Well met, General,” he replied.

“Sir Dragon,” Sylana said, joining them near the guards. "Welcome home.”

“Thank you, Elder Sylana,” Thomas replied. “It’s good to be back.”

“When we felt the Telemuter's influence fade,” Sylana continued, “when every undead creature simply collapsed where it stood, we knew you had succeeded. But seeing you here, seeing all of you..." She paused, drawing a deep breath to hold back the emotion threatening to overwhelm her composure. "It proves that even in our darkest hour, hope remained justified." Her attention shifted to encompass the rest of his crew, her expression showing genuine gratitude. “Each of you has earned a place in our history."

Behind her, Thomas could see other council members approaching, their faces bright with joy and curiosity, tinged with relief. Several appeared to be preparing formal speeches of their own, the kind of elaborate ceremonial addresses that such occasions typically demanded.

But before the full weight of protocol could descend upon them, Sylana’s gaze fell upon the Sidhe engineers who had materialized with Excalibur's crew. Krythis stood at their head, while his team flanked him.

"Master Krythis," Sylana said, her tone shifting to encompass diplomatic courtesy alongside personal gratitude. "Avalyeth owes you and your people a debt that will not be forgotten."

Krythis stepped forward, offering a formal bow. "Elder, we were honored to serve alongside such worthy allies. We’re pleased we were able to assist in preventing the desolation of your beautiful world.”

"Elder Sylana,” Thomas said before the other council members could begin their own prepared greetings. "While I appreciate the welcome, there are matters of critical importance we need to discuss with the council immediately."

Something in his tone caused the entire delegation to focus on him with sudden intensity. Sylvia's expression shifted from ceremonial warmth to sharp attention, while Calithar’s eyes locked on him with military alertness.

"What kind of changes?" he asked.

Before Thomas could respond, Halvy materialized through the teleportal, his ethereal appearance almost ghostly against the black clothing he’d chosen to wear. And then Norsp emerged from the blue radiance directly behind him, his huge frame casting an ominous shadow across the platform.

A tide of visible tension suddenly rippled through the delegation. The platform immediately fell silent except for the rustle of wind through the leaves high above. Several council members instinctively stepped back, and the honor guard shifted their stances, wooden staves coming up in defensive positions. But it was Calithar's response that cut through the moment like a blade.

"Sir Dragon…” The General's hand moved to his sword with practiced speed, the weapon clearing its scabbard in a whisper of steel against leather. “What is the meaning of this?" His eyes never left Norsp, despite the direction of the question. “Explain yourself.”

"General Calithar," Thomas said firmly, his voice carrying absolute conviction. He felt two dozen gazes focused on him, waiting for an explanation that would make sense. “Hold your blade and your fury. Norsp is under my personal protection. He’s sworn fealty to⁠—"

"Halvy!" Sylana’s exclamation cut through Thomas' explanation like a thunderclap, her voice bright with joy and wonder as she finally recognized the young wizard standing beside the controversial Draconite. Tears sprang to her eyes as she took in his appearance, relief and affection transforming her.

Without hesitation, she abandoned all protocol and rushed toward Halvy with arms outstretched, her robes flowing behind her as she moved to embrace the boy who had suffered so much in service to their world.

Her approach triggered an immediate response from Norsp. The enhanced Draconite placed himself between Sylana and Halvy as if she were a threat, his vertical pupils fixed on her with predatory intensity.

The confrontation escalated instantly. Calithar's blade came up in attack position, and he moved forward, his military training taking over as he processed the sight of a Flayer threatening the elder. Behind him, the honor guard moved forward as well, their ceremonial staves shifting to combat readiness. Even the guards who had disembarked Excalibur brought their weapons to bear on Norsp.

As the situation spiraled toward violence, Halvy stepped around the Draconite with a calmness that cut through the rising tension. "Norsp, is with me,” he said quietly, his arm stretching out in front of Norsp as he looked up at the Draconite. “Sylana doesn’t mean me any harm. She's someone I knew before...before everything that happened."

Norp’s posture shifted, relaxing slightly. "Are you certain?" he asked.

"I'm certain," Halvy confirmed, then turned his attention back to Sylana with an expression that mixed recognition with careful distance. "I remember you. You were always so kind to me. But I'm not the same person you knew before. I need you to understand that."

The tears continued to flow down her cheeks, but her expression showed growing comprehension of the changes that trauma had wrought in the young wizard. "Of course," she said softly, her voice thick with emotion. "I understand. You've been through things no child should ever experience. But Halvy, you're home now. You're safe. Whatever you've become, we’re here for you, and whatever you need, Avalyeth will provide it."

Thomas seized the moment, his presence drawing attention from the various standoffs that had developed across the platform. "General Calithar, Elder Sylana, council members," he said, Arthur's essence flowing through his voice, lending it the authority necessary to defuse the volatile situation. "I understand your shock at Sir Norsp's presence, but please, stand down and allow me to explain before anyone does something they'll regret."

"Explain quickly, Daeardrayke,” Calithar replied. “My patience for Flayers is considerably limited after what they put us through."

“I understand, General. However, Sir Norsp has sworn fealty to Halvy as his personal guard and protector, an oath which I witnessed personally. I firmly believe he is devoted to the boy's welfare and safety."

The declaration sent murmurs through the assembled delegation, expressions ranging from confusion to outright disbelief. "That's impossible," one of the council members called out, his voice tight with skepticism. “Turquine and his Flayers are known for their bloodlust, not their compassion.”

“And would you be known for your bloodlust, Elder?” Halvy asked before Thomas could reply. “Would you see this Draconite hanged? Burned? Imprisoned? Or would you prefer to be known for your compassion and understanding?”

The boy’s calm censure left the entire delegation speechless. The council member stammered, looking for a response but finding none.

"General…” It stunned Thomas as well, but he chose to seize on the moment. ”On my honor, I give you my word that Norsp represents no threat to anyone on Avalyeth. He cares only for the safety of his charge, and I personally vouch for him.” He glanced at the Draconite, warning flickering in his gaze, punctuated by a sharp but slight dip of his chin to clarify his point. By putting his own honor on the line for the former Flayer, he expected Norsp to make good on it. If he didn’t, the consequences would be swift and painful.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Calithar’s blade lowered to a neutral position. "I trust your judgment, Daeardrayke, but understand this. Any aggressive action will be met with immediate and overwhelming response."

“Of course,” Thomas agreed.

The tension across the platform eased as weapons were lowered and defensive postures relaxed. Thomas could see various council members exchanging glances of mixed relief with continued uncertainty, while the honor guard maintained their watchful alertness, but without overt hostility.

"Perhaps we should move this discussion to more appropriate surroundings,” Sylana suggested. “The council is assembling as we speak. I’m sure they all want to welcome our heroes home.” She gestured toward the pathway that led to the elevators that would take them down to the crossing between Quadtree and Primaltree. “Please, follow me.”

Thomas and the others joined her, splitting into two smaller groups, one group descending after the other. Each passing level gave everyone a bird’s eye view of the less populated Quadtree. Here, life appeared to already be back to normal, with Druids going about their business as usual. Evidence of the toll the attack took on them—tired red eyes, a downcast expression, a heavy posture—was subtle. It hardly mattered that their Tree had been mostly spared when so many others had gotten hit so hard.

“How many casualties were there?” Thomas quietly asked Calithar as they exited the lift.

"Nearly two hundred thousand," he replied just as softly, sorrow evident in his tone.

Thomas knew the count would be high, but that was way more than he expected. His stomach churned as he absorbed the magnitude of the loss. "I'm so sorry," he said, his voice thick with emotion he couldn't quite control. "If we had moved faster, if we had found another way to reach Kheir-Lossan, if we had anticipated Turquine's strategy⁠—"

"Stop," Calithar interrupted firmly, his eyes blazing with conviction that cut through his self-recrimination. “None of those losses were your fault. We would have lost millions more if you hadn't taken action. Every soul that survived the attack owes their continued existence to your courage and sacrifice." His eyes flashed toward Norsp. Thomas could see the fury in them and guess what the general was thinking. Every one of the dead is because of you.

“Even so, I wish I could have done more,” Thomas replied.

“Sir Dragon,” Sylana said. “You mentioned changes in the situation. What aren't you telling us?"

Thomas’ jaw clenched. “I’d rather go through everything just once for the entire council if you don’t mind,” he answered. “I’m sorry to say, it isn’t all good news.”


CHAPTER 10


The difference in activity between Quadtree and Primaltree was stark. After crossing the bridge between the two Trees, they boarded Primaltree’s elevator to ascend to the Council Hollow. Thomas could hear the sounds of reconstruction—the rhythmic tapping of hammers, the scrape of debris being cleared, voices calling instructions to workers scattered throughout the tree's interior—echoing from various levels.

Higher up, the evidence of the recent fighting was more apparent. Scorch marks blackened sections of the living wood where magical fires had burned. Temporary patches covered gaps where structural damage had been hastily repaired. Teams of Druids worked to restore the organic architecture, using both magic and enchanted tools to coax damaged wood back toward health.

"The reconstruction is proceeding faster than I expected," Kaelithan observed, his voice carrying relief as he studied the repair efforts.

"Avalyeth is resilient," Sylana agreed.

Thomas swallowed hard, currently the only one on the platform aware of how resilient the Druids needed to be in the coming months.

They stepped off the elevator platforms onto the wide thoroughfare leading to the Council Hollow. Here, the true scope of the cleanup efforts were fully visible. Dozens of Druids moved through the area with organized purpose, clearing debris, repairing burned and broken wood, and cleaning blood from the platform. Thomas shuddered at the sight of Druids on their hands and knees scrubbing at the dark stains, each one a reminder of not only a life lost, but an enemy created.

A young Druid woman hauling a container of broken crystal fragments was the first to notice their approach. Her tired face transformed with joy as she recognized Thomas and his crew, the heavy burden in her hands forgotten as she called out to her companions.

"The Daeardrayke! They've returned!"

The effect was immediate and electric. Work stopped across the platform. Every Druid turned toward their group, tools dropping from suddenly slack fingers as recognition spread through the crowd. For a moment, absolute silence reigned as exhausted workers processed the sight of their returning heroes.

Then the cheering began.

It started with scattered applause from those closest to them, but quickly swelled into a thunderous roar of celebration that echoed across the platform. Druids rushed forward with tears of joy streaming down their faces as they surrounded Thomas and his crew to express their overwhelming gratitude.

"Thank you for saving us!" a middle-aged man called out, his voice nearly lost in the cacophony.

"The heroes of Avalyeth!" shouted another from the crowd. “All hail Sir Dragon! All hail Excalibur!” The crowd roared.

Thomas’ face burned with embarrassment as the attention focused on him. He had never been comfortable with public acclaim, wanting to avoid the spotlight. At the same time, he knew it was unavoidable, and did his best to acknowledge the crowds with awkward waves.

Behind him, Percival responded to the crowd's enthusiasm with obvious delight. "Thank you! It was our honor to serve Avalyeth and her people!" he called back to the crowd, his voice carrying clearly despite the surrounding noise. He raised his arms high, acknowledging the cheers with broad gestures that encouraged even greater displays of appreciation as he pointed at Thomas being ‘the man of the moment.’ His smile radiated genuine pleasure at their reception. He projected the kind of heroic confidence that seemed tailor-made for such moments.

The response was immediate—renewed cheering that shook the platform. Percival turned to Bilbic, who stood frozen with overwhelmed confusion at the magnitude of their reception. The goblin's small frame trembled in response to the unprecedented experience of being celebrated rather than despised.

"Wave to them," Percival encouraged quietly, his voice warm with understanding. "They're thanking you, too. You earned this."

Bilbic's large eyes widened with wonder as he tentatively raised one small hand, offering a hesitant wave to the assembled crowd. The gesture drew fresh cheers and several calls of "Heroes of Avalyeth!" that staggered the goblin with their unexpected warmth. Thomas watched the transformation in Bilbic's expression, from shocked disbelief to tentative joy as he experienced acceptance that had been denied him throughout his life.

Then he noticed the subtle shift in the crowd's demeanor as their attention fell upon Norsp, the Draconite’s size and race making it impossible for him to blend in. The cheering faltered slightly as confusion rippled through the gathered Druids, their expressions shifting from celebration to wary uncertainty sprinkled with outright animosity.

However, Norsp walked between Thomas and Halvy, close enough to suggest alliance and clearly under Thomas’ close watch. That seemed to resolve the apparent contradiction of the Draconite’s loyalty in their minds. Several voices called out questions about the "prisoner," while others nodded approvingly at what they perceived as the capture of a dangerous enemy. For the moment, Thomas chose not to correct their misunderstanding, recognizing that the full explanation would require more time and context than the current situation allowed. For now, it was better to let them maintain their assumptions.

As they moved through the crowd, General Calithar and his guards formed a protective escort that helped clear a path toward the Council Hollow's entrance. The doors stood open, revealing the curved corridor beyond that led to the chamber where Avalyeth's leadership gathered for formal deliberations. As they drew closer, Thomas could hear the low murmur of many voices engaged in animated discussion. Through the open doorway, he could see the curved rows of seating that surrounded the central speaking area, many seats occupied by robed figures whose gestures and postures suggested intense debate. At their head, a council member Thomas didn't recognize occupied the central dais, his voice carrying clearly as he addressed some point of procedure.

"The full council is in session," Sylana explained as they approached the entrance, “as they’ve been since the attack, reviewing damage reports and planning reconstruction efforts. As you can surely tell, they don’t always agree on how to allocate resources. Your arrival will transform this from a working session into something far more significant."

Thomas steeled himself for whatever ceremony awaited as they crossed the threshold into the main chamber. He hadn’t made it more than five steps before the Druid on the dais looked over, his expression instantly shifting from serious explanation to relieved joy. The other council members, witnessing this, abruptly ceased their conversations and turned their heads.

For several heartbeats, the only sound was the whisper of fabric as the council members rose to their feet in recognition of the significant moment. Then, as if responding to some unspoken signal, the entire assembly began pounding their fists against their desks in rhythmic unison. “They’re showing us their respect and gratitude,” Kaelithan explained, the sound echoing off the chamber's walls like thunder, building to a crescendo that seemed to shake the foundations of the Tree itself.

Thomas’ face burned again as the demonstration continued. Beside him, his crew responded with varying degrees of comfort. Percival basked in the attention. Bilbic seemed on the verge of fainting from overwhelming emotion. Halvy's expression remained completely neutral, though Thomas noticed him tracking individual faces with the kind of analytical attention that suggested he was trying to determine those he might have known in the past.

When the pounding finally subsided, Sylana led Thomas and his companions to take the seats that had been prepared for them in the front rows. As they settled into their assigned places, Thomas noticed a number of new faces among the council members. The implications were sobering. These were replacement members, he realized, elevated to fill positions vacated by those who had died during Turquine's assault.

Fresh silence took over the proceedings as High Elder Ossara emerged from the doorway that led to her office. "Daeardrayke," she said, approaching him, her quiet voice pitched for their ears alone. "I cannot adequately express our gratitude for what you've accomplished. When the darkness fell and hope seemed lost, you provided the light that guided us through." Her gaze moved to encompass each member of his crew in turn. “Thank you all for what you’ve done for Avalyeth.”

Thomas noticed her attention turning to Norsp, her expression showing careful neutrality rather than the warmth she displayed toward he and his crew. When her gaze fell upon Halvy, however, her composure cracked slightly.

"Welcome home, young wizard," she said softly. "Avalyeth has missed you terribly. We all feared we might never see you again."

Halvy met her gaze directly, his pale eyes showing recognition mixed with careful distance. “I don’t know about that. My memories are jumbled sometimes, but as I recall,” he said, delivering his words with bite, “I was banished to Wyldentree. And I don’t remember seeing you there, trying to help us as it burned to the roots.”

“Your memories may not be as jumbled as you think,” Ossara replied without hesitation. “All that you say is true. And it’s a situation everyone in this chamber is greatly remorseful for our part in. This isn’t the same Avalyeth you were taken from.”

Halvy nodded. “And I’m not the same Druid who was taken from here,” he answered. “Perhaps we can both benefit.”

“I hope so,” she answered with a smile. She moved to the central dais, her formal bearing returning as she prepared to address the full assembly. The chamber fell silent again, every council member focusing their attention on their leader with the respectful attention the formal proceedings demanded.

"Friends, colleagues, defenders of our world," Ossara began, her voice carrying clearly throughout the chamber without seeming to strain. "Today we witness the return of heroes whose courage preserved everything we hold dear. The Daeardrayke and his companions have accomplished what seemed impossible. They have destroyed the necromantic machine and defeated the evil that threatened our world.”

The response was immediate. Renewed pounding echoed off the walls with even greater intensity than before. When the noise subsided, Ossara continued with growing emotion coloring her voice.

"The losses we suffered during Klingsor's assault cannot be minimized or forgotten. Nearly two hundred thousand of our people perished in the darkness that fell upon us, their lives cut short by an evil that defied comprehension. We grieve for them, we honor their memory, and we pledge that their sacrifice will not be forgotten."

The chamber's atmosphere grew heavy with shared sorrow as Council members bowed their heads in recognition of the devastating toll. Thomas and the others joined them in the moment of silence.

"But," Ossara continued, her voice growing stronger as she shifted from mourning to renewed vigor, "we also celebrate our survival and our freedom. The machine that would have turned our entire population into weapons against the resistance has been destroyed forever. The threat that loomed over our world has been eliminated by the courage and sacrifice of those who sit before us today." She gestured toward Thomas and his crew, drawing renewed attention that made him want to sink through the floor. "In recognition of our deliverance and our determination to rebuild, I’m hereby authorizing a day of celebration to take place one week from today. I expect every Tree across Avalyeth to participate in ceremonies honoring our heroes and reaffirming our commitment to the values they defended.”

Excited murmurs rippled through the assembly, the prospect of celebration clearly appealing to the council members. The excitement over a celebration triggered the urgency in Thomas that had driven their return to Avalyeth. His stomach tightened as he realized he could no longer delay delivering the news that would shatter their increasing optimism. Arthur's essence stirred within him, offering strength for the difficult conversation that awaited him.

He rose to his feet with abrupt motion that drew immediate attention from the entire assembly. Every conversation ceased as council members focused on him, their expressions shifting from celebration to concern as they processed his obvious agitation.

"High Elder," Thomas said, “While I’d like nothing more than to focus on celebration, there are unfortunate developments that demand our immediate attention.”

Ossara’s expression shifted immediately, recognizing the gravity in his tone. "What is it, Daeardrayke? Has something gone wrong?"

Thomas met her gaze directly. "Everything you said about our mission is accurate. Klingsor has been returned to his crystal prison and Turquine is dead, but the cost of victory was high. We lost Taliesin, our engineer and one of Excalibur’s original designers. Beyond that, circumstances have changed for the worse.”

The chamber's atmosphere grew tense. Thomas could see fear beginning to creep into various expressions as they waited for more information.

"High Elder, would you allow me to address the full council from the dais?" Thomas asked formally.

Ossara nodded."The floor recognizes Sir Dragon. Please, tell us what has happened." Thomas moved with reluctant steps as she stepped aside to allow him access to the central dais.

Thomas stepped up to the dais, his mind organizing the complex sequence of events that needed explanation. He rested his hands on the podium. “As you all may or may not be aware,” he began, “our successful transit to Kheir-Lossan in time to stop Turquine’s attack was reliant on Queen Morgana’s participation. We required the use of her soul stones to provide enough magical energy to make the journey, and she joined us in this quest.”

Shocked murmurs rippled through the assembly, proving not many of the council members knew of Morgana’s involvement. Several voices called out questions about the wisdom of such arrangements, while others demanded details about the nature of their cooperation. Thomas raised his hand for silence before continuing.

“To be honest, we wouldn’t have succeeded without her. Not only was the power of her soul stones essential in reaching Kheir-Lossan, but her magic provided needed firepower to reach Klingsor’s device.” He paused, allowing the council to absorb this information before delivering the devastating conclusion. "However, during our final confrontation with Klingsor, young Halvy, in his anger at Klingsor, inadvertently destroyed Prince Mordred's physical body. Upon disembarking from Excalibur after we exited the Blackveil Corridor, Morgana informed me that she considers the complete destruction of Mordred’s body a fundamental breach of our five-year agreement, despite the fact that no one could have predicted or controlled such an outcome."

The chamber erupted into chaos as the implications became clear. Council members leaped to their feet, voices raised in shocked exclamation and frightened questioning as they grasped the catastrophic change in their circumstances. Several called out accusations about the wisdom of trusting their former oppressor, while others demanded immediate action to address the brewing crisis.

"Order!" Ossara’s voice cut through the tumult with commanding authority, her staff striking the floor with sharp reports that echoed off the chamber walls. "We will have order in this assembly! Allow the Daeardrayke to complete his report before responding!"

The noise gradually subsided, though Thomas could see the fear and anger still radiating from dozens of faces as they struggled to process this unexpected development. When silence returned, he continued.

"Before departing Excalibur, Queen Morgana declared our agreement null and void," Thomas said, each word falling into the chamber like a death knell. "In recognition of our assistance against Klingsor and the losses Avalyeth has already suffered, and in her…mercy, she granted us a six-month grace period before resuming hostilities. When that grace period ends, she intends to recapture every planet that’s declared its independence. And she doesn’t plan to be gentle about it.”


CHAPTER 11


A second eruption of loud criticism rocked the chamber, its acoustics amplifying the council members’ fear and outrage. "Six months?" one voice called out above the others. "That's impossible! We need years to prepare for such a conflict!"

"How could you let her go?" another member demanded, his tone edged with accusation. "You should have taken her prisoner! You could have ended this threat permanently!"

Thomas watched helplessly as many council members called out with equally desperate questions, their carefully maintained composure crumbing under the pressure of such dire news.

Again, Ossara’s staff struck the floor, repeatedly this time, the sharp sounds gradually restoring order. When the chamber finally quieted, her eyes met Thomas'. “Sir Dragon,” she said, her voice soft with an expression of understanding, though her eyes expressed barely controlled alarm. “Please confirm for me and the Council. You had Morgana on your ship, by herself with no guards, and you let her go?”

“I did,” Thomas replied. He remained standing at the central dais as the chamber's atmosphere grew charged with emotion, representatives struggling to understand what seemed like an incomprehensible strategic error.

One of the council members shot to his feet, face beet red with anger. "Why?" he demanded, his tone edged with accusation. "If you had killed her, this could all be over. The Empire would fragment without her leadership, civil war would consume their resources, and we could have rebuilt in peace!"

"You had the queen at your mercy!" another member called out. "The being responsible for a century of oppression, for the deaths of millions, for the systematic destruction of everything Arthur built. How could you let her walk away?”

Other voices joined the chorus of criticism, additional council members rising from their seats as the fallout of Thomas' decision became clear.

Thomas’ expression showed calm determination despite the storm of criticism breaking around him. He had expected this outburst. It was the primary reason he hadn’t been eager to share the news.

“Order!” Ossara cried again, banging her staff against the floor. “Silence! All of you! The question is put to Sir Dragon. Allow him the opportunity to answer.”

The Council slowly quieted, the members grudgingly returning to their seats. There were still a multitude of angry faces among them. Very few remained neutral, but he had the sense that the ones who did already understood what he was about to explain.

“She wasn't my prisoner," he answered, Arthur’s essence helping to bolster his courage and keep his voice calm. “She was my ally. We had an agreement that she would provide the power necessary to reach Kheir-Lossan. I promised her that I would help her recover her son’s body, and provide safe passage back to her empire.”

A lone representative among the assembly jumped to his feet. "An agreement with a tyrant!" he shot back, his face flushed with indignation as he shook his raised fist. "What value does such a promise hold when weighed against the lives of every being she'll murder in her promised retribution?”

"My word isn’t conditional on the character of those who receive it," Thomas replied firmly. "When I give my promise, it becomes sacred regardless of who benefits or what consequences follow. The moment I start breaking oaths because it’s practical or convenient, I become no different from the enemies we fight."

An elderly council woman struggled to her feet, her weathered features showing profound frustration. "Daeardrayke, we understand the importance of honor," she said, "but surely such principles must be balanced against practical necessity. How many innocent lives could have been saved if you had chosen pragmatism over idealism?"

"I don't know," Thomas admitted, the honesty of his response barely cutting through the chamber's pursuant clamor. He raised his voice. "Perhaps hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions. Perhaps even more, but I do know that the moment we start breaking oaths because it serves our interests, we lose the moral authority that justifies our resistance in the first place." He locked eyes with the woman, Arthur’s essence flowing through his words. “And I would hardly call it ideal. Only necessary.”

The councilwoman’s face flushed, her eyes widened and she sat down in silence. A council member from the middle rows leaned forward, his expression showing genuine confusion rather than accusation. "But she's not truly an ally, is she? Your agreement was temporary, born of mutual necessity rather than shared values, not to mention she didn’t uphold her end of it. Surely that changes the moral calculation."

Thomas considered the question carefully, recognizing the complexity it raised while maintaining his fundamental position. "The temporary nature of our alliance doesn't diminish my obligation to honor the terms we agreed upon. If anything, it makes that obligation more important, proving that my word can be trusted even when circumstances change."

"Even when that trust leads to war before we’ll be ready to meet it?" another voice called out from the back rows. "Even when honoring your promise condemns entire worlds to a reconquest that will certainly kill thousands if not millions?"

"Yes," Thomas replied without hesitation, the single word falling into the chamber like a stone into still water. "Because the alternative is to become the kind of being who makes promises only when they're convenient to keep. If that's what we become, then we've already lost everything worth fighting for."

The stark simplicity of his position deflated some of the criticism, though Thomas could see persistent doubt in many expressions. Several council members exchanged glances that suggested they understood his reasoning while remaining unconvinced by its practical wisdom.

An older man in the front row rose with deliberate dignity. "Daeardrayke, I respect your commitment to principle. But principle that ignores such dire consequences can become its own form of cruelty. How do you reconcile your honor with the suffering that will result from this decision?"

The question struck at the heart of the issue in a way that Thomas wouldn’t have been able to justify without the aid of Arthur’s wisdom flowing through him. "I can't reconcile them," Thomas said. "I accept full responsibility for whatever suffering results from my choice, but I also accept that some principles are worth upholding regardless of cost, because abandoning them guarantees the kind of moral corruption that makes victory meaningless." He paused, gathering strength for the conclusion that would define his position. "If we defeat Morgana by becoming like her then we haven't really won anything. We've just replaced one tyrant with another."

He could see the message reach a few more council members, but there were still many who clearly disagreed. Before they could pepper him with more questions, Ossara cracked her staff against the floor.

“That’s enough,” she said. “Sir Dragon has made his position clear, and nothing we say will change the fact that he did allow Morgana to disembark his ship alive, and she did pronounce their treaty void due to a clause not upheld, whether intentionally or not.” She turned to Thomas. “Is all of that correct?”

“It is,” he confirmed.

She shifted closer to him then, lowering her voice so only he could hear. “I understand your reasoning, Captain Drake. The burden of leadership is a heavy one, and I don’t envy you the task you’ve undertaken. Just know that I’m on your side.”

“Thank you, High Elder,” he replied.

An elderly councilman in the third row rose to his feet. “High Elder, if I may?”

“The Council recognizes Elder Brusque of Weeping Tree in the Coastal Grove,” she replied.

"High Elder, fellow council members," Brusque said, his voice quavering with age and fear, "we must face the reality of our situation. Queen Morgana commands the largest military force in the galaxy, supported by resources that dwarf our own capabilities. Clearly, six months is insufficient time to build defenses that could withstand such an assault."

His words sent fresh waves of anxiety through the chamber, several members nodding agreement despite their obvious reluctance to acknowledge such harsh truths. Brusque continued with growing conviction, his voice gaining strength as he outlined his proposed solution.

"I move that we immediately dispatch a delegation to Draconia with an offer to rejoin the Empire voluntarily," he declared. "If we renounce our independence now, before Queen Morgana begins her campaign, we might negotiate terms that preserve some measure of autonomy while avoiding the devastation that would accompany forcible reconquest."

The suggestion triggered immediate and violent opposition from other council members, voices raised in outrage at the proposal to surrender their hard-won freedom without even attempting resistance. "Never!" a younger councilwoman called out from the back rows, her voice carrying clearly despite the surrounding chaos. "We've already paid too high a price for our independence to simply hand it back to the tyrant who oppressed us for decades!"

"Better alive and subservient than dead and free!" Brusque shot back, his fear overriding any concern for diplomatic language. "What good is independence if it leads to the annihilation of our entire civilization?"

The debate continued to rage around them as more arguments broke out across the chamber as representatives debated the merits of capitulation versus defiance, their voices rising to near-shouting levels as emotions overwhelmed diplomatic restraint as council members chose sides to grapple with impossible choices that offered no clear path to survival.

Thomas watched the proceedings with growing dismay, recognizing the fear that drove both positions while understanding that panic would accomplish nothing useful. When the volume reached levels that threatened to drown out individual voices entirely, Ossara rapped her staff against the floor, once more quieting the chamber.

"Council members," Thomas said, his voice carrying over the fading arguments with the kind of commanding presence and absolute conviction that Arthur's essence provided. "I understand your fear. I share your concerns about the magnitude of the challenge we face. But I cannot accept the assumption that resistance is futile." He paused, allowing his words to settle before continuing with growing passion. "Yes, we are only two free worlds, Avalyeth and Falias standing alone against an empire that commands hundreds of warships and millions of soldiers. But we hold the righteous and moral high ground. When I first arrived here in Avalon, the resistance was composed of small separatists groups that numbered in only hundreds of members. There was no hope of rebellion. No thought that anyone could stand against the Draconite and succeed. But here we are. We succeeded.”

Arthur’s essence burned in him like liquid fire, joining his own passion as he swept his gaze around the room, meeting the eyes of the dissident council members with furious strength. “The people have seen that they can stand against the Draconite and win. The fire of rebellion is spreading across the galaxy. Every day, more worlds question Morgana's rule. Every victory we achieve, every stand we take, inspires others to believe that change is possible."

Thomas could see his words having an effect, fear giving way to tentative hope in various expressions as council members considered alternatives to despair. He pressed his advantage with growing confidence. "Six months may seem insufficient, but freedom spreads like a virus, gaining momentum with each new people who are liberated,” he continued. “And as you know, many planets under Draconite control are lightly garrisoned, monitored primarily by the same beings they trample under their claws because those people have no other choices. What if we give them a choice? What if we show them that a new way is possible? How many planets could we liberate? How many assets could we capture? I believe quite a few. I believe enough to repel any attack Morgana might launch. But I’ll go further than that. I believe we can take the fight to her before then. That when six months expire, Morgana will regret cancelling the agreement, or at least, in her arrogance, offering us those six months.”

Thomas continued looking out on them as silence reigned. When his eyes crossed over his crew in the front rows, Percival offered an enthusiastic thumbs-up, and Kaelithan nodded his support.

Elder Brusque rose again, his expression showing a mixture of admiration and persistent doubt. "Your words are inspiring, Daeardrayke, but inspiration alone won’t stop imperial starships. What concrete plans do you propose?"

“I’m not a military tactician,” Thomas replied. “Perhaps General Calithar can weigh in on more specific steps to take to bolster our strength of arms. As for Excalibur, my intention is to spread the hope of the legendary ship’s return to every corner of Avalon. To stoke rebellion among the many planets of the empire, and add new allies both great and small to our cause. Just like I helped liberate Avalyeth and Falias, other planets will follow us. The rebellion will grow.”

Nodding, Elder Brusque sat down. His acceptance of the answer had a calming effect on the rest of the council, and they turned their thoughts inward rather than continuing to bombard him with concerns.

“Sir Dragon,” Ossara said. “Is there anything else you want to add for the Council?”

“No, High Elder,” he replied. “I’ve said everything I needed to say. I’m finished.”

“Then please, retake your seat.”

Thomas nodded and complied, relaxing for the first time since they’d walked into the Council Hollow.

“Well done, as usual,” Kaelithan remarked from beside him.

“Do you think I convinced them?” Thomas asked.

“Some, but not all.”

“Will it be enough?”

“That remains to be seen, I’m afraid.”

“As is our custom, we will now vote on our response to this crisis," Ossara announced once she regained the floor. "The question before us is simple: Do we maintain our independence and accelerate our preparations for war, or do we seek accommodation with the Empire through voluntary submission?"

The voting process was conducted with the same procedure Thomas had witnessed before. Each council member cast a secret vote, and then they were tallied, the results handed to Ossara. Thomas tensed as she raised her hand to announce it.

“The results are as follows,” she said. “Sixty-two members voted in favor of maintaining independence. Thirty-six voted against. Two abstained.”

“How can anyone abstain on something so important,” Thomas heard Kaelithan mutter under his breath as fresh murmurs swept across the chamber.

One of the obvious dissenters rose to her feet. "You've doomed us all!” she shouted. “In six months, Morgana will come with fire and sword, and everything we've built will be reduced to ash because we were too proud to accept the reality of our situation."

"The Council has spoken," Ossara replied. "Avalyeth will maintain its independence and prepare for the challenges ahead. We will not seek accommodation with the Empire, but neither will we ignore the magnitude of the threat we face."

Shaking her head, her countenance bitter, the councilwoman sat. Another council member rose. “And what of the planned celebration? Should we cancel those plans?"

Ossara considered the question carefully, her expression showing the balance between practical necessity and emotional need. "No," she decided. "Our people have endured too much darkness and need the healing that comes with shared joy. The celebration will proceed, providing closure for our recent trials and inspiration for the challenges ahead."

She turned back to Thomas. "After the ceremonies, we’ll accelerate every aspect of our preparation. But first, we give our people the chance to remember what we're fighting to preserve."

Thomas nodded approvingly, recognizing the wisdom in her decision. There was just one thing. “High Elder, I agree with the need for a celebration. Unfortunately, my crew and I won’t be able to attend. A week is too long for us to remain static given the change in circumstances.”

“I understand,” Ossara replied. “Perhaps you can record a message for the people of Avalyeth? I know it would mean a lot to them to hear from you.”

“Of course,” Thomas agreed.

“In that case, I’m sure you’re eager to finish your business on Avalyeth and start your new quest. Don’t let the Council delay you any further.”

“Thank you, High Elder.” Thomas and the rest of his crew stood. He turned to face the Council. “Thank you all. Even those of you who don’t agree with this course of action. I swear to you that I’ll do everything in my power to keep Avalon free from Draconite tyranny.”

The Council rose as one, showing solidarity now that the votes had been counted. They pounded their tables once more, offering Thomas and the others respect and gratitude on their departure.

Thomas finally let himself relax a little once they cleared the chamber. “Kael, shall we go visit your parents?”

Kaelithan smiled. “Eager to see Iona, then?” he asked.

“I admit, I wouldn’t mind that. But I also want you to have a chance to see your family, and Gareth to see his. And for Halvy to reunite with Thyreon. Once we leave, we may not be back here for some time.”

“Do you really think we can do it, Captain?” Bilbic asked. “Liberate enough planets to stand against Morgana?”

Thomas nodded, Arthur’s essence burning inside of him. “I do. We have to.”


CHAPTER 12


Before they could exit the Council Hollow, Krythis stepped forward from where he and his people had been standing against the wall. His robes rustled softly as he moved to intercept Thomas, his elegant features carrying an expression of respectful urgency. "Sir Dragon," he said, his voice pitched low to avoid drawing attention. "If I might have a word before we depart?"

Thomas paused, turning to face the engineer while his crew waited for him nearby. "Of course. What's on your mind?"

"Given the changed circumstances you've outlined, we believe it would be prudent for us to return to Falias immediately. Lady Aelan needs to be informed of Queen Morgana's decision, and our people will need time to prepare our defenses for what's coming."

Thomas nodded. "That makes perfect sense.” The Sidhe had their own world to protect, their own people to rally for the coming storm. "We can drop you off once we depart Avalyeth.”

Relief flickered across Krythis' features. "We appreciate your understanding. The council discussions here have been illuminating, but Falias will need every advantage we can provide if we're to successfully weather the next six months.”

“Does that mean I can count on the Sidhe’s continuing support?”

“You were there, Sir Dragon,” Krythis replied. “You saw firsthand how the Draconite treated us. They nearly executed Lady Aelan. The Druids are kind and good, but they tend to be timid in the face of danger. The Sidhe aren’t so inclined.”

Thomas couldn’t argue with the Sidhe’s observation. There was a reason Trilthan had helped Morgana in the first place. A change of leadership wouldn’t just wipe away those tendencies overnight. “Even so, they stood courageously against the attack on their home.”

“They did,” Krythis agreed. “I meant no disrespect. Merely observation.”

“I understand. And I’m glad to have the backing of Falias and Lady Aelan.”

“Thank you, Sir Dragon.”

“Lestain!” Gareth called out, stepping up beside Thomas.

Thomas looked up to see Gareth’s cousin threading his way into the hollow and through the leaving throng. The man’s face lit up with joy as he walked up and threw his arms around Gareth, hugging him fiercely.

"I just heard you were home." Pulling back, he studied his cousin's face. “It’s good to see you safe, cousin. And you, Thomas.” He turned, extending his hand to Thomas. "Once again, you've accomplished the impossible. The entire resistance owes you a debt that can never be repaid."

Thomas firmly clasped Lestain's hand, meeting the man's grateful gaze. "No debt is owed. We all fight for the same cause, the same future."

Before Lestain could respond, the sound of approaching footsteps drew their attention back toward the council chamber. General Calithar emerged, immediately joining the group.

"Lestain,” he said. “I was hoping to find you. We need to coordinate a new plan of action immediately."

“New plan of action?” Lestain asked, confusion flickering across his features as he looked between Calithar and Thomas. "What’s happened?"

Thomas and Calithar exchanged onerous glances before Thomas took the lead in explaining. "There's been a development in our situation. Queen Morgana has declared our agreement void and given us six months, not five years, to prepare for renewed hostilities."

Lestain’s face paled. "Six months? That's...that's barely enough time to properly organize our existing forces, let alone expand them to face the Empire."

"Which is why we need to move quickly," Calithar said, his tone carrying the urgency that had marked all their recent discussions. "Every hour counts now. We'll need to determine where we can accelerate our existing plans and what we can do without.”

Already considering the problem, Lestain scrubbed his hand down over the lower half of his face. "We have our work cut out for us, but we'll be ready,” he decided. “The resistance didn't survive this long by backing down from impossible odds." He turned back to Gareth. “I imagine this means you won’t be staying long.”

“No, we won’t,” Gareth agreed. “We put out one fire only to ignite a different one, I’m afraid.”

“Do you need me to pass a message on to Anise?”

“We’re on our way to visit her right now, but thank you, cousin.”

Lestain pivoted to Thomas. “I’m sorry for the short welcome, but it appears we have work to do.”

“All of us have,” Thomas agreed. “With no time to waste.”

“Come, Lestain,” Calithar said. The two men nodded to Thomas and headed off together.

“Captain, if you don’t mind,” Krythis said. “My team and I will take our leave from you now, and return to Excalibur to prepare for our return home.”

“Of course,” Thomas replied. “We’ll see you back on the ship shortly.”

Krythis and his team bowed to him and headed for the elevators. Thomas shifted his attention to his assembled crew. "Shall we go see how everyone at Kael’s parent’s house weathered the storm."

They trailed the Sidhe representatives to the elevators, receiving the same reactions from the Druids as before the moment they cleared the Council Hollow. Cheers and cries of thanks followed them all the way to the lifts, pausing only as they ascended and resuming once they stepped out onto the level where Kaelithan's parents lived. While those celebrations always faltered when the people caught sight of Norsp, they quickly overcame their shock, trusting in Thomas enough to not think too adversely about the Draconite walking with them.

Thomas couldn’t help but notice the damage as they neared Kaelithan’s home. Several of the residences showed clear signs of forced entry—doors torn from their hinges, windows shattered, walls scorched by magical fire and scored by blades. A few structures had been completely breached, their disturbed interiors visible through the open wounds.

His stomach tightened as he imagined the terror that had filled these homes during the assault. The knowledge that the Druids within hadn’t likely survived and that they’d been reanimated as one of the enemy remained a stark reminder of the costs of war.

Unlike the others, Kaelithan's family home stood intact, its exterior unmarked by violence and its windows whole. The sight drew visible relief from Kael and Gareth, their shoulders relaxing as they took in the familiar structure. Warm light glowed from within, suggesting that life continued normally inside despite the chaos that had surrounded them.

As they approached the entrance, Thomas spotted a familiar figure working among a group of volunteers clearing debris from a damaged home. Iona moved with efficient purpose, her long brown hair bound back in a practical braid while she aided the removal of broken furniture and shattered crystal. Her library custodian robes had been replaced by simpler work clothes, soiled and stained by her grim labors.

"I'll be right back," Thomas said to the others, already moving toward where she worked.

He approached the cleanup site, watching as Iona coordinated the efforts of several other Druids who clearly looked to her for guidance. Her natural leadership abilities served her well in this context, organizing the work with the same methodical order she brought to managing the Great Library's collections.

Her face transformed the moment she saw him, exhaustion and concentration giving way to pure joy as recognition dawned. She set down the damaged volume she had been holding and moved toward him with quick steps, her expression bright with relief and happiness.

"Thomas!" she said warmly. "You're back! I’m so happy to see you!”

She stopped just short of embracing him, suddenly aware of the watching eyes around them and the propriety that their respective positions demanded. But her smile remained radiant, communicating everything that words and physical contact couldn't express.

"It's good to see you, too,” Thomas replied, allowing his own relief to color his voice. "How are you holding up, after what happened at the library? The last I had heard, it was breached by the enemy horde.”

"I'm okay," Iona replied, though the shadows under her eyes suggested otherwise. "Tired, but okay. The Library…” She trailed off, obvious pain in her expression as she shook her head. “It was horrible. The guards did the best they could, but…so many died, only to rise again. I was barricaded in the special collection room with hundreds of others, hoping the enchanted seals protecting the collection would hold.” Tears ran down her cheeks at the memory. “Seeing familiar faces clawing at the barrier, desperate to rip us apart…” She gestured toward the damaged home where she had been working, unable to continue speaking about the Library. "The Mossglen family…they…they were killed in the attack. But we're salvaging what we can for their surviving relatives. Their home will be repaired and one day belong to another family.”

"I'm sorry," he said quietly. "About the Mossglens, about all of it. I wish we could have prevented this."

"You stopped it from being worse," Iona said firmly, wiping away her tears. "Without your intervention none of us would have survived. The entire Tree would have fallen, and everyone in it would have been turned into weapons against their own people." Her eyes met his directly. "Don't carry guilt for losses you couldn't prevent. Carry pride for the lives you saved."

The gentle wisdom in her words, delivered with the quiet strength that he admired in her, reminded Thomas why he always enjoyed her company. In a galaxy filled with impossible choices and unwinnable conflicts, Iona represented stability and understanding that transcended the chaos around them.

“The Library will reopen,” she added, internal strength bringing her back to the topic. “We can’t let the evil that penetrated the sanctuary have its sway in there forever. Though I think it will feel strange to focus on books when there's still so much rebuilding to do."

“Maybe not as strange as you might think,” Thomas suggested. “Normalcy is important to help people recover. It shows them that despite the losses, life goes on. Hope remains.”

A small smile played at the corners of Iona's mouth. "I hadn't thought of it that way. Though I suppose you understand the value of hope better than most."

"Hope's about the only thing I'm good at these days," Thomas replied with a self-deprecating grin. "That and making impossible situations slightly less impossible."

"Don't sell yourself short," Iona said, her voice carrying gentle reproach. "You've given an entire galaxy reason to believe things can change. That's not just hope. That's a transformation."

“Well, I should let you get back to your work," Thomas said finally, though he found himself reluctant to end the conversation.

"And I should let you continue bringing hope to the galaxy,” Iona replied with understanding. "How long will you be staying on Avalyeth? Will there be time for another private conversation before you depart?”

“Unfortunately, probably not,” he admitted. "We need to leave right after we’re finished visiting with your parents and Thyreon. There are developments that require immediate action."

Concern flickered across Iona's features. "Nothing good, I assume, given your expression."

"Nothing I can discuss here," Thomas said, glancing meaningfully at the other volunteers within hearing range. "But you'll hear about it soon enough, I’m sure.”

Understanding dawned in her eyes. The recognition that his return hadn't brought total peace, only a brief respite before new challenges. “In that case, be careful out there, Thomas. I want to see you back safe.”

“I’ll do my best,” Thomas replied. “I want to see you, too.”

Iona nodded, then called out to Kaelithan as he approached, the rest of the crew hanging back at his parents’ front door. She moved toward him with easy affection. “Thank the ancient Trees, you're safe!" She embraced him warmly before stepping back to study his face for signs of injury or trauma. Her expression showed the relief of someone who had feared the worst during his absence. "Let me go tell our parents you're here," she said, already moving toward the family home. "They've been worried about you, too.”

Thomas and Kael rejoined the rest of the crew as Iona disappeared through the entrance to announce their arrival. Quick footsteps followed as Varieth appeared, his dignified bearing unchanged despite the obvious strain of recent events.

“Welcome home, son.” He pulled Kael into a one-armed hug, his greeting controlled but no less emotional than Iona’s. “I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

Elara followed close behind with tears already streaming down her cheeks. "Kaelithan!" she cried, rushing forward to embrace her son with the fierce protectiveness of a mother who had feared she might never see him again. “I’m so glad you’re safe!"

“It’s good to see you, Mother. I’m so relieved all of you made it through Klingsor’s attack.”

"Me, too. I don’t know what we would’ve done without Thyreon. And Sir Dragon…" Elara turned to Thomas, clasping his hands. "How can we possibly thank you for everything you've done? For keeping our son safe, for saving our world, for giving us hope when darkness seemed absolute?"

"Your son's courage saved us all more than once," Thomas replied. "I'm the one who should be thanking you for the man he is."

“Elara,” Gareth said, coming over to ask about his wife. “Is Anise here? Is she well?”

“She’s very well,” Elara replied. “She’s out walking with the little one, but she should be back any time now.”

“I think she’s back now,” Burl said, pointing to where she had appeared around a corner, pushing their infant son in a blue and yellow pram.

“Anise!” Gareth called, grinning as he hurried toward her.

Her face lit up with joy at the sight of her husband, though Thomas could see the strain that recent events had etched into her features. Their reunion was tender and emotional, Gareth picking his son up out of the pram. He embraced both the boy and his wife, desperate relief of someone who had feared he might never see them again etched into his features.

Behind them, Thyreon emerged from the home, the young Druid's appearance much improved from that of the traumatized boy they had rescued from Trilthan's laboratory. His cheeks had filled out with proper nutrition, his eyes showing alertness and curiosity rather than the hollow numbness that had marked his captivity.

"Thyreon!" Kaelithan approached him with a warm smile. He kneeled, bringing himself down to the boy's eye level. "I heard you helped defend the house during the attack. Thank you for keeping my family safe."

“And mine,” Gareth added, approaching with Anise and the baby.

Thyreon's chest swelled with pride at the recognition. “They’re my family now, too. I couldn’t let anything happen to them.”

Meanwhile, Kaelithan's parents had welcomed the rest of Thomas' crew, their words conveying the same gratitude as their expressions for the role each had played in their son's safe return. When their gazes fell upon Norsp, confusion replaced warmth as they struggled to understand why a Draconite stood among their celebrated guests.

"Kaelithan," Varieth said carefully, his diplomatic training helping him maintain courtesy despite his obvious uncertainty. "Perhaps you could explain our...unexpected guest and why he’s here?"

Kaelithan glanced toward Norsp, then back to his parents. "This is Sir Norsp. Don’t be concerned. He's with us."

Varieth nodded politely while Elara maintained her welcoming smile despite the visible confusion in her eyes. “Well, any friend of yours is a friend of ours. Welcome, Sir Norsp.” She graciously dipped her head in acknowledgement of his news allegiance if not his presence.

"Thyreon," Halvy said quietly, stepping out from amidst the group.

Thomas turned toward the young Druid’s voice, surprised by the note of genuine warmth in his tone. Thyreon looked up as well, his expression shifting from polite attention to shocked recognition as he saw who had spoken. "Halvy?" Thyreon whispered. "Is it really you?"

"Yes," Halvy confirmed, moving toward his former fellow captive. "I remember you, Thyreon. I remember learning magic with you in Grenyth’s school. I remember the fun times we had with Ryn.”

“I miss Ryn,” Thyreon said.

“Me too,” Halvy’s expression showed sorrow for the first time since his rescue. And then, something else. The sorrow shifted, a smile forming across Halvy’s features. “But I am happy to see you.”

“I’m happy to see you, too,” Thyreon agreed.

One more surprise followed, as genuine laughter bubbled up from Halvy’s chest. Not the bitter sound that might be expected from someone who had endured such trauma, but the clear, bright laughter of a child rediscovering joy. Thomas’ own chest tightened with emotion at the sight of Halvy's genuine smile, proof that healing remained possible despite the depths of his suffering.

Thyreon rushed forward, his face bright with joy as he embraced his friend. "I was so worried when they took you away," he said. "We all thought...we thought we might never see you again."

“We're both here now," Halvy replied, his arms tightening around his friend. "We both survived."

The reunion drew tears from several of the watching adults. Kael's expression showed profound satisfaction at seeing two of Grenyth’s former students and fellow exiles finding comfort in each other.

"Please," Elara said as the two broke off their embrace, still smiling at one another. "All of you, come inside. You must be exhausted, and I insist on preparing a proper meal for you. It's the least we can do after everything you've done for us."

"That's very generous," Thomas replied. “We appreciate your hospitality.”

Thyreon looked up at Halvy with sudden concern. "Are you staying on Avalyeth now? Will you be living here again?"

The question drew immediate attention from everyone present, their expressions showing curiosity about Halvy's plans now that he was free to make his own choices.

Halvy considered the question. When he spoke, his voice carried quiet conviction.

"I need to stay with Excalibur," he answered simply. "To help protect Arthur."

The statement puzzled Thomas, who wasn't entirely certain what the boy meant. Arthur existed only as an essence within his consciousness. Then he remembered the shard of Arthur's crystal that Halvy wore, the fragment that amplified his already considerable magical abilities. Perhaps that connection ran deeper than he’d realized. Maybe Halvy sensed something through that link that transcended normal understanding. Or the boy simply felt safer aboard the legendary ship than anywhere else in the galaxy.

Regardless of the reasoning behind it, Halvy's decision resolved any uncertainty about his future. With Norsp at his side, he would remain with them, continuing to contribute his abilities to their cause while hopefully finding the healing that friends and allies might provide.

“We won’t be gone forever,” Thomas said, offering reassurance to Thyreon. “Avalyeth is a home now for us, too.”

Kaelithan put one hand on Thyreon’s shoulder, moving to place the other on Halvy’s. This time, Halvy didn’t stop him. “Thomas is right,” Kael said. “And we’re going to protect our home with every last bit of life within us.”


CHAPTER 13


Two hours passed in the kind of comfortable domesticity that Thomas had rarely experienced, and only ever had a chance to enjoy among Kaelithan’s family. Elara's cooking—a hearty soup accompanied by bread still warm from the morning's baking and tea that carried the subtle flavors of local herbs—was as satisfying as always. The conversation flowed easily, though it became difficult at times as they recounted all that had happened at the council meeting.

Thomas believed Elara was sympathetic to his insistence on maintaining his honor. He wasn’t as sure about Varieth. While the former council member didn’t say anything contradictory about the decision, he didn’t say anything positive, either.

Iona arrived partway through the meal, after cleaning up from her volunteer work. Taking the open seat between Kael and Thomas, her presence added another layer of warmth to the gathering. Her easy laughter mixed with that of the others as they shifted the conversation to lighter moments, each crew member recalling brighter times from their pasts. Thomas couldn’t help appreciating the way she listened with genuine interest to all of their assorted stories.

While Elara had tried to be a good host to Norsp, and the former Flayer had responded with politeness, he chose to place himself just inside the doorway to the home, facing the entrance. He remained statue-still almost the entire time. Having seen Iona with Thomas earlier, he only moved aside for her when she entered.

Now, as shadows began to lengthen through the crystalline windows, duty called with increasing urgency. "I'm afraid it's time for us to take our leave," Thomas announced, rising from his seat with obvious reluctance. He had started to sense the pressure of time pushing against the comfortable moment. Six months wasn't long enough to waste precious hours, no matter how much he valued this respite with Iona and her parents.

The statement drew disappointed sounds from around the room, though everyone understood the reality of their situation. Elara's face fell, while Gareth's expression tightened with the necessity of another separation from his family.

"So soon?" Anise asked, more resigned than surprised as her attention shifted from Thomas to Gareth. "I knew this moment would come…” She reached out and took his hand. “...but it feels like you just arrived."

“I know. I’m sorry.” His rueful smile swept her face. “What we do now secures our future. His future,” he said, smoothing his hand over their son’s downy head where he sat, secured between them in a highchair. Both Anise and Gareth chuckled as they watched their tired son wipe his fist up over his face, scrubbing the green goo from around his mouth and cheeks up over his nose and forehead. “I think it’s time for somebody’s bedtime,” Gareth said, wiping the baby’s face off with his own napkin.

Everyone found amusement as the baby showed his displeasure over the cleanup by scrunching his face up and slamming his fist down on the chair’s attached tray. His bowl, with what was left of his pureed meat and vegetables, bounced up and tumbled toward the tray’s edge. Showing her proficiency at dealing with an irritable baby’s tantrums, Anise caught the bowl before it tumbled off the tray.

“Hey, good catch, Anise,” Burl said, clapping.

“Comes with practice,” she said, smiling as she wiped the spilled food off the chair’s tray and got up to take the bowl and dirty napkins to the kitchen. Gareth removed the now crying baby’s soiled bib and picked him up. Little Gareth laid his head on his dad’s shoulder and immediately quieted.

“The joys of fatherhood, eh Gareth.” Kaelithan said, standing up and moving toward his parents.

“It has its moments,” Gareth replied, smiling as he rubbed his hand over his son’s back.

“Indeed it does,” Varieth agreed, clapping a hand to Kael’s shoulder and smiling affectionately at him. “And I know you wouldn’t trade those moments for anything.”

“No, sir, I wouldn’t,” he said, kissing baby Gareth on the cheek as Anise returned, taking their tired son from him. The boy immediately laid his head on her shoulder and rubbed his face against her, another sign he was ready for bed. “I just wish I could have more moments like this,” Gareth added, his voice thick with emotion as he laid his palm on the boy’s head and wrapped his other arm around Anise, leaning in to rub her nose with his, making her smile.

"Whatever happens out there, whatever dangers you face,” Anise told him, “remember you have people here who love you very much. Be safe, and come back to us soon.”

"I will," Gareth promised. “I love you, too. Both of you, so much.”

“I’m sorry we can’t stay longer,” Kael said, embracing his mother with one arm, his father with the other. "But there's too much at stake to delay any further."

"We understand," Varieth replied, his own disappointment evident.

Elara held her son tightly, whispering words of blessing and protection. “You go on now,” she said after breaking their embrace. “You already saved this world. Now go save the galaxy.”

Kaelithan grinned in response to her motherly tone. “I will.”

Nevertheless, this particular farewell was harder for Thomas to watch than any that had come before, especially when baby Gareth reached out for his father as he moved away from them. Thomas could see the pain on his friend’s face, before it hardened into determination.

The others offered their thanks to Kaelithan's parents for their hospitality and warmth, each member of the crew expressing genuine appreciation for the brief return to normalcy.

Thyreon's goodbye to Halvy was just as heart-wrenching as Gareth’s, if only because Thyreon’s presence had brought so much of what remained of the old Halvy back out.

"I'll miss you," Thyreon said, clasping Halvy’s shoulder. "Try to stay safe out there."

"You too," Halvy replied, matching the gesture.

Iona's farewell was quieter, less dramatic than the family partings but no less meaningful. After saying goodbye to Kael, she approached Thomas as the others were making their final preparations to leave.

"Safe travels, Daeardrayke,” she said simply, her eyes conveying much more. "And remember that you always have a home here, whenever you need one."

"I know. Thank you," Thomas replied. "That means more to me than you know." He forced himself to turn away and leave, a definite ache settling in the center of his chest.

The walk back to Quadtree passed in contemplative silence, each member of their group processing the emotions stirred by temporary reunion with normal life. Thomas found himself thinking about the simple pleasures they'd just experienced and wondering how many such moments might remain before the galaxy's conflicts consumed everything gentle and peaceful. He’d never had such connections on Earth. In many ways, he’d since realized how he had given up on ever achieving them. But now that they were present, now that he had felt the warmth of family and friends, he would fight like hell to keep them all.

As they descended through Primaltree's levels and crossed the bridge to Quadtree, they were again bombarded with accolades from Druids who recognized them. Cheers followed their passage, hands reached out to touch them, voices called blessings and thanks. Always uncomfortable with the hero worship but understanding its importance to the people who needed something to believe in, Thomas acknowledged the attention with smiles and awkward waves.

The elevator ride up through Quadtree's levels felt longer than usual, weighted by the knowledge that this might be their last visit to Avalyeth for some time. When they finally reached the landing platform, Thomas expected to find the area relatively quiet, with perhaps a few guards maintaining security around Excalibur's position.

Instead, they emerged to find the platform in utter chaos.

Two distinct crowds had gathered, surrounding the legendary ship. Their raised voices carried across the platform in a cacophony of heated argument. Word of Morgana's decision had clearly leaked from the council session and the revelation had divided the gathered Druids into opposing camps.

On one side stood a group of perhaps fifty angry Druids, their gestures animated as they pointed toward Excalibur with clear hostility. Their voices carried accusations and blame, words like "betrayal" and "doom" floating above the general din.

The opposing group was thankfully larger, their voices raised in defense of Thomas and his crew. These supporters formed a protective barrier around Excalibur, proclaiming gratitude and continued faith in Thomas’ leadership. Thomas recognized some of the Druids who had been working on the cleanup with Iona earlier.

"How quickly they forget who saved them from being overrun by undead," Burl muttered, his usual good humor replaced by bitter disappointment as he surveyed the hostile faction. “A few hours ago, we were saviors. Now we're villains, simply because we kept our word to someone they don't like." The comment drew murmurs of agreement from other crew members.

"Stay neutral," Thomas instructed as they approached the edge of the crowd. "We're not here to take sides or justify our decisions. We just need to reach the teleportal and depart."

Neutrality proved difficult to maintain as they pushed through the masses. Supporters reached out to touch them, their voices raised in encouragement and continued faith. Detractors hurled accusations and demands for explanation, their anger palpable as they pressed closer with hostile intent.

"Daeardrayke!" a middle-aged Druid whose face was flushed with fury and very possibly drink, called out above the others. "How could you let her go? You’ve doomed us all!”

"He did it because honor matters!" another voice shouted back from the opposing crowd. "Because keeping your word is what separates us from the tyrants we fight!"

The arguments continued around them as they made their way forward. The Druid guards on the platform formed a protective escort that helped clear a path through the chaotic scene. Thomas kept his expression carefully neutral, acknowledging neither praise nor criticism as he focused on reaching their destination.

"Sir Dragon!" a young woman called out, her voice bright with admiration. "We believe in you! We know you'll find a way to protect us!"

"He's already failed us once!" came an immediate rebuttal from nearby. "What makes you think he won't fail us again?"

The bitter division was painful to witness, but Thomas forced himself to keep moving forward. Stopping to engage would only make the situation worse, turning what was already a tense confrontation into something potentially violent.

As they finally neared Excalibur's teleportal, Thorgrim moved closer to Thomas, the Dwarf's expression showing concern about what they'd witnessed.

"This division is bad for everyone," Thorgrim observed, his gruff voice carrying over the surrounding noise. "If they can't come together and focus their energy on defense, they'll be vulnerable when Morgana's forces arrive."

Thomas nodded grimly, sharing the dwarf's assessment while feeling powerless to address it. "I agree, but there's nothing we can do about it now. They'll have to work through their differences themselves. We have our own quest to worry about."

They reached the portal. Thomas remained to usher the others through, the shouts from both sides rising in volume in response to their imminent departure. Thorgrim stayed beside him, and surprisingly, so did Halvy, and as such, Norsp.

The presence of the former Flayer only drove the dissidents to greater unhappiness. Thomas could see how Norsp quickly became a focal point for their anger, serving as a visible reminder of their enemy. Shouts of "traitor" and "collaborator" began to mix with the accusations aimed at Thomas himself, while some of the more agitated protesters pushed closer with obvious hostile intent.

"Why is he here?" one angry voice demanded, pointing directly at Norsp with a trembling finger. "Why do we harbor one of the monsters who tried to destroy us?"

Norsp remained perfectly still, radiating controlled power despite the provocation. He tracked the approaching threats with predatory awareness, yet made no move to defend himself or respond to their hostility.

Once the others had all gone through the teleportal, Thomas turned to Halvy. “Your turn.”

“You first, Captain,” he replied.

“Halvy, I know you want to protect me, but⁠—”

“No,” Halvy interrupted. “I need to protect Arthur.” He put his hand to the shard around his neck.

“Even so, I’m still in charge. If I give you an order, you need to follow it. If you can’t do that, then you must remain here.”

Norsp glared at Thomas. Halvy simply nodded, undisturbed by the ultimatum. “Of course, you’re right. Come, Norsp.” He nodded to Thomas and stepped through the portal, the Draconite right behind him. Only then did Thomas and Thorgrim step through, the strange mix of jeers and cheers echoing in their ears even after they were clear.

Merlin, bring up the teleportal, he said silently. We’re all aboard.

Of course, my boy.

“Dwarves like to argue,” Thorgrim commented. “But at least we try to be sensible about it.”

“They’re afraid,” Thomas answered.

“They should be. I don’t know how you’re going to do it, Captain. Six months…” He shook his head.

“I have to succeed. We have to succeed,” Thomas replied. “I meant what I said in the hollow. I believe in the beings of Avalon. I believe I can convince a lot of them to come to our aid. And I also believe some will aid themselves without me. The fire is burning. We just need to fan the flames.”

“Aye. I hope you’re right. We need to succeed.”

“We’d better. Morgana knows the Dwarves are with me now. I can’t guarantee she’ll continue to ignore Ferraden once the six months are up.”

“I’ve considered that possibility. It isn’t one I expected, but Prince—nay, king by now, I imagine—King Tobrin will have to make the decision on what to do about that.”

“There is something else I wanted to speak to you about,” Thomas said. “A thought I had during our meal.”

“A strange time to be thinking of me, Captain,” Thorgrim laughed, “when you had that fetching lass to keep your heart and mind occupied.”

Thomas couldn’t help laughing with him. “Some things are more important right now than any feelings I might have for a fetching lass.”

“Don’t tell her that,” Thorgrim replied.

“In all seriousness,” Thomas said, his grin vanishing after a short chuckle. “I've been thinking about what to do with Klingsor's crystal. Since I need to return you to Ferraden anyway, I'd like the Dwarves to hold onto it for safekeeping until I can return it to the Wastes."

Thorgrim's bushy eyebrows rose in surprise, his weathered features showing careful consideration of the proposal. "That's quite a responsibility you're asking us to shoulder. Are you certain that's a wise decision?"

"I'm certain the Dwarves are the last people who might be tempted to interact with the Death Walker's essence."

"Aye, you're right about that. We've no desire to see that monster free again. If you trust us with such a burden, I’m sure King Tobrin will agree to hold onto it. Except…”

“Except what?” Thomas asked.

“Well, to be honest, the Death Walker killed his parents. Once he has Klingsor’s prison in his possession, he may be reluctant to part with it.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Thomas agreed. “If those are the terms, I’ll accept them. Sinderak’s Vault is likely as safe a place for it as the Wastes. Perhaps even safer.”

“Then I don’t foresee any difficulties in passing along the responsibility,” Thorgrim said.

“Good. I’m heading up to the flight deck,” Thomas announced. “You’re welcome to join me there.”

“I’m confident you can fly your ship without me, Captain. The view through the projection tends to play tricks on my stomach, and since I just ate…”

“Yeah, I’d prefer you didn’t vomit on the flight deck,” Thomas agreed with a fresh smile. “We have to visit Falias first, but we’ll head to Ferraden right after.”

“Of course, Captain. At your convenience.”

While Thorgrim turned aft to reach his quarters, Thomas headed for the inside teleportal at the bow, only to notice Halvy and Norsp waiting there for him. “Is something wrong?” he asked when he got there.

“No,” Halvy replied. “I was keeping an eye on you.”

“Is that something I should get used to from now on?” Thomas asked. “You don’t need to hover over me like a worried grandmother. Especially aboard Excalibur.”

Halvy nodded. “Yes. You’re right.” Instead of going through the teleportal to accompany Thomas to the flight deck, he and Norsp turned to follow Thorgrim to their quarters.

Shaking off Halvy’s strange need to shadow him everywhere, Thomas hurried through the teleportal to the flight deck. The rest of the flight crew were already assembled there.

"Well, that was unpleasant," Gareth said, frowning at him. "I never expected to see Druids so divided over anything, especially you. They love you."

"Fear does that to people," Thomas replied. “I don’t blame them for holding me responsible. Not after everything they’ve been through.” He swept his gaze across the others. “Everyone to your pods.”

They responded quickly to his order, as he made his way to the command pod and stepped back into it. The neural gel flowed around him with eager acceptance, establishing the connection that merged his consciousness with Excalibur's systems. Through the interface, he sensed his crew's collective relief to be returning to space. Even Gareth, despite once again having to leave his family, settled eagerly into the gel, glad to be away from the political complications that had marred their time on Avalyeth.

The platform is clear for takeoff, Gareth informed him. All our dissenters and supporters have moved back.

Thank you, Gareth. Merlin, set wormhole coordinates for Falias.

Of course, my boy, Merlin replied. However, I suspect Lady Aelan won't be any more pleased with our news than the Druid Council was.

No, I don’t expect her to be happy at all, but I’m anxious to hear if she has any insight into what our next move should be. She hasn’t led us wrong so far.

When Merlin had nothing more to say, Thomas opened an external comm. “Avelyeth Flight Control, this is Excalibur requesting permission to lift off.”

“Of course, Captain Drake. May the stars be with you.”

“Thank you, control. Excalibur out.”

Brennan, take us up.

Aye, Captain.

Thomas settled deeper into his pod as Excalibur lifted away from Quadtree's platform, leaving behind the dwindling crowd. Below them, Avalyeth's ancient forests stretched toward the horizon, beautiful but wounded, while ahead lay the cold vastness of space and the monumental task of uniting a galaxy against its greatest threat.

Arthur’s essence warmed him, offering strength, courage, and comfort.

At this point, it was the only thing that could bring him peace.


CHAPTER 14


The crystalline spires of Aelindral rose around Excalibur, their prismatic surfaces catching and refracting the light into cascading rainbows that danced across the walls of the docking tower. Thomas sensed the subtle shift in the engine as they slipped into the tower, enveloped by fields of magical energy emitted by the structure.

Teleportal deployed, Merlin announced through their shared connection.

Well, let’s get this done, Thomas projected to the others. Gareth, you’re with me. You too, Tryvane. I assume you want to see your mother.

Very much so, Tryvane replied, his love for the Lady Aelan coursing through the interface.

The rest of you, remain on board. I don’t expect this to be a long visit.

Aye, Captain, came the replies.

Thomas opened his command pod and climbed out. Around him, his crew followed suit.

“Kael, you’re coming too,” Thomas said to the wizard, who stood on the flight deck with Merlin’s humanoid GOLEM.

“I assumed as much,” he replied with a grin.

“What about me?” Merlin asked.

“With Tal gone, I need more of your focus on keeping Excalibur running in top condition,” Thomas replied. “I’d like you to help Frambur get more acclimated to the systems.”

“Very well, my boy. I’ll be sure to introduce him to the library. He can start by following Taliesin’s recorded lessons on ship maintenance.”

“I didn’t know we had recorded lessons for that.”

The GOLEM’s blue eyes brightened in amusement. “We do. You’re free to learn as well, at your convenience.”

Thomas grinned. “I’ll probably learn how to fix the ship around the same time I learn to use magic.”

The GOLEM’s eyes brightened with amusement. “I must say, my boy, I’m glad to see your continuing confidence in delegating such difficult tasks to those who know what they’re doing.”

“Thanks, Merlin. We’ll be back soon.”

The four men left the flight deck, making their way to the teleportal. Krythis and his engineering team had already gathered there, loaded down with their personal belongings and equipment. Thomas noticed that Saral also held a thickly wrapped package in her hand.

“Captain, we’re prepared for departure,” Krythis said.

“I hope you don’t oppose me gathering small samples of each of the nanite types from the lab for further examination and experimentation,” Saral said. “Morgana has outlawed such research, but we’re free to resume study if you permit it.”

Thomas nodded. “I don’t have a problem with it. Kael?”

“It’s a wise course of action,” the wizard agreed. “But please be careful. They can be as volatile and dangerous as they are fascinating.”

“I agree,” Saral said. “We’ll approach the study with the utmost care.”

“In that case, shall we?” Thomas said, motioning to the portal.

They stepped through one at a time, Thomas emerging first onto the docking tower's receiving platform. A woman waited for them there, her robes flowing with the same ethereal quality that marked all formal Sidhe attire.

“Lyselle,” Thomas said, recognizing her immediately. “Well met.”

"Daeardrayke," she replied, offering the formal bow that Sidhe protocol demanded. "Lady Aelan extends her welcome and requests your immediate presence in the Highspire. Transportation has been prepared." She gestured toward a collection of aetherskates arranged in precise formation near the platform's edge.

"Thank you," Thomas replied, moving to the nearest device with Kaelithan. Tryvane and Gareth stepped onto the aetherskate on the other side of it. Lyselle took the one in the lead, Krythis and his group boarding the remaining two.

The flight across Aelindral provided a stunning view of the city. Dozens of prismatic towers rose toward the sky. Aether vines snaked between the structures, carrying light and data in flowing streams that created living artwork across the urban landscape.

Below them, life continued with the measured pace that had always characterized Sidhe society. At a glance, it was as if nothing had changed for them since Thomas’ first visit, when he’d only escaped Turquine’s wrath because of Eryndor’s sacrifice.

The thought sent a wave of sadness through Thomas, in memory of the man who had helped him become acclimated to Avalon and his role as Excalibur’s captain. The man who’d become his close friend. With that remembrance, he let his thoughts of Eryndor pass and refocused on the view below.

Looking closer, he spotted subtle changes to the population that spoke to their underlying preparations for war. Groups of figures in uniforms, rather than robes, moved through the streets while long lines had formed at various stations across the city. Manned by Sidhe in uniforms, Thomas took them as mobile recruitment or conscription stations.

Their destination rose before them. The Highspire reached for the heavens with architectural ambition that defied easy description. Nearly four kilometers tall, the largest tower on Falias seemed to grow from the city's heart in a manner not unlike Primaltree. While it had no branches to speak of, the base was wide and held fast to the earth through the use of root-like crystalline structures, which pulsed rhythmically with the flow of data and energy.

The aetherskates settled onto a landing area halfway up the spire. From there, Lyselle led them to an entrance that opened at their approach, revealing warmly decorated corridors that were clearly organic in nature, their construction flowing in a curve around the building. Luminal Spirits floated throughout the space, their glowing forms providing both illumination and security monitoring.

“This place is amazing,” Gareth exclaimed as they absorbed the interior design.

“The High Court of Falias was disbanded nearly a hundred years ago,” Lyselle said as they walked. “The Draconite used only the lowest third of the Highspire, leaving many of these high levels untouched since before Camelot’s fall. So many great Sidhe leaders walked these halls, which look exactly the same now as they did then. I get chills just thinking about it.”

When they reached the center of the spire, Lyselle activated a transit portal. Stepping through brought them to the Star Court in another part of the building.

”The Star Court is ancient,” Tryvane said, wonderment in his tone. “Lyselle, has a new court been elected yet?”

“No, Lady Aelan remains in control of the court for the moment,” she replied, “but that will change within the week.”

The group finally came upon a wide set of double doors made from polished alloy that was veined with pale crystal. They opened without a sound, revealing a spacious circular room with three rings of seats arranged in a raised arc. Each seat was affixed to a narrow control pedestal anchored in a central floor of smooth, dark metal. The ceiling curved upward into a shallow dome of crystal-infused alloy that was transparent enough to see the sky through, the daylight diffused to perfectly illuminate the central platform. Thomas knew it was intended to be a court of equals. For now, it was a throne room in all but name.

Lady Aelan stood on the center platform, her pale yellow robes reflecting the light filtering in from above, making her look like a miniature sun. Her speckled blue eyes found Tryvane immediately, maternal warmth breaking through her otherwise composed expression. "Tryvane," she said. “Welcome home.”

"Mother," he replied, his own voice tight with emotion as he moved past Thomas and into her arms. "It’s good to see you."

They held each other for a tender moment before separating. Lady Aelan then turned to the others. "Sir Dragon, Sir Gareth, Master Kaelithan," she said, offering the bow that diplomatic protocol required. "Welcome back to Falias."

"Thank you, Lady Aelan," Thomas replied, returning her bow with equal formality.

“And Master Krythis…it’s good to see you all safely home. We can catch up on your reports as soon as this meeting with Sir Dragon is concluded. Please, all of you may await my summons outside.”

“Very well, My Lady.” Krythis nodded to Thomas and led his team from the court. Even before they had gone through the door, Lady Aelan’s eyes had narrowed, her voice both curious and cautious. “So Sir Dragon, I notice that Sir Lancelot isn't among your party. Has something happened to him?"

“I’m afraid so, My Lady,” Thomas replied. “Lancelot was captured by Turquine and given to Sir Ironside—one of the essences Turquine took from the Wastes. The Red Knight escaped into the galaxy, using Lancelot’s body as his own. It’s my hope we’ll be able to reclaim his body at some point. In the meantime, there’s so much more to explain regarding what’s happened since last we met. Not all of it good.”

Rather than being taken aback, Lady Aelan's expression slackened. Her eyes grew distant, taking on that peculiar unfocused quality that indicated her supernatural abilities were processing information beyond their immediate conversation.

“There’s no need to explain,” she finally said, frowning as she came back to herself, focusing directly on Thomas. “I know all that has happened. I’ve foreseen its possibility, now come to pass. The threads of fate we’ve traveled mean that Morgana has cancelled your five-year agreement. However, the visions don’t offer such fine detail. Did she give you an abbreviated grace period?”

"Six months,” Thomas answered simply.

“So many possibilities, and we’ve fallen onto the darker path.”

“I thought it would be a good thing to stop Turquine and Klingsor,” Thomas said.

She turned, her gaze refocusing on him. “Oh, it was, Daeardrayke. Have no concern about that. You did well. However, that path promised to be the darkest, with no possibility the light of hope would become strong enough to shine through. The road ahead won’t be an easy one.”

“It never is,” Gareth said.

“Indeed,” she agreed. “If you hope to defeat Morgana, you must recover Lancelot.”

The statement caught Thomas off guard. "Lady Aelan, with respect, we have to focus on liberating more planets and gaining additional allies if we hope to stand against the Draconite. We don’t know where Ironside might be headed, and we can't afford to spend precious time hunting for him."

“Rationality might dictate such action,” Lady Aelan agreed, “but you know as well as I do that the fates care not for logic.”

“But how can one knight, even one as skilled and knowledgeable as Lancelot, make that much difference in a conflict that will involve hundreds of worlds and millions of soldiers?"

"You must remember that each thread affects all others. The loss of even a single strand can unravel patterns in dangerous and unpredictable ways. You already know I cannot see the future with complete clarity. The paths are too numerous, the variables too complex, but as I believed you should abandon your quest to interrupt Morgana’s shipping operations, I also believe you should search for Lancelot ahead of pursuing other objectives."

The advice conflicted with every strategic instinct Thomas possessed. At the same time, he had benefitted from her prior advice.

Or had he?

He still wasn’t clear where prediction began and cause and effect took over. Everything would have been different had he never gone to the Wastes. At the same time, on a personal level, he did want Lancelot back, as soon as feasible.

"What will Falias do during this period?" Thomas asked, shifting focus to more immediate concerns. "Will you continue to stand with us against the empire?”

Lady Aelan's expression transformed, showing the fierce determination that had driven her people's resistance throughout generations of conflict. "Do not fear losing Falias' commitment to the cause. We will fight for you as we fought for Arthur, with every resource at our disposal." Her voice grew stronger with each word, passion breaking through her normally restrained demeanor. "Let Morgana come and try to reclaim us. Let her discover that the Sidhe haven’t forgotten how to defend our freedom. She will find that conquest requires far more effort than she anticipates."

"Thank you for your guidance and continued support," Thomas said, the reassuring declaration that their alliance remained strong despite the changed circumstances sending warmth through his chest. Falias represented one of the most advanced civilizations in the galaxy, their technological capabilities and magical expertise providing resources that would prove invaluable in the coming conflict. “We couldn’t do this without you.” He offered the formal bow that concluded their diplomatic exchange.

“Mother.” Tryvane again slid his arm around his mother. "I must return to my duties aboard Excalibur. The galaxy's needs demand my continued service."

"I know,” Lady Aelan replied, hugging him. "Be safe, my son, and serve with honor, as your grandfather would have expected. Remember that you carry our people's hopes with you."

“I will,” Tryvane promised, kissing his mother’s cheek.

After the two of them said farewell with the same controlled emotion that had marked their reunion, she returned her attention to Thomas. “Farewell, Daeardrayke. Do not be troubled. Even if you aren’t completely sure right now or perhaps even at the moment you choose which path to tread, I’m positive you’ll make the right decision.”

“Thank you for your guidance and confidence in me, My Lady,” Thomas replied. “I’ll try not to let you down.”

With that, Thomas and his crew turned and left the chamber, saying a final goodbye to Krythis and his team before Lyselle rejoined them to escort them back to Excalibur. “That was a short meeting,” she commented.

“You don’t need to say much when the Lady has already foreseen it all,” Gareth replied, smiling graciously.

“She sees much,” Lyselle agreed. “But always remember that such visions are imperfect. It’s wise to heed the advice, but not to become slave to it.”

Thomas found the words comforting. Lady Aelan was right that he would do what was best for Avalon. Perhaps that didn't mean choosing between liberating worlds or hunting the Red Knight.

Perhaps it meant finding a way to do both.


CHAPTER 15


Thomas felt the adjustments in Excalibur’s sensors as the legendary vessel emerged from its wormhole, the tear in spacetime sealing shut behind them. They passed Ferraden’s dormant orbital infrastructure of ancient satellites and defense platforms, the planet immediately coming into view through their magnified camera feeds.

“I never thought I’d be this hesitant to return,” Thorgrim remarked.

“We do tend to grow on you, once you get to know us,” Percival said. “And you have to admit, destroying evil wizards is a lot of fun.”

“Aye,” Thorgrim replied.

Brennan, take us down, Thomas ordered subliminally.

Aye, Captain. Brennan’s consciousness guided Excalibur toward the planet's surface. The wind currents flowing around the massive mountain ranges created turbulence that always prevailed in Ferraden's cloudy, dust-laden atmosphere. As always, Brennan handled it all with smooth precision.

They emerged from the layers of thick clouds into clearer air above the same mountain range where they had first made contact with the Dwarves. The peaks stretched endlessly in all directions, their surfaces scarred by millennia of geological upheaval.

“This is Captain Thomas Drake of Excalibur, requesting permission to land at Sinderak," he transmitted on the same frequency Thorgrim had answered on during their first visit. "We're returning High Warden Thorgrim and seek an audience with King Tobrin.”

Silence answered his call. Thomas waited before trying again, counting the seconds as they descended deeper into the atmosphere. Still no response came from the planet below.

"No answer on any frequency," Tivan reported on both the flight crew’s internal neural net and the flight deck comm, mainly for Thorgrim’s benefit. "But that's consistent with our previous experience."

“I know their equipment is short range, but I’m not totally sure how short,” Thomas replied. “Last time, we were practically on their doorstep before they answered. Brennan, circle over the area where we set down on the platform the first time.”

“Aye, Captain,” he replied again. “I’ll keep spiraling us closer until someone answers.”

“Or we hit the mountain,” Aldrich joked.

"This is Excalibur calling Ferraden," Thomas repeated once they reached the area and Brennan guided the ship in perfect, spiraling circles. "High Warden Thorgrim has returned from his quest. We request an audience with King Tobrin.”

Finally, a harsh voice crackled through their communication systems.

"Excalibur?" The voice carried obvious shock and disbelief. “You…you've returned? We never expected…I am Margore, High Warden of Sinderak. Excuse my surprise, but we believed you were all dead."

Thomas heard Thorgrim's sharp intake of breath at the mention of a different High Warden. The Dwarf's weathered face darkened with sudden fury.

"High Warden Margore," Thomas replied, keeping his voice carefully neutral, "we've returned from our quest to defeat the Death Walker. We request an immediate audience with King Tobrin."

A long pause followed his words, as he likely sent word to Tobrin and waited for a response. Finally, he replied. “You’re cleared for landing. Standby.”

"High Warden Margore?” Thorgrim snarled once the comms were closed, his voice tight with barely controlled rage. “He served with me. A fine enough Dwarf and a good pick for High Warden. But…but…they expected us to die. Expected me to die! So they simply replaced me as if I was already buried in the crypts."

Below them, the same iris hatch Thomas remembered from their first visit began to open. The circular platform rose slowly from its hidden chamber, exactly as before, ready to receive Excalibur and carry the ship down into the mountain's embrace.

"Forty years I've faithfully served Ferraden," Thorgrim continued angrily. "And the moment I leave on a quest—at Tobrin's own request, mind you—they write me off for dead and hand my position to another."

“You can’t really blame them for thinking the quest would be impossible,” Kaelithan said from his place on the flight deck. “Not after what the Death Walker did to your people, both recently and centuries ago.”

"They should have had more faith in me," Thorgrim shot back. “In us. To simply cast me aside like I'm already dead and buried..."

"We'll sort this out," Thomas said firmly. "Focus on things as they are. We need to deliver Klingsor's crystal and discuss the galaxy's changing situation."

“Aye, Captain.” Thorgrim grumbled.

The platform began to descend the moment Excalibur settled into a hover over its surface. As the opening above them slowly closed and the platform carried them down through layers of solid rock, the familiar sensation of being swallowed by the mountain surrounded them.

As Merlin deployed the teleportal to the circular stone surface, Thomas disengaged from the neural interface and climbed out of his command pod. Around him, the rest of the crew followed suit, though only Thorgrim would be staying behind on Ferraden.

"Kael," Thomas said, turning to the wizard. "Would you retrieve the crystal from the armory? We'll need it for our audience with King Tobrin. Oh, and also Cindlar’s Blade.”

"Of course," Kaelithan replied, already moving toward the flight deck's exit.

“The blade?” Thorgrim asked. “With Klingsor defeated, you have nothing to fear from my people, Captain.”

“I don’t want it for defense,” Thomas replied. “I intend to return it. The gift was given to help me defeat Klingsor, and it did. But it’s an ancient Dwarven heirloom. It belongs with the Dwarves.”

Thorgrim grinned. “A wise and considerate decision, Captain. Having seen you use the weapon, I appreciate the strength of will it must take to part with the sword.”

“You have no idea,” Thomas answered, smiling back. “Kael, you’re with us. The rest of you, wait here. As with Falias, I don’t plan for us to be here very long.”

“Aye, Captain,” Gareth said. “We’ll keep ourselves occupied while awaiting your return.”

Thomas and Thorgrim, already wearing his exosuit, made their way to the teleportal. As they arrived, the Dwarf picked up the kit bag he’d left there. Surprisingly, both Halvy and Norsp were waiting there as well. The young wizard's features showed their usual composed expression, while the Draconite maintained a vigilant stance slightly behind his charge.

"Halvy," Thomas said. “What’s wrong? Is there something you need.”

“Nothing’s wrong,” the boy replied. “I’d like to come with you. I need to protect Arthur.”

“So you’ve said, though I’m still not completely sure what that means,” Thomas replied. “There’s no reason to be concerned about my safety here. The Dwarves hold no hostility toward us.”

“So you say,” Halvy answered. “But what if you’re mistaken?”

“Mistaken?” Thorgrim said with alarm. “What⁠—”

Thomas put up a hand, glancing at Thorgrim. The Dwarf understood his expression and quieted to let him handle the young wizard.

“You didn’t question that on Falias,” he said.

“The Sidhe are well known allies of Arthur,” Halvy said. “They would never harm you.” He turned toward Thorgim. “I mean no offense. It’s just that your people aren’t as well understood.” He turned back to Thomas. “And, well, there’s more. It’s about Norsp.”

“What about him?” Thomas asked, glancing at the Draconite.

"The Dwarves have never encountered a Draconite," Halvy continued. "To them, he's not a former enemy. He's just another alien species. They're more likely to judge him on his actions rather than his heritage. I don’t know if there’s another planet in the galaxy like that.”

Thomas nodded as understanding dawned. Halvy was trying to do something nice for the Draconite he now considered his friend. Allowing him to join them would allow Norsp to feel something he’d probably never felt before outside of the Flayers.

Acceptance.

Arthur’s essence warmed within Thomas, admiring Halvy’s compassion. Thomas couldn’t help doing the same. "All right," he agreed. "You can come. But be on your best behavior.”

"Of course," Halvy replied with a slight nod.

Kaelithan arrived at the teleportal carrying both Cindlar’s Blade in its scabbard, and a carefully wrapped bundle that pulsed with faint purple light. Even through the protective coverings, Thomas could sense the malevolent energy contained within Klingsor's crystal prison.

“It gives me chills every time I’m close to it,” Kaelithan muttered, holding the package away from his body.

“I can hold it for you, if you’d like,” Halvy said. “It doesn’t bother me.”

“You’re coming with us?” Kaelithan asked.

“Thomas said it’s okay.”

Thomas nodded when Kael looked at him for approval. “In that case,” Kaelithan said, holding out the crystal. “You’re welcome to hold it.”

Halvy accepted the matrix, clutching it loosely to his chest. Kael also handed Thomas his sword, which he belted around his waist.

"Let's get this delivered quickly," Thomas said, activating the teleportal. They emerged on the platform within Ferraden's hangar. A delegation of Dwarven soldiers waited for them, arranged in the same formal position that had marked their previous reception. At their head stood a Dwarf younger than Thorgrim, his beard trimmed shorter than most, unbraided and unadorned. His armor bore the same silver and gold trim that marked high rank, but his bearing lacked the subtle confidence that came with decades of experience. Thomas didn't recognize him.

"Thorgrim Stormcleft," the Dwarf said. “Praise Moradin, you live! We never expected to see you again."

He attempted to embrace the older Dwarf, but Thorgrim didn’t return the gesture. His jaw clenched visibly, showing the controlled fury that had been building since Margore's initial communication. “High Warden? Did His Majesty at least wait until I had left orbit before giving me up for dead?”

"The quest against the Death Walker,” Margore replied, discomfort evident in his tone. “No one expected anyone to return from such a mission."

"Yet here I stand," Thorgrim growled, his voice low.

Thomas stepped forward before the confrontation could escalate further. "High Warden Margore, I'm Captain Thomas Drake of Excalibur."

Margore's attention shifted to Thomas with obvious relief at the change of subject. “Well met, Captain Drake. In the chaos, you probably don’t remember me, but I fought the risen dead beside you and your crew. King Tobrin awaits your arrival in the Hall of a Thousand Pillars. If you'll follow me please, I'll escort you there immediately."

The procession through Sinderak's corridors followed the same route Thomas remembered from their previous visit. Thomas noticed fresh carvings beginning to take shape among the elaborate reliefs that lined the corridors. Even though they were still in progress, he could already make out enough to see they told of Excalibur’s arrival and Klingsor’s recent assault on their world.

The ceremonial avenue leading to the royal palace showed additional signs of the attack’s aftermath. A new statue of the deceased king and queen had been erected, along with a second ceremonial statue, still unfinished. Hundreds of faces were taking shape from the rock, while a plaque at its base was already inscribed with the names of those who had fallen during the fighting.

The golden doors to the Hall of a Thousand Pillars stood open as they approached, revealing the vast chamber beyond. Thomas stepped through the threshold, taking in the familiar sight of massive pillars stretching toward the shadowed ceiling.

King Tobrin sat upon the same massive throne that had held his father. He appeared older than Thomas remembered, as if the weight of kingship and recent losses had rapidly aged him. His beard had grown longer, braided with ceremonial clasps that marked his elevation to the crown, while his eyes showed the hollow look of someone who had seen too much death.

"Captain Drake," Tobrin said. He rose from his throne as they approached, a hopeful but weary tone in his voice. "Thorgrim. I’m honored to have you back with us. When you left…well, perhaps I underestimated you. Truth be told, I never expected you to return.”

Thorgrim's expression tightened at the admission, though he said nothing about the obvious implications.

"Your Majesty," Thomas replied, offering a respectful nod. "Thank you for receiving us."

“Since you’re here, does this mean your quest is completed? Has the Death Walker been defeated?"

"The quest is complete, Your Majesty,” Thorgrim replied. “Klingsor is no longer a threat to Ferraden or anyone else.” He gestured toward the wrapped bundle in Halvy’s arms. "The Death Walker's essence is imprisoned within that crystal."

Tobrin's eyes fixed on the package with sudden intensity, his knuckles whitening as his hands gripped his throne's armrests. "Imprisoned? I demanded his death, Thorgrim. I specifically ordered you to bring me the necromancer's head."

"Your Majesty," Thomas interjected before Thorgrim could respond, "that was impossible to accomplish. Klingsor exists as a magical replica, a construct of pure arcane energy without physical form. What you see there is the only way that essence can be contained." He met the young king's gaze directly, Arthur's essence lending weight to his words. "On my honor as Excalibur's captain, the Death Walker's threat has been permanently ended. His power is broken, his Telemuter obliterated, and his essence trapped beyond any possibility of escape."

Tobrin studied Thomas for a long moment, his expression showing the internal struggle between desire for vengeance and acceptance of reality. Finally, his shoulders sagged slightly as he acknowledged the limitations they had faced.

"Very well," he said reluctantly. "If imprisonment is all that was possible, then imprisonment will have to suffice."

Thomas sensed an opportunity and pressed forward with his prepared proposal. "Your Majesty, I didn't bring the crystal simply as proof of our success. I'd like to request that Ferraden hold onto it for safekeeping until I can return it to its original resting place in the Wastes."

Surprise flickered across Tobrin's features. "You want us to guard it? Why not destroy it?”

“Destroying the prison doesn’t destroy its occupant,” Thomas explained. “It would only serve to free Klingor’s essence to seek a new host. Ferraden's deep vault represents the most secure location in the galaxy. Not only that, but I’m sure you would never try to use the essence for your own gain.”

“Make a deal with the dark wizard? Never,” Tobrin agreed. “I am curious, however. If the crystal's original location was so secure, how was it removed and used against us?"

“That’s a long story. But what I can tell you is that its theft was an anomaly. The location within the Wastes is inaccessible to anyone lacking specific knowledge and considerable power."

“Perhaps. But could such an anomaly occur again?"

Thomas hesitated, recognizing the trap in the question. Honesty demanded he acknowledge the possibility, even if it undermined his argument. "I can't rule it out completely."

Tobrin leaned forward. “I see. In that case, Captain Drake, I’m willing to accept guardianship of the crystal. But I’m unwilling to return it to you for delivery to the Wastes unless you can convince me that it will remain permanently secure there."

"Agreed, Your Majesty," Thomas replied, having already anticipated Tobrin’s answer. "I accept your terms."

Thorgrim stepped forward and carefully took the wrapped crystal from Halvy, handling it with obvious care despite his distaste for its contents. He approached the throne, bending to presented it to Tobrin.

"The Death Walker's prison, Your Majesty," Thorgrim announced. "May his essence never again see the light of day."

Tobrin accepted the package, his expression showing a mixture of satisfaction and apprehension as he felt the malevolent energy pulsing within. "We'll construct a cage worthy of such a prisoner," he declared. "And display it here in the hall where all can see that justice has been served."

“Your Majesty,” Thomas objected. “Don’t you think added precautions might be wise?”

“It will be suspended high above the hall, out of reach of any Dwarf, and remain guarded day and night,” Tobrin elaborated. “Do you not believe that is sufficient? What manner of enemy might bore through a hundred meters of solid rock to reach Sinderak in the first place?”

“You do make a good point, Your Majesty,” Thomas replied with a grin.

“I should also like to hold a celebration,” Tobrin decided. “In honor of your victory over Klingsor.” The king grinned. “There. I said his name aloud, and have no fear of his reprisal.” He laughed, continuing to warm to this new reality. “You are a hero among the Dwarves, Captain Drake. You and your crew. As are you, Thorgrim Stormcleft.”

“Does that mean I’ll be named High Warden once more?” Thorgrim asked.

“You know our ways, Thorgrim,” Tobrin replied. “What is made cannot be unmade. But I will find a proper place of honor for you. One deserving of your accomplishments.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Thorgrim answered, though Thomas could sense his disappointment with losing his prior position.

"Your Majesty," Thomas said, "there's another matter I'd like to discuss with you. Something better spoken about in private, if you would grant it.”

Tobrin's eyebrows rose slightly. "Of course, Captain. We can speak privately in my chambers. Follow me.” He began descending the dais on the left side, waving for Thomas to join him.

As Thomas angled toward the king, he heard a scuffle behind him. When he looked back, he saw Kaelithan lightly gripping Halvy’s shoulder with one hand, the other wrapped around his waist. “Halvy, you can’t just follow without permission.”

“But I need to protect Arthur,” Halvy answered, struggling to break free.

“He’ll be fine,” Kaelithan assured him.

The disturbance drew Tobrin's attention. “This is a private audience, child. That means only between Captain Drake and myself.”

“No, I need to stay with him,” Halvy repeated, his voice carrying a note of quiet insistence that sent warning signals through Thomas's awareness.

Tobrin's expression hardened at the challenge to his authority. "I've made myself clear. You will wait here with the others."

The air around Halvy began to shimmer as magical energy gathered around the young wizard's small frame, the response immediate and alarming. Dwarven guards throughout the hall tensed, their weapons shifting to ready positions.

Norsp's reaction was instantaneous. The enhanced Draconite placed himself between the guards and Halvy while his vertical pupils tracked potential threats, ready to defend his charge against all comers.

The hall erupted into tense confrontation as dozens of weapons came to bear, magical energy crackled through the air, and the promise of violence suddenly hung heavy in the ancient chamber.


CHAPTER 16


"Everyone stand down!" Thomas commanded, his voice cutting through the tension with absolute authority. Arthur's essence flowed through his words, lending them the power that demanded immediate obedience.

The Dwarven guards hesitated, their weapons still raised but their aggressive postures wavering as they processed the nearly supernatural command.

Thomas placed himself between the opposing forces with deliberate calm. "Halvy, you need to stop this. Now."

The magical energy continued to shimmer around the young wizard, his pale eyes fixed on King Tobrin with unwavering intensity. "I need to protect Arthur."

"I can take care of myself," Thomas said firmly, his tone carrying both patience and finality. "This is exactly what I was talking about on the ship. You can’t hover over me like this, especially when it puts everyone in danger."

Halvy's gaze finally shifted to Thomas, the magical energy around him flickering as internal conflict played across his ethereal features. "But if something happens to you⁠—"

"Nothing will happen to me here," Thomas interrupted. "These are allies, not enemies. King Tobrin has given me his word of safe passage, and that's more than sufficient protection."

The young wizard stared at him for several heartbeats, the gathered energy gradually dissipating as rational thought overcame protective instinct. "I understand," Halvy said quietly, his voice carrying resignation mixed with reluctant acceptance as the shimmer in the air faded completely and Norsp relaxed his aggressive stance, the immediate threat passing.

The Dwarven guards slowly lowered their weapons, though their watchful expressions remained fixed on both the young wizard and his enhanced protector.

"Thank you," Thomas said, relief evident in his tone.

“If we’re finished with this distraction,” King Tobrin said, motioning once more for Thomas to follow. “This way.” He led Thomas through a door behind the throne, down a corridor lined with busts of previous Dwarven kings, including a newly carved likeness of Tobrin’s father, Grumvek. The royal chambers beyond were surprisingly modest, with functional furniture, practical decorations and an atmosphere of working leadership rather than ostentatious display. Tobrin gestured toward chairs arranged around a circular table carved from polished stone. Documents covered its surface, evidence of the constant administrative work that now filled Tobrin’s days.

“Please, sit,” Tobrin said, waiting for Thomas to select a chair before choosing one opposite him. “I owe you a debt of gratitude, Captain Drake, for ending the renewed threat of the Death Walker. And so quickly, too.”

“Not quickly enough,” Thomas replied. “The Druid planet Avalyeth was attacked by Klingsor. They suffered thousands of casualties before we were able to stop it.”

“I thought the Druids burned their dead?” Tobrin said, confused.

“They do. Klingsor’s allies released corpses from the air, which Klingsor animated as they fell.”

“That’s horrific,” Tobrin gasped.

“It was,” Thomas agreed. “And it’s related to what I wanted to speak to you about. But before I get into those details, I want to apologize for the incident with Halvy just now. He's been through considerable trauma and sometimes his protective instincts override his judgment."

"I could practically feel the power radiating from him like an electrical current,” Tobrin replied, his tone thoughtful rather than accusatory. “He wasn’t with you the last time you were here.”

“No. We rescued him from Klingsor and Turquine. They were using his magical ability to channel power through Klingsor’s device. He became a literal cog in their machine. It was a painful experience for him.”

“It’s shameful to treat a child in such a way,” Tobrin said. “In any case, there was no harm done, and you gracefully defused the situation. There’s no need to make any more of it.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Thomas said. He stood again to unbuckle his sword belt, placing it on the table. "I also want to return this to you."

“Cindlar’s Blade. You selected it from the vault then?”

“I did.”

“And now you want to give it back? It was a gift, Captain. Freely given.”

"It served me well during our quest, but it belongs with the Dwarven people. I'm grateful you allowed me to carry it."

Tobrin stood to unsheathe the weapon, the iridescent blade catching the chamber's light as its runes glowed with subtle purple radiance. "Few outsiders have ever been permitted to wield such a sacred artifact. The fact that you return it speaks volumes about your character." He looked the blade over before sliding it back into its scabbard. “Now, what did you wish to speak about?”

Thomas met Tobrin’s gaze directly, Arthur's essence helping him find the right words for what would likely be a difficult conversation. "Your Majesty, the galaxy's situation has changed dramatically since we departed on our quest. I need to inform you of developments that may affect Ferraden's future."

He proceeded to explain Morgana's decision to void their agreement, the six-month deadline she had imposed, and his urgent need to gather allies for the coming conflict. Tobrin listened without interruption, his expression growing increasingly grave as the implications became clear.

"So the queen you’ve described as a tyrant plans to reconquer every world that declared its independence," Tobrin said when Thomas finished. "And you believe Ferraden should involve itself in this conflict?"

"I believe Ferraden needs to choose its future carefully," Thomas replied. "Your world has maintained isolation for centuries, but that was primarily because of the threat Klingsor represented. That threat no longer exists, but there is another danger to the galaxy.”

“Morgana,” Tobrin said.

“Yes.”

Tobrin's eyebrows rose slightly. “So you're suggesting we abandon seven centuries of successful policy to what? Go to war against a far superior foe?”

“I’d hardly call your policy successful, Your Majesty. It didn’t prevent Klingsor from targeting you the first chance he had. Nor will it prevent Morgana from coming to claim your planet as her own. She knows Thorgrim joined forces with me. After what happened to her son, that alone might be enough to bring her ships into your orbit.”

“Because of the boy,” Tobrin said. “Perhaps I should take him from you, and turn him over to Morgana as a sign of goodwill. Ask her for nothing more than to leave us be.”

Thomas didn’t flinch at the suggestion. “You already lost thousands in Klingsor’s attack. I’d hate for you to lose thousands more in the attempt.”

“Is that a threat, Captain?” Tobrin asked, eyes narrowing. “In my own halls?”

“No,” Thomas replied. “What I’m saying is that Halvy is the one who recaptured Klingsor and put him back in his crystal prison. Do you really want to challenge him in defense of a tyrant?”

Tobrin nodded in understanding. “I see your point. But I still fail to see the benefit to us.”

"Your people could rejoin the broader community, trade with other worlds, share your incredible craftsmanship and engineering skills. And receive skills back in return. The magic that you’ve lost, perhaps. Or other technologies that could transform your capabilities. Not to mention comforts like foreign foods, wine, spices, and more.”

Tobrin remained silent, considering the potential. Thomas could see the interest behind his eyes, but he wasn’t sure it would be enough to overcome the fear.

“Even if I were persuaded to help you, we have no starships," Tobrin pointed out. "No space-based military capability. How could we possibly contribute to such a vast conflict?"

"You could outfit armies," Thomas replied immediately. "The Dwarves are legendary craftsmen. Your armor, your weapons, your engineering capabilities could make the difference between freedom and slavery for countless worlds. And you could provide soldiers, fighters the calibre of Thorgrim. The man has been invaluable to me, critical to our victories."

"And if we refuse? If we simply maintain our isolation and let the galaxy sort out its own problems?"

"Then as I said, if we lose, then I expect you'll be conquered anyway, Your Majesty. And if you’re conquered, and Morgana regains Klingsor’s essence…I can’t guarantee she won’t be foolish enough to be seduced by it. If we win…well, I don’t see how the other worlds could look kindly on your refusal to aid them. Perhaps they would leave you to yourselves. Perhaps not. Your choice isn't between involvement and neutrality. It's between fighting for your freedom and waiting to be enslaved.”

Tobrin’s face paled. “This isn’t what I intended when I sent Thorgrim with you to battle the Death Walker.”

“I know. But it’s out of your hands. And mine. I prefer to have never had to come to you in the first place. That Klingsor never escaped his prison. But the fates won’t be denied.”

Silence settled over the chamber as Tobrin processed this harsh reality. “I need to hear this from Thorgrim himself." He stood and moved to a speaking tube mounted in the wall, activating it with a twist of his hand. "Guards, send Thorgrim to my chambers immediately."

They waited in tense silence until heavy footsteps announced the former High Warden's arrival. Thorgrim entered the chamber with obvious uncertainty, confused at being summoned.

"Your Majesty," he said with a formal bow. "You wished to see me?"

"Sit down, old friend," Tobrin commanded, gesturing to an empty chair. "Captain Drake has been explaining the galaxy's current situation. I need your assessment of Ferraden's position."

Thorgrim settled into the chair, his deep-set eyes moving between the king and Thomas as he waited for more specific guidance.

"Is it true that Morgana will view our assistance to Captain Drake as an act of hostility?" Tobrin asked directly.

Thorgrim's expression grew grave as he considered the question. "Your Majesty, I fought alongside Captain Drake and Excalibur's crew. She blames Captain Drake for the death of her son. As far as she’s concerned, I’m a culpable member of his crew.”

"So you believe she'll target Ferraden for retaliation?"

"I believe she'll target anyone who opposed her, yes, regardless of their motives or the extent of their involvement," Thorgrim replied with stark honesty. "Morgana rules through fear and absolute control. She won’t allow any act of defiance to go unpunished."

Tobrin returned to his seat, slumping into it with resignation. "Then our isolation is already compromised."

"Yes, Your Majesty," Thorgrim agreed.

The king turned back to Thomas, resignation mixing with determination in his expression. "What exactly are you proposing?"

"An alliance," Thomas said simply. "Ferraden joins with Avalyeth, Falias, and whatever other worlds we can liberate. We pool our resources, share our expertise, and present a united front against Morgana's forces."

"We have no starships," Tobrin repeated his earlier objection.

“You don’t need starships to make the tools of war or massing volunteers to train with our armies,” Thomas reminded him.

"And what of our defenses?" Tobrin asked. "If we commit our resources to this alliance, what protects Ferraden?"

"The alliance protects Ferraden," Thomas replied firmly. "United, we're stronger than any single world could be alone. Divided, we'll be conquered one by one."

Tobrin sat in contemplation for several minutes before finally speaking. "This is too momentous a decision to make without proper consideration," he said finally. "However, I'm willing to meet with delegations from your allied worlds. Let them come to us and present their cases. Let us get to know one another, and then I'll determine what role Ferraden might play in the galaxy's future."

“Your Majesty, I should stress to you that…” Thomas started.

“Time is not on our side,” Tobrin finished for him. “I understand. Regardless, this is my decree.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Thomas answered. "I'll arrange for representatives from both Avalyeth and Falias to visit as soon as possible."

“Very well.” Tobrin turned to Thorgrim. "I want you to remain with Captain Drake as Ferraden's official representative. I hope you’ll consider it a high honor, rather than a punishment. Because I certainly see it that way.”

Thorgrim's face lit up with obvious pleasure at the assignment. “I do, Your Majesty. Thank you.”

Tobrin reached for Cindlar's Blade, lifting it from the table and holding it out to Thomas. “I do appreciate your offer to return the weapon. However, it first belonged to the Dwarf who united our many tribes. That unification allowed the Dwarves to thrive for thousands of years. It seems fitting that a man seeking to do the same across the wider galaxy should be Cindlar’s heir. And besides, something tells me you'll need it in the days ahead."

Thomas accepted the weapon with genuine gratitude. "Thank you, Your Majesty. I'm honored by your trust and the gift of this weapon. I don’t mind telling you how well it fits my hand."

“Well, then, as I mentioned, we're preparing a celebration to honor your return and the Death Walker's defeat," Tobrin continued. "It would mean much to our people if you remained for the festivities."

Thomas shook his head regretfully. "I'm grateful for the invitation, but time is too precious."

"I understand," Tobrin replied, nodding. "Then let me wish you success in your endeavors, Captain Drake. I’ll look forward to meeting with the delegations soon.”

They rose from the table, exchanging formal bows that marked the conclusion of their diplomatic meeting. Thomas felt cautiously optimistic as they made their way back through the corridors to the Hall of a Thousand Pillars.

"That went better than I expected," he said quietly to Thorgrim as they walked.

"Tobrin is young, but he's wise enough to recognize reality when it's presented clearly to him," Thorgrim replied, satisfaction evident in his gruff voice.

They emerged into the main hall to find Kaelithan waiting with Halvy and Norsp near the entrance. The young wizard's posture relaxed noticeably, the boy’s protective instincts apparently satisfied by Thomas's safe return.

"Ready to depart?" Kaelithan asked as they approached.

"More than ready," Thomas replied. "We have an alliance to build and a galaxy to liberate."

As they made their way back through Sinderak's corridors toward the hangar, Thorgrim's excitement became increasingly evident. "Do you realize what this could mean?" he said, his voice filled with wonder as he snatched up his kit bag from where he’d left it when the king had called him to his quarters. "Seven centuries of isolation ending. The Dwarves rejoining the galactic community. It's almost too incredible to believe."

"It's just the beginning," Thomas assured him. “If we can gain Tobrin’s full support, other worlds will be more likely to join us. Each success makes the next one more achievable."

They reached the hangar where Excalibur waited, the ship's familiar lines bringing comfort after the intense conversation with Tobrin. Thomas felt the satisfaction of a mission successfully begun, even though he knew far greater challenges lay ahead.

"The quest is off to a good start," he said, more to himself than to his companions.

"Aye," Thorgrim agreed, his eyes bright with anticipation. "And I have the feeling it's only going to get better from here."


CHAPTER 17


It felt like it took longer than normal for Morgana’s shuttle to descend through Draconia's atmosphere, though Morgana knew that was just her mind playing tricks on her. The familiar sight of Hreth rose from the mountainous landscape below, the golden beam from her palace cutting through the darkening sky in an everlasting beacon of power. She had built this empire over the course of a century, carved it from the ashes of Arthur's naive dream of unity, and shaped it into something that would endure. Or so she’d thought, before everything changed on a dead world at the edge of her galaxy.

When the shuttle finally touched down on the palace landing pad, the viewscreen showed her palace guards—hastily assembled after she’d radioed in to orbital control—standing at attention in their dark armor.

General Strix waited at the platform's edge with perfectly stiff military bearing. His vertical pupils tracked her emergence from the shuttle with obvious confusion. Good. She had deliberately kept her departure secret from all but the few she needed to help arrange it, allowing her inner circle to believe she remained secluded in her chambers while she ventured into the most dangerous regions of the galaxy. Those few who were privy to her plans had the sense to follow her commands and not reveal her exodus to anyone.

"Your Majesty," Strix said, exposing his throat in a formal sign of submission and respect. "Welcome home."

There was something in his tone that told her he had been more concerned about her extended absence than he was letting on.

"General," she replied, stepping onto the platform with measured steps. "Walk with me. We have much to discuss."

They moved through the palace corridors in silence, past tapestries and artifacts collected from across the vast expanse of her empire. The familiar weight of the crown on her head felt different now, heavier somehow, though she couldn't quite articulate why. Perhaps it was simply the knowledge that the heir who should have inherited it was gone forever.

"You're wondering where I've been," she said as they reached a quieter section of the palace, away from the constant bustle of guards and servants.

“It’s not for me to question, Your Majesty,” Strix replied. "Though I confess, when you didn't respond to several urgent communications, including those related to Excalibur and Turquine, I began to worry."

Morgana stopped walking and turned to face him, studying his features with the calculating gaze that had served her well throughout decades of rule. Strix was one of her most trusted commanders and confidants, but even he would never have agreed with the quest she had undertaken. Not that he had any say in it.

"I was aboard Excalibur," she said simply, watching his reaction with interest. “Assisting the Daeardrayke against Turquine's rebellion."

The effect was immediate and dramatic. Strix's features went through a fascinating series of transformations—shock, confusion, then dawning comprehension.

"You…were on Excalibur?” he managed finally. "Your Majesty, surely you don't mean⁠—"

"I mean exactly what I said," Morgana interrupted, her voice carrying the cold authority that commanded respect. “I left the palace three weeks ago. I went to visit Nimue, seeking answers.”

“What kind of answers?” Strix asked, clearly interested.

“A path through the Wastes to the shattered planet and the source of all magic. I went there intending to destroy it. To end magic for good, putting a stop to whatever plans Turquine and Klingsor had devised in an instant. And she gave me that path, though not without torturing me a bit first.”

“Yet magic remains, Your Majesty,” Strix said. “There would have been reports. There⁠—”

“When I arrived in the Wastes, those plans changed. The guardians there told me that if I could recover my son's physical form, his intact mind, there was a way to preserve his essence permanently."

She began walking again, forcing him to keep pace as the painful memory surfaced. “So I did the only thing I could think to do. I sought out Sir Dragon on Avalyeth, only to find it under assault by Turquine and the necromancer when I arrived. It was terrible and beautiful to watch how the risen dead tore through the Druids, each one killed rising again to join the fight. If only Turquine hadn’t given Mordred’s body to Klingsor, I might have tried to get him to change allegiances.”

“Surely, he would have given up your son’s body to join your empire, Your Majesty.”

“I’m afraid not. And on further consideration, it would have been a bad idea. Klingsor was a creature of chaos. He would never have been satisfied serving in my court. He wanted death and destruction, not rulership.”

“And what about Sir Dragon, then?” Strix asked.

“He was doing everything he could to stop the assault, but even Excalibur can’t stand against millions of undead. Impressively, his team had come up with a novel technology to bypass the Blackveil Corridor and reach Klingsor’s fortress on Kheir-Lossan in an instant. I provided the magical energy they needed in exchange for their help recovering Mordred's body."

“Commander Thrush reported that Sir Dragon believed Klingsor was on Kheir-Lossan,” Strix said. “It appears he was correct.”

“Commander Thrush?” Morgana said. “What happened to Captain Morthox?”

“A traitor, Your Majesty. He tried to convince Thrush to join Turquine.”

“Where is Morthox now?” she hissed angrily.

“Dead. At Lancelot’s hand.”

“Good.”

"And by your return, I assume the mission succeeded?" Strix asked, hope flickering in his features before turning to fearful concern. He had done the calculations, reviewed his observations, realizing that if she had brought Mordred to the Wastes, she wouldn’t have returned already.

Morgana's expression darkened like a storm front. "We destroyed Klingsor's machine and defeated Turquine. But the wizard boy Trilthan injected with the nanites, the only one who survived, obliterated Mordred's body completely with raw magical fury. There was nothing left to preserve, nothing to recover. He destroyed my son's chance at salvation. He destroyed our chance to be together once more, as guardians of the Wastes.”

Strix’s scales lightened in pain as the full tragedy of the situation became clear. Not just that Prince Mordred was dead, but that his mother had been so close to saving him before having that hope ripped away.

"Your Majesty," he whispered, his voice thick with shared grief. "I'm so sorry."

"Sorry doesn't bring back my son," Morgana replied with cutting finality. “Before I departed Excalibur, I informed the Daeardrayke our agreement is void, as a result of his failure.”

Strix's expression shifted again, from grief to sharp tactical attention. "The agreement is void? Shall I assemble assault flights to recover Falias and Avalyeth then, Your Majesty?”

“As a show of mercy, I granted them six months to prepare for resumed hostilities."

Strix was quiet for several moments, his tactical mind working through rapid calculations. "Your Majesty, six months won't provide sufficient time to significantly expand our forces. We can redistribute existing assets and perhaps accelerate some construction projects, but any meaningful increase in our capabilities would require at least a year."

“Whatever plans you had made to increase our capabilities, scale them back,” Morgana replied. “We have what we need to retake Avalyeth and Falias, and whatever meager worlds or stations the Daeardrayke manages to liberate in that time. Most of them don’t even have proper warships, and with no time to build them, there’s nothing they can do to challenge our forces.”

"Agreed, Your Majesty.”

They had reached the intersection that led toward her personal chambers. Morgana paused, considering the additional measures that would be necessary to restore absolute control over her forces.

"There are other matters we need to address immediately," she said, fixing Strix with her penetrating gaze. "I want news of Turquine's death spread throughout the fleet as quickly as possible. Every captain, every crew member, every support personnel should know that his rebellion has been crushed and his promises of evolution revealed as lies."

"Of course, Your Majesty. That will help stabilize any remaining loyalties that might have been wavering."

"More than that," Morgana continued, her voice taking on a dangerous edge. "I want every officer and soldier who showed even the slightest sympathy for Turquine's cause identified and executed. There will be no more dissent in my military, no matter how minor it might seem."

Strix nodded grimly, recognizing the necessity of such harsh measures even if they would prove distasteful to implement. "I'll have Intelligence compile a comprehensive list within the week. Anyone who expressed support for Turquine's ideology will be dealt with."

"Good." Morgana resumed walking, her mind already moving to the next item on her list of priorities. "I also want increased security protocols for all senior staff. Make it clear that betrayal will be detected and punished without mercy."

"Understood. Is there anything else?"

Morgana paused, a new thought crystallizing as she considered the broader implications of recent events. Her expression darkened as she contemplated the role that magic had played in her losses.

"Actually, yes," she said slowly, her voice carrying a note of cold calculation that made Strix tense. "I want every remaining magical academy across the empire identified and burned to the ground—their teachers executed, their students disbanded, their libraries destroyed completely."

The declaration drew visible shock from Strix, his scarred features showing confusion mixed with concern. "Your Majesty? I know you’ve always wished to diminish magic in the galaxy, but perhaps that may be a little too extreme? There are still benefits to be derived from⁠—”

"No." The single word carried absolute finality. "I want nothing more to do with magic or those who practice it. Magic killed my son, Strix. It also gave that boy the power to destroy everything I held dear."

She noticed a slight twitch in Strix’s snout and wondered if the thought had crossed his mind that she would keep her own magic while destroying all others. Halvy only held so much power because of the nanites she had driven Trilthan to create. The boy was her creation. It was one of the reasons she had thought perhaps to claim him as her son, now that Mordred was gone.

"I would gladly return to the Wastes and obliterate the source of all magic if I could," she added quietly.

"Your Majesty, you do have the coordinates from your recent journey," Strix pointed out. "The navigation data could be used to⁠—"

Morgana's bitter laugh cut him off once more. "Those coordinates were good for exactly one transit, and Nimue certainly won't provide new ones now that she's gotten what she wanted from me."

"What she wanted?"

"My participation in Klingsor's defeat," Morgana explained. "Nimue manipulated me into joining that alliance just as surely as she manipulated Arthur into creating his precious Round Table. The witch plays games that span centuries, and I was merely another piece moved across her board."

Strix absorbed this revelation in thoughtful silence before nodding. "I'll begin implementing your orders immediately."

"See that you do. I want everything ready within the month." She turned toward her personal chambers, her mind already shifting to the private preparations she would need to make. "Handle the executions personally, General. I want no doubt about the consequences of disloyalty."

"Of course, Your Majesty.”

"I'll be in my suite," she replied, already moving away. "I have my own preparations to make."

The journey to her quarters also felt longer than usual, familiar corridors stretching endlessly as her mind processed everything that had transpired. Palace staff knelt and turned their throats to her as she passed, showing the reverence and fear that her presence always commanded.

When the doors to her suite finally opened, she was greeted by the devastation she had left behind in her grief-stricken rage. Furniture lay overturned and splintered, crystal decorations had been reduced to glittering fragments across the floor, and the carefully maintained elegance that had once defined her private space had been replaced by chaos that perfectly reflected her inner turmoil.

She stood in the doorway for a moment, taking in the scope of destruction. It looked exactly like she felt inside—broken, shattered, irreparably damaged.

"Servants," she called, her voice echoing into the corridors.

Within moments, a small group of Ursan staff appeared at the entrance, their faces carefully blank as they processed the magnitude of destruction before them. She could smell their fear as they waited for her commands.

"Clean this up," she said, settling into the one chair that had survived her rampage. "All of it. I want every fragment removed, every piece of furniture replaced, every surface restored to perfection."

"Yes, Your Majesty," the head servant replied, a middle-aged Ursan woman whose hands and voice trembled as she spoke. "We'll begin immediately."

Morgana watched them work with growing disdain, her contempt for non-Draconite species intensifying with each passing minute. They scurried about like insects—weak, pathetic creatures who existed only to serve their betters—desperate to avoid drawing her attention while they restored order to the chaos she had created. Their very existence irritated her.

Once, she might have felt some measure of sympathy for their plight. Mordred had often reminded her that they too were half-Ursan, while arguing that effective rule required a certain degree of benevolence toward one's subjects. Not mercy, exactly. Rather, a measure of patience. But now that Mordred was gone, and with him any reason to restrain the darker impulses that had always lurked beneath her imperial facade.

The cleaning proceeded, the servants working in silence, communicating through gestures and fearful glances rather than risk drawing her ire with unnecessary noise. They swept broken crystal into disposal containers, moved furniture from different rooms throughout the palace, and damaged surfaces were polished with fearful efficiency until her quarters gleamed like new.

When the last of them finally departed, Morgana rose from her chair and moved toward the massive windows that overlooked Hreth's cityscape that spread across the mountains. Her domain. Her empire. Everything she had spent a century building through conquest, intimidation, and ruthless pragmatism.

The sight should have brought satisfaction, should have reminded her of the power she still wielded despite recent losses. Instead, it only emphasized the emptiness that Mordred's destruction had carved into her heart. All this magnificence, all this authority, and for what? Who would inherit it when she finally passed into death? Who would carry on the legacy she had forged through decades of struggle?

The questions brought fresh waves of pain that she tried to suppress, but alone in her chambers with no meaningful reason to maintain her composure, the grief finally broke through her carefully constructed barriers. Tears flowed freely down her scaled cheeks while her shoulders shook with the force of sobs that carried all the anguish she refused to show publicly.

For long minutes, she allowed herself to feel the full weight of her loss, but even as grief consumed her, another emotion burned alongside it with equal intensity. Rage. Pure hatred for those responsible for her suffering. The Daeardrayke who had failed to protect her son despite his promises of alliance. The boy wizard who had deliberately destroyed everything precious in her life. The galaxy itself that had conspired to take away the only being she had ever truly loved. They would all pay. Every single one of them would suffer as she suffered now, their hopes crushed as thoroughly as hers had been.

As her tears gradually subsided, Morgana finally straightened and wiped her eyes with deliberate care. Her moment of weakness was over, banished as completely as she could manage. What remained was purpose, cold and implacable as the darkness between stars.

She wasn't the same woman who had ruled through calculated mercy for over a century. Losing Mordred had changed something fundamental in her nature, stripping away the last vestiges of compassion that had once tempered her. What emerged from that transformation was something harder, more ruthless, and more determined than ever to maintain control over everything she had built.

The Daeardrayke thought six months would give him time to build a coalition capable of challenging her forces. He was about to discover just how wrong that assumption was.

Her eyes blazed with renewed intensity as an idea took shape, growing from vague impulse into actionable strategy. She had promised Sir Dragon six months.

But her promise began and more importantly ended with him.


CHAPTER 18


Sir Ironside’s shuttle emerged from burst space into Alorion's gravity well, starlight painting the hull in silver strokes as the small world ahead resolved into detail. Ironside studied the planet through the viewscreen—the geometric sparkle of cities against continents of green and brown and the thin tracery of orbital installations catching sunlight like tiny stars—all familiar patterns of an inhabited world.

It was exactly as he'd expected. A modest world with the blue-white atmosphere of a planet that had maintained its water and oxygen for millions of years. The population centers clustered near major rivers and coastal regions, connected by the faint lines of transportation networks, spoke of a well-established Ursan civilization.

Closer to him, standard commercial orbital lanes guided vessels to ground-based spaceports, while a handful of defense platforms maintained lazy patrols around the planet's equator. Nothing impressive, but enough to enforce authority.

The sensor display showed approximately two dozen vessels—cargo haulers, passenger transports, and a few small, private craft—around him. A single Draconite warship maintained station near the largest orbital defense platform, its bulk sufficient to discourage any thoughts of unauthorized departure among the civilian population.

Ironside waited for the inevitable hail from orbital control, preparing plausible explanations for his presence. Merchant captain seeking cargo opportunities. Private courier delivering sensitive communications. Passenger transport requiring refueling and maintenance. Each story came with its own risks and complications, but any would serve better than admitting his true identity or circumstances.

Minutes passed. The shuttle continued its approach, crossing the boundary where any competent traffic control system would demand identification and flight authorization.

Still nothing.

He checked the comms, confirming they were operational. Yet they remained silent.

Strange.

The shuttle crossed into the upper atmosphere, jostled a little by thin winds as it descended uncontested toward the primary spaceport. Ironside adjusted his heading to follow the designated approach vector, still expecting challenge or inquiry from ground control. The radio crackled with automated landing instructions, beacon frequencies, and weather updates, but no direct communication addressed his particular vessel.

Perhaps they recognized Turquine's shuttle and chose discretion over confrontation. The enhanced Draconite's reputation for violence was well-established throughout the galaxy. Local garrison commanders might prefer to avoid unwanted attention from someone of his stature. It was a reasonable explanation, though one that created new complications for Ironside's plans.

A shuttle this distinctive would be impossible to trade or sell without raising awkward questions. The hull configuration alone would identify it to anyone with knowledge of Draconite military design, the modifications possibly linking it directly to Turquine. He would need to abandon the vessel entirely, forfeiting any value it might have provided to help him reach his goals.

The spaceport spread below him like a metallic flower, landing pads arranged in concentric circles around a central tower that coordinated traffic and services. Ironside selected an empty pad near the facility's base, hoping to minimize exposure to curious observers while he gathered information about local conditions and opportunities.

The landing was uneventful. Magnetic clamps engaged with a metallic thunk that resonated through the shuttle's frame, while status lights confirmed successful docking. Ironside powered down the shuttle's systems and prepared to disembark. He had escaped Kheir-Lossan with nothing but Lancelot’s skin, armor, and sword, though it lacked whatever gem was normally mounted in the handle. A soul stone, he assumed. He had gathered a few things from the ship he believed might be worth a few gold pieces, but he’d originally hoped to barter the ship itself. He chided himself for that line of thinking. Hope wasn’t a strategy. Lancelot’s consciousness perhaps trying again to sneak through his will.

He activated the airlock and approached the hatch, cycling it open. Alorion's afternoon sunlight greeted him, leaving him momentarily blinded as his vision adjusted to the natural illumination.

“Sir Turquine!” a sharp voice called out. “My Lord. You honor us with your arrival. Have you come to lead us to perfect evolution?”

Ironside realized the six Draconite soldiers—from their simple armor likely to be part of the planet’s garrison—waiting to greet Turquine had yet to make out that he wasn’t Turquine at all. They were looking up at him from the base of the shuttle’s ramp, the bright light shining directly in their eyes. They were forced to squint, all of them shading their eyes with their hands.

Strangely, their sidearms were holstered, not to mention they had greeted him with adoration. Why would they admire an oath-breaker? A traitor?

He started down the ramp, his hand resting on the grip of Lancelot’s sword. He could sense the Arthurian knight’s ready vigilance within their shared body. For once, he and the ancient knight agreed on something.

These beings were the enemy.

Their leader—a sergeant with bronze scales and ritual scarification marking his left cheek—watched him, his vertical pupils narrowing as he finally recognized the face of Ironside's acquired body. "You’re not...that's Sir Lancelot!"

The other soldiers froze for a crucial heartbeat, their minds struggling to process the impossibility of seeing Arthur's most legendary knight emerging from Turquine’s shuttle. Confusion rippled through their formation as they tried to reconcile what they were seeing.

"Kill him!" the sergeant roared, his hand snapping toward his holstered weapon.

Energy weapons whined to life as the squad responded to their leader's command, but their movements carried the clumsy urgency of soldiers caught completely off-guard. Hands fumbled for weapon grips while perplexed looks darted between one another, showing uncertainty of how to proceed against the legendary knight.

Ironside didn't slow. Didn't seek cover behind the shuttle's bulk or landing gear. Instead, he drew his sword, the blade singing as it cleared its sheath in one fluid motion.

The first soldier's weapon had barely cleared its holster when Ironside reached him, the sword's edge opening his throat in a spray of dark blood. The Draconite collapsed backward, his unfired weapon clattering across the landing pad as his scaled hands clutched at the gushing wound.

The second soldier managed to raise his energy rifle, but his shot went wide as panic destroyed his aim. Ironside's blade sank into his chest, punching through armor plating to find the beating heart beneath. He died before he could pull his weapon’s trigger a second time.

The remaining four soldiers instinctively spread out, trying to create distance and establish overlapping fields of fire. Their movements were predictable, textbook responses that Ironside had countered countless times in previous conflicts. Worse, their shots continued to miss as intimidation overwhelmed training.

They were facing Sir Lancelot in close combat, or what appeared to be Sir Lancelot, the legendary knight whose sword work had inspired songs and stories throughout the galaxy. The warrior had stood at Arthur's side during the empire's golden age. Their conscious minds knew he was an enemy, but deeper instincts whispered that challenging such a figure was madness.

“Cowards!” Ironside roared. “You choose guns over swords? You have no honor! You deserve to die!”

The third soldier's energy bolt seared off Ironside’s armor at the shoulder, leaving nothing more than a mark on his armor. The shooter's hands shook, his breathing rapid and shallow as fear contaminated his motor control. Ironside's sword slit his throat before he could steady his aim.

Two of the last three soldiers standing fired simultaneously. Their shots converged on empty space as Ironside danced between the energy bolts, each one telegraphed seconds before execution. Lancelot's enhanced reflexes made their attacks seem sluggish.

His sword work was economical, precise, beautiful in its deadly efficiency. Each cut found vital points with surgical accuracy. With no wasted motion and no unnecessary flourishes—just the pure application of centuries of combat experience channeled through Lancelot’s flesh—Ironside dropped his opponents before they could recover from their previous mistakes.

The sergeant was the last to fall, getting a solid bead just as Ironside's blade severed his gun arm at the elbow. The Draconite's scream, more from surprise than pain, echoed across the landing pad as he stumbled backward, trailing blood and clutching at the stump.

"You're dead!" the soldier snarled, reaching with his remaining hand for the backup weapon sheathed at his back. "The whole garrison will hunt you down! There's nowhere to run!"

Laughing, Ironside thrust his sword through the sergeant’s heart, ending his threats and his life in the same motion. He toppled backward, bronze scales already losing their metallic luster as death claimed him.

Silence settled over the landing pad as Ironside scanned the six bodies scattered around the shuttle, their blood dark puddles surrounding them. The entire engagement had lasted perhaps fifteen seconds.

He cleaned his blade on the sergeant's uniform before returning it to its scabbard, his movements calm and methodical despite alarms now wailing across the spaceport. These had been poor soldiers, garrison troops grown soft from bullying helpless civilians rather than facing competent opposition. Their marksmanship was adequate for intimidating merchants and bureaucrats, but utterly woeful for combat against skilled opponents.

He gathered a couple of the energy rifles from the deck. It wasn’t stealing. These Draconite were the enemy. Such were the spoils of war. Being military grade, they were far superior to civilian models, but still below his standards. Nevertheless, they would likely fetch a decent price from someone.

Alarms continued wailing as he abandoned the shuttle and sprinted to the edge of the landing pad, the lowest on the tower—one of the reasons he’d chosen it. He didn’t question Lancelot’s ability to handle the drop before he jumped, entering a controlled fall toward the ground below. He tucked his armored shoulder to roll through the impact and back to his feet. The hit still jarred him, but he knew any damage he sustained would be quickly healed by his host’s nanites.

With this body, he was practically invincible.

He resumed his run, racing toward the spaceport's perimeter. Behind him, security forces were mobilizing—vehicles starting, soldiers shouting orders , and heavy weapons deployed to seal potential escape routes. But the response came much too late.

A maintenance gate stood slightly ajar near the eastern fence, probably left open by workers servicing external communications arrays. Ironside squeezed through the gap and found himself in a service alley that led into an industrial area surrounding the spaceport.

He had landed successfully. Now what he needed most was some sort of disguise.

That shouldn’t be difficult at all.


CHAPTER 19


The industrial district stretched before Ironside like a maze of smoke-belching forges and clattering machinery. Steam hissed from vents along towering brick walls. The acrid scent of molten metal and chemical solvents burned his nostrils. The architecture reminded him of the great foundries of his youth—massive stone buildings with soaring arches and reinforced buttresses—but these structures hummed with the energy of advanced manufacturing systems rather than simple hammers and anvils.

Through grimy windows, he could make out assembly lines where workers bent over weapon components. Energy rifle barrels gleamed on conveyor belts, and armor plating moved through automated welding stations that painted the air with brilliant sparks. The entire district had clearly been retooled from civilian production to military manufacture. Judging by the newness of the machinery and the lag of an assembly line not fully optimized, probably within the last few weeks.

The wail of security alarms echoed off the industrial canyon walls, growing more distant but still audible. Behind him, he could hear the rumble of vehicles moving through the spaceport's perimeter roads, search teams spreading outward like ripples from a dropped stone.

As a patrol of Ursan garrison soldiers jogged toward the mouth of his alley, Ironside pressed himself against the shadowed wall of a manufacturing complex. Their armor clinked with each step, while their eyes swept the surrounding area.

When they disappeared around a corner, he resumed his careful progress deeper into the district. The stolen energy rifles, representing the closest thing to currency he possessed, felt awkward slung across his shoulders. Their unfamiliar weight threw off the natural balance that sword work demanded, but survival required pragmatic thinking over personal preference.

A factory door stood propped open. He sidled up to it, warm air flowing outward carrying the scent of heated metal and machine oil. Inside, workers in stained protective coveralls operated massive presses shaping armor components. Beyond them, an open door led into a back area lined with lockers. A couple of the lockers had fresh coveralls hanging from them, likely replacements for work clothes that had failed beyond repair.

Ironside studied the garments. They would provide perfect camouflage, allowing him to blend in among the district's workforce while search teams focused on more obvious hiding places. Even passing through the occupied factory, the theft would be simple for him. He could circumvent the workers, slip into the locker room, pull on the coveralls, and walk out like he belonged there.

His honor demanded otherwise. These uniforms belonged to working people, probably all they owned beyond basic necessities. Taking them would leave some laborer without proper clothing for his job, possibly leading to dismissal or worse punishment from Draconite supervisors.

No. He wouldn't steal, no matter how desperate his circumstances were. He would find another way.

Ironside continued deeper into the industrial maze. Behind him, more vehicles rumbled past while searchlights began sweeping the area in methodical patterns. The net was tightening, but it hadn't closed yet.

Or had it?

Again, the sound of boots on stone echoed across the loading dock, this time from two directions at once. Ironside pressed himself into a shadowed alcove.

"Section four clear," came a gruff voice from his left, carrying through the narrow canyon between factory walls. "Moving to section five."

"Copy that," replied another voice from ahead, growing closer.

The opposing footsteps drew nearer, one patrol approaching from the industrial thoroughfare to his left, another advancing through the maze of service alleys ahead. In moments, they would meet at the intersection where he crouched, eliminating any possibility of him remaining hidden.

He urgently scanned his immediate surroundings. The loading dock offered minimal concealment, little more than a shallow depression in the factory wall where cargo haulers could back up to receive shipments. Above, there were dirty windows too high and too exposed to reach without being spotted. Below, the stone foundation offered no hiding places, its surface worn smooth by decades of industrial traffic. But a narrow gap between two massive steam pipes ran along the factory's base, barely wide enough for a man of Lancelot's size. The space was partially concealed by accumulated debris and chemical stains that had dripped from overhead conduits, creating deep shadows that might swallow him completely if he could reach it unseen and in time.

Ironside dropped to his belly and rolled beneath the nearest steam pipe, its surface radiating heat that scorched the air above him. The space was cramped, with barely enough room for him and his procured rifles. He was forced to press his face against stone still warm from the day's industrial processes while scalding vapor hissed inches above his back.

The first patrol, six Draconite soldiers in standard garrison armor, rounded the corner just as his boots disappeared into the shadows. Both their equipment and physical fitness showed the wear and tear that marked them as long-term occupation forces.

The second patrol emerged from the alley system thirty seconds later, their approach more cautious as they processed the possibility that their quarry might be watching from concealment. These were local garrison troops. Ursans, like him. It disgusted him to see them working with the dragonfolk, who thus far had proven themselves wholly dishonorable.

"Nothing in the main thoroughfare," reported the Ursan unit sergeant. "But there's plenty of places to hide in these service areas."

The combined patrols began a systematic search of the immediate area, probing into corners and crevices while voices called out status reports. Ironside pressed himself deeper into his hiding place as boots approached within arm's reach of his position, the chemical-stained debris above his head providing precious concealment from their searching eyes.

One of the Ursans stopped directly beside the steam pipes, playing his light beam across the accumulated refuse and stains. "Lots of garbage down here," he reported. "Looks like maintenance crews dump their waste behind these pipes."

"Keep looking," the Draconite commander ordered. "He's got to be here somewhere.”

A Draconite soldier approached from the opposite side, his light beam sweeping methodically across the shadows holding the industrial debris. For a terrifying moment, the illumination passed directly over Ironside's hiding spot, but the angle was wrong. Blocked by the pipe assembly and accumulated waste, the deep shadows worked to conceal him from view.

"Just trash and chemical stains over here," the soldier reported. "Smells like something died."

"Probably lots of dead things down there,” came the reply. "These old factories are full of vermin."

Minutes passed like hours as the search teams methodically examined every potential hiding spot within fifty meters of Ironside's position. Steam continued hissing overhead, its scalding moisture making breathing difficult while the confined space sent cramps through his legs and shoulders. But he remained perfectly still, using meditation techniques learned long ago to control his body's responses to discomfort. In the background of his mind, he could sense Lancelot’s consciousness pressing at his defenses, using the opportunity to further his efforts to regain control.

A soft, unbidden cough passed through his lips. The closest soldiers turned in his direction, beams sweeping back across the pipes and garbage. “Did you hear that?” he asked.

“Probably just the pipes,” one of the others replied. “They creak and groan a lot, especially as the air gets cooler.”

They stared at Ironside’s hiding place while he fought to bring Lancelot back under control. Do you want to get these Ursan killed? Ironside asked silently, pushing him away once more.

Lancelot gave up his attempts. For now.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the patrol leader's voice cut through the industrial noise. "Section clear. Moving to the next grid. Stay sharp. If he’s here, we're going to find him."

"Confirmed. Proceeding to section eight."

The sound of boots on stone gradually faded as both patrols moved deeper into the industrial district, their systematic search pattern carrying them away from Ironside's hiding place. He remained motionless for several more minutes, counting his heartbeats while ensuring they wouldn't double back or leave concealed observers behind.

When silence finally returned to the area, he carefully extracted himself and his rifles from beneath the steam pipes. His armor bore new stains from the chemical residue, but he’d remained unnoticed, and that’s what counted. He continued through the area, remaining cautious as he sought his escape.

Three blocks further down, he discovered what he needed. A waste collection point where several factories deposited their refuse—broken machinery, chemical containers, and piles of discarded things too damaged for continued use. Among the debris, a container overflowed with worn work clothes that had been deemed unfit for service.

He began sorting through the container’s contents. Most of the garments were torn beyond use. But near the bottom, he found a set of coveralls that would serve his purpose. They were overly large, but he was wearing armor so their size was just what he needed. They bore dozens of chemical stains and burn marks, but the holes were few enough that the basic structure remained intact. The fabric was thick enough to conceal his armor's distinctive lines while the stains and damage would help him blend in among the district's workforce. Not elegant certainly, but functional. Ironside pulled the coveralls on and closed the fastenings.

Near the bottom of the container, his fingers encountered something else useful. He recovered a pair of welding goggles with a cracked lens on the left side. The damaged eyepiece would help disguise Lancelot's mismatched eyes, silver and gold irises that clearly marked him as Lancelot to anyone familiar with the legendary knight's appearance.

He adjusted the goggles over his eyes, the cracked lens fragmenting his vision on the left side but providing the concealment he needed. The disguise wasn't perfect, but it would pass casual inspection from search teams looking for an armored warrior rather than a common laborer.

Finally, he located a discarded pack, cast aside because acid had eaten through part of it, leaving a large hole. Even with the damage, it was large enough to conceal both his sword and the rifles he’d taken. He just had to make sure he held it over his shoulder with the hole against his back so the contents couldn’t be seen and wouldn’t fall out.

He had just secured the pack over his shoulder when he heard the approaching footsteps of one of the patrols returning. He quickly ducked behind the waste containers, peeking around the corner of one. It was the Ursans again.

“We’re running out of places to look,” the Ursan sergeant said.

"What about the transit lines?" another asked. "He could have reached the rail depot by now."

"Already covered. We've got teams at every station between here and the city center."

“I have to wonder,” the other commented. “If it is Sir Lancelot, do we really want to catch him?”

“We’re damned either way. If we don’t find him, our superiors will have our hides. If we do, he probably will.”

Ironside smiled as they continued their search in the wrong direction. The patrol leader was thinking like a soldier rather than a fugitive, focusing on obvious escape routes rather than considering how someone might disappear in plain sight.

When their voices faded, he emerged from concealment and made his way toward the rail depot the soldier had mentioned.

Two blocks further, he found it. A rail line that connected the industrial district to the nearby city.

Perfect.


CHAPTER 20


Designed for utility over beauty, Ironside didn’t think the train station was much to speak of, though the brutal simplicity created its own inadvertent charm. Thick stone arches supported a soot-stained ceiling blackened by decades of industrial smog. Electric lines ran in rough conduits bolted to walls that showed the scars of heavy use. The platforms themselves were worn stone, cracked and stained with oil and grime from countless workers who'd passed through over the generations.

A train waited at the central platform, its cars fashioned from burnished metal that gleamed like armor in the station's artificial lighting. Each car’s narrow windows, thick structure and decorative metalwork suggested the inside would look like a luxuriant hallway, with the same beauty and strength.

Passengers were boarding, most wearing the same type of stained coveralls that now concealed his armor. Factory workers heading home after their shifts, their movements showed the weariness that came from long hours of physical labor.

He would fit right in.

Ironside joined the boarding crowd, keeping his head down but still aware of his surroundings through the cracked goggles. Ursan guards stood at both ends of the platform, clearly keeping an eye out for him. They had yet to consider he might have disguised himself, and paid no attention to him or the rest of the workers as they boarded.

Ironside took a seat between a pair of tired workers on one of the simple wooden benches arranged along the walls of the train's interior. Hand-wrought metal light fixtures high on the walls between the windows, but with the windows they apparently weren’t turned on during the day.

The men he sat with were dressed similarly to him. As the train pulled out of the station with electric smoothness and quiet, heading toward the city proper, he mimicked their expressions as he leaned his head back against the wall.

“You should put in a requisition for new gear,” the man beside him commented, turning his head just enough to look at Ironside. “That cracked lens is a safety hazard. I know the Draconite are cheap bastards, but they’ll replace the goggles, I’m sure.”

Ironside lifted his head. His initial assessment was that the Ursan and Draconite were allies, but the comments he had heard since had quickly proven that theory wrong. The Draconite were oppressors then, in control of this world. And he had the impression they all had the same level of honor as Turquine.

“I have requested new equipment,” he answered. “I’m still waiting on a response.”

The man laughed. “Typical dragonshit,” he muttered. “Good luck, my friend.”

“Thank you,” Ironside answered.

As the train continued away from the industrial district, Ironside studied his fellow passengers with the calculating attention that had served him well throughout his life. Most were legitimate workers, their focus turned inward as they contemplated whatever awaited them at home.

But a few stood out as something different.

There was the man in the third row whose clothes were too clean for someone who worked with his hands. His posture was all wrong. He was carrying the alertness of someone accustomed to watching for threats rather than the slumped exhaustion of honest laborers. The bulge under his left arm suggested a concealed weapon, while his eyes constantly swept the car with predatory awareness. And there, near the rear door, an Ursan woman walked up the aisle with the fluid grace of someone trained in combat. She positioned herself where she could observe the entire car while maintaining quick access to an exit. Her disguise as a casual traveler didn’t even begin to mask her professional paranoia. He pegged both as underworld assets, members of whatever criminal organization controlled illegal activities in this part of Alorion. Ironside had encountered such people often enough during his lifetime.

He'd never cared much for criminal organizations. They lacked the honor that chivalry demanded. Yet, they also possessed resources and connections that might prove useful to him in his current circumstances. That and their moral flexibility made them willing to provide services that legitimate businesses wouldn't consider.

The suspicious man disembarked at the fourth stop, moving through the crowd with practiced ease. Ironside followed him at a distance, using others as concealment while tracking his quarry through increasingly narrow streets that led away from the main transportation hub into Alorion's residential district.

The area maintained a similar aesthetic to the industrial area, but with a warmer, more intimate scale that couldn't quite hide the evidence of decline. Stone buildings surrounded him, their walls still bearing carved reliefs that spoke of more prosperous times, though many now showed chips and weathering from years of deferred maintenance. With electric lighting fixtures designed to resemble torches flickering unreliably in the fading light of twilight, the gray stonework looked increasingly shabby. The Draconite clearly had no interest in repairing them.

The man he was following moved through this environment with obvious familiarity, taking shortcuts through alleyways and cutting across small courtyards past shattered and dry fountains. His destination became clear as he approached a narrow, wedge-shaped building squeezed between two larger structures.

Ironside watched from the shadows as his quarry entered the building through a side door that opened without the need for keys. Either the man lived here, or it was some kind of safe house where security took different forms than simple locks.

He waited several minutes to ensure no one else would emerge, then approached the door himself. The door was solid wood reinforced with metal bands, clearly designed to resist forced entry, but the construction was intended to keep amateurs out, not someone with his capabilities. Instead of testing the door's strength, Ironside knocked with three sharp raps.

The door opened a crack, revealing a sliver of the man's face as he peered outward. His eyes were brown, unremarkable except for the wariness that marked him as someone who'd survived longer than most in his profession.

"Yeah?" The voice carried the flat tones of someone who didn't welcome unexpected visitors. "What do you want?"

Ironside pushed back the welding goggles, revealing Lancelot's mismatched eyes in their full, distinctive glory. The recognition he expected didn't appear in the criminal's expression.

The man simply stared at him with growing irritation. "I asked what you want," he repeated. "You lost or something?"

The reaction surprised Ironside. Either this criminal was remarkably ignorant of galactic history, or Lancelot's face wasn't as universally recognizable as he’d assumed.

"I require assistance reaching Vrakos," Ironside stated simply. "I believe you can provide it."

The man's eyes narrowed. "Vrakos? That's inner sphere. What makes you think I know anything about getting there?"

“You’re a member of the thieves guild, aren’t you,” Ironside replied with matter-of-fact certainty. “You know how to smuggle contraband.”

A flush of anger colored the man's features. “How do you know I’m a member of the thieves guild?”

“I’ve been killing men like you for much longer than you’ve been alive,” Ironside replied. “I know how to identify my prey.”

The man flinched and tried to slam the door closed. Ironside stopped it with his boot. “Lucky for you, I’m not here for justice and honor today. As I said, I need passage to Vrakos, and I know you can help me arrange it.”

“Whatever you think, you’ve got the wrong guy, in the wrong place,” the man replied. “If you value your life, I suggest you move on, friend.”

“Is that a challenge?” Ironside asked.

The thief’s reaction was immediate and telling. Instead of responding with words, his hand snapped toward the weapon concealed beneath his jacket. The motion was fast, practiced, but not nearly fast enough. Ironside pulled Lancelot’s sword from the satchel before the man’s pistol cleared its holster. The sword's point came to rest against the thief’s throat, just deep enough to draw a single drop of blood.

"I win,” Ironside said calmly.

The man froze, his partially drawn weapon trembling in his grip as he processed the impossible speed of his opponent's response. He knew death waited a hair’s breadth away, held back only by whatever mercy his attacker chose to show.

"Drop it," Ironside commanded.

The pistol clattered to the floor.

In one fluid motion, Ironside pushed the door open and stepped through it. The man backpedaled, but not quickly enough to save himself. Ironside swept the criminal's legs out from under him, and the man hit the floor hard enough to send the air whooshing from his lungs. Ironside placed one armored boot on his chest, holding him there as he looked around. He was in a modest foyer, with an archway in front of him, leading into a large room. He didn’t see anyone inside that room, but he could hear the low murmur of conversation, occasional laughter, and the clink of coins changing hands. It didn’t seem anyone had noticed his arrival. So far.

"Please," the thief gasped, still struggling to breathe. "I don't have much, but you can take whatever you want. Just don't kill me."

From the room came the sound of dice rolling across wood, followed by groans of disappointment and triumphant chuckling. Someone else was telling a story about a botched burglary, his voice carrying the practiced timing of a tale told many times before.

“I’m not like you. I don't steal," Ironside replied firmly, keeping his voice low to avoid drawing attention from the thieves gambling in the room beyond. “I’ll give you one more chance. I require passage to Vrakos. I have no gold, only a pair of energy rifles I claimed from a pair of dishonorable Draconite soldiers."

The man's eyes darted toward the archway, clearly hoping his associates might notice the commotion and come to investigate. However, the background noise continued unchanged, with more laughter, the scrape of chairs, and someone calling for another round of whatever they were drinking.

Realizing no help was coming, the man on the floor exhaled deeply. “Vrakos. Right. There's an Ursan cargo hauler—the Merchant's Dream—that does a run from here to the inner sphere. They take on undocumented passengers pretty regularly. I don’t know if a couple of military-grade rifles will be enough, but it’s worth asking.”

"Where do I find this captain?"

"Docking bay seven at the main commercial spaceport."

Ironside considered this information while the sounds of gambling and drinking continued from the adjacent room. There was no way he’d let himself be denied a spot onboard, even if the rifles weren’t enough to satisfy the captain. "You challenged me to combat by drawing your weapon,” he said. “I defeated you honorably. By the ancient laws of warfare, your possessions are forfeit to the victor. Empty your pockets.”

"That's not…that doesn't…those aren't real laws!"

"They’re the only laws that matter to me." The sword exerted more pressure against the man's throat. His face cycled through several emotions—outrage, desperation, calculation. From beyond the archway came the sound of someone winning big at dice, his companions groaning in mock despair while coins clinked across the table.

Finally resigned, acceptance won out over the alternatives. "Fine," the thief muttered. "But this is robbery, no matter what fancy words you use to dress it up."

"This is justice," Ironside corrected. "You choose to live outside honor, so you forfeit honor's protection."

With obvious reluctance, the man emptied his pockets. He carried only a small coin purse and the pistol. It would have to be enough. The singing from the main room had shifted to a different song, this one about a legendary thief who'd supposedly robbed the Dragon Queen herself.

"Directions," he commanded.

"Bay seven, like I said. Ask for Captain Torrhen—he's a Draconite, scales are kind of a muddy brown color. Tell him Kelwick sent you.”

"Thank you," Ironside said formally, removing his boot from the criminal's chest and the sword from his throat. "Our business is concluded with honor on both sides."

"Honor?" Kelwick struggled to sit up, rubbing his bruised ribs. "You just robbed me!"

"I claimed legitimate spoils of war after defeating you in single combat." Ironside returned his sword to the satchel. "The distinction matters, even if you lack the education to understand it."

“Yeah, fine. Whatever. You just made an enemy of the Alorion Thieves Guild. I hope you understand that.”

Ironside laughed. “I made an enemy of many thieves guilds long ago. Come after me if you wish. I enjoy killing vermin.”

With that, he left the guild, heading back toward the rail station, one step closer to regaining his former glory.

One step closer to a rematch with Sir Dragon.


CHAPTER 21


Thomas mentally initiated a hail to Avalyeth’s command center the moment Excalibur passed through its wormhole and the tear in spacetime closed behind them.

General Calithar's face appeared in Thomas' visual field moments later. "Captain Drake," he said. “I didn’t expect to hear from you again so soon. Is everything okay?”

“It is,” Thomas replied. “Possibly better than okay. I need to speak with High Elder Ossara immediately. We have developments that require the Council's attention."

"I'll patch you through to her directly," Calithar confirmed. "She's in her office, reviewing reconstruction reports. One moment."

Thomas didn’t have to wait long before the image shifted, Calithar's face replaced by the familiar features of High Elder Ossara. She looked tired—more tired than Thomas had ever seen her—but her pale eyes brightened with curiosity upon seeing him.

"Daeardrayke," she said. "I wasn't expecting to hear from you again so quickly. Has something happened?"

Thomas could hear the concern threading through her words, probably fearing that six months had somehow compressed to six weeks while he'd been gone.

"Nothing catastrophic," he assured her. "But I have news about a potential new ally. I spoke with King Tobrin of Ferraden about joining our rebellion.”

Ossara's eyebrows rose slightly. "Ferraden? The Dwarven world? I thought they maintained strict isolation from galactic affairs."

"They do. Or did. Circumstances have changed for them, just as they've changed for us. They isolated themselves to avoid the Death Walker’s attention. Now that Klingsor’s crystal adorns their great hall, Tobrin is willing to meet with delegations from both the Druids and the Sidhe. He wants to hear our proposals before making any commitments."

A spark of genuine interest flickered in Ossara's expression. "That's... that's actually quite promising. Any expansion of our alliance could prove invaluable in the coming conflict. But I have to ask—what exactly could the Dwarves contribute? They have no starships, no space-based military capability."

"They're the finest craftsmen in the galaxy," Thomas explained. "Their metallurgy, their engineering, their ability to create weapons and armor. They have foundries none of us can match. Imagine equipping our liberated forces with Dwarven-forged gear instead of whatever we can cobble together from captured equipment. On top of that, they may be able to offer volunteers to fight alongside our own soldiers. If they could offer more men like Thorgrim… "

"Of course,” Ossara said. Understanding dawned across her features like sunrise. “A means to quickly equip and bolster any ground forces we muster. Yes, this could be a tremendous boon to our efforts.” She was already processing the logistics, her mind clearly working through the details. "I'll need to select appropriate representatives, arrange transport, and prepare formal proposals for the economic and military cooperation we're envisioning."

“If you could coordinate with Lady Aelan on Falias, that will free me up to continue my quest. I assume she’ll send Master Krythis as part of her planet’s delegation. Perhaps he could help the Dwarves reintegrate enchantment into their craft. Lestain should be involved as well.”

"Consider it done," Ossara replied without hesitation. "I'll organize our own delegation, and coordinate with Lestain to use a rebel ship to visit Falias and speak to Lady Aelan. This is excellent work, Daeardrayke. Will you meet us on Ferraden?"

"I can't. Excalibur needs to remain focused on our primary mission. There are other matters that require immediate attention."

Something in his tone must have conveyed the urgency behind his words, because Ossara's expression grew more serious. "I understand. The galaxy's needs must take precedence over diplomatic ceremonies. We'll handle the negotiations with King Tobrin."

"Thank you, High Elder. I have complete confidence in your abilities."

"Safe travels, Daeardrayke. May your quest bring hope to those who need it most."

The connection closed, leaving Thomas alone with his thoughts as Excalibur continued its orbit above Avalyeth. Through the neural interface, he could sense his flight crew's presence in their own pods, their consciousness interlinked but distinct.

"So what's our next move, Captain? Aldrich's voice cut through the shared awareness with practical concern, his words emitting from the flight deck speakers for the benefit of Thorgim, Kaelithan, Halvy, and Norsp, who were gathered on the flight deck. “We've got the diplomatic wheels turning, but where does that leave us?"

Thomas considered the question carefully, Arthur's essence warming within him as he processed their options. "Originally, I had planned to identify targets for liberation. Worlds where we could strike quickly and build momentum for the alliance. But Lady Aelan's advice keeps running through my mind."

"About finding Lancelot," Gareth said. "You really think one knight is worth delaying our broader mission?"

"I think Lady Aelan sees patterns that escape the rest of us," Thomas replied. "And I can't ignore the possibility that she's right about his importance to our cause."

“I understand your thinking, Captain,” Garant said. “But wasn’t listening to Lady Aelan what put us in the Wastes in the first place? Klingsor would never have been a problem without her foresight.”

“And thousands of Druids would still be alive,” Tivan added.

“You can’t know things would have turned out any differently,” Tryvane snapped, defending his mother. “We can only see the future that becomes our present, and look back on it once it’s in our past. Perhaps Turquine would have had another reason to go to the Wastes. Or maybe Morgana would have found her way there, and destroyed all magic, killing millions more. Or perhaps if we had followed our original plan, we would all be dead, and Excalibur would be no more.”

“It’s okay, Tryvane,” Thomas said calmly, working to defuse the argument before it could expand. “This is the path we’re on. And yes, I still trust Lady Aelan’s guidance, just as I trusted Nimue’s.” His words calmed the others over the interface, all of them waiting on him to offer further guidance. Merlin, he projected, can you display the regional star map for the crew?

Of course, my boy.

The holographic display materialized above the flight deck and in the minds of everyone connected to the interface. Showing hundreds of star systems scattered across the galaxy, each point of light representing worlds, civilizations, potential allies or enemies in the conflict ahead.

"The problem is the scope," Percival observed, his consciousness touching the edges of the display. "Ironside could be anywhere out there. He's got Lancelot's body, Turquine’s shuttle, and presumably some knowledge of galactic navigation. He could have gone anywhere.”

"Needle in a haystack doesn't begin to cover it,” Burl agreed. “We could spend months chasing ghosts while real opportunities slip away."

“We only have six months, and then it doesn’t matter,” Bilbic added.

"Merlin,” Thomas said, staring at the map, “does Excalibur have any history on Sir Ironside? Are there any insights into where he might head? Places that would hold significance for him?"

The response carried thoughtful consideration. "I'm afraid not, my boy. I’ve queried every consciousness fragment in the library, along with all of our stored documents. We have nothing on the Red Knight.”

“Maybe Iona can search the Great Library,” Kaelithan suggested. “She’s done an excellent job aiding us in such hunts already.”

“That’s a possibility,” Thomas replied. “But let’s work through this on our own first.”

"Maybe we're approaching this wrong,” Gareth said. “Instead of hunting him across the galaxy, why not let him come to us? Thomas defeated him in single combat. For someone like Ironside, I imagine that kind of humiliation would demand a rematch."

"You think he'll seek me out for a rematch?” Thomas asked.

“His honor would demand it," Gareth confirmed.

“I agree,” Thorgrim said. “I saw his face just before he fled Kheir-Lossan. He looked angry. More importantly, he was embarrassed. I’m betting his ego won’t let that defeat go unanswered."

Thomas felt the temptation in the suggestion, the appealing simplicity of waiting for their enemy to reveal himself, but something deeper—perhaps Arthur's essence or his own instincts—rebelled against such a passive strategy.

"I don't want to wait," he said firmly. "Every day Ironside remains free is another day he's preparing for whatever he's planning. The longer we delay, the stronger he becomes. Besides, Lady Aelan suggested we seek him out. There has to be a reason for that.”

The star map continued rotating slowly above them, its countless points of light offering no obvious answers. Thomas studied the patterns despite knowing he wouldn’t find any answers there.

“He could be anywhere,” Percival repeated. “And we can’t search a thousand worlds.”

“No…not just anywhere.”

Norsp’s comment, coming from where he stood behind Halvy, surprised Thomas. The former Flayer hadn’t said a word to anyone, except probably in private to Halvy, since they’d left Ferraden.

“Can you elaborate?” he asked.

“Turquine’s shuttle lacks a wormhole generator,” Norsp explained. "The shuttle can only fast travel via burst drive, which will limit its effective range.”

“And we know when Sir Ironside left Kheir-Lossan in relation to us,” Merlin said excitedly. “By calculating maximum time and burst speed, we can create a sphere of potential distance. It’s possible he’s traveling beyond that sphere, but traveling great distances in bursts with a small shuttle would be a strain on anyone’s sanity, including his. Give me a moment to adjust the star map to show only planets within that range of the Blackveil Corridor’s mouth.”

The holographic display shifted dramatically, the overwhelming scatter of stars condensing to a manageable group of only two inhabited worlds.

“Alorion and Kuprion,” Merlin announced. “Both Ursan worlds, though Alorion is much more established. Population approximately fifty million. Primary industries include manufacturing, mining, agriculture, and finance.”

“What about Kuprion?” Aldrich asked.

“Population two million, mostly in scattered settlements. Practically zero trade, no stand-out industry.”

"If Ironside needed to disappear quickly and find resources in the process," Aldrich mused, "a world like Alorion would be more ideal. Large enough to blend in, with enough ships to catch a ride somewhere else on a ship with wormhole capabilities.”

"And if we're going to search for him anyway, why not multitask?” Gareth said. “Alorion could be an excellent target for liberation."

The suggestion sparked immediate interest through the neural link. “Do they have shipbuilding facilities?” Thomas asked. “As much as I want to liberate every planet in the galaxy, we need to be strategic about it. And right now, we need planets that can build starships.”

“They do,” Merlin replied. “It currently builds cargo vessels.”

“Do we know anything about the Draconite forces there?”

“No, but its profile would suggest a light Draconite garrison bolstered with local recruits. Unless of course Morgana has already realized the strategic value of a planet like Alorion, and has bolstered their defenses.”

“If she has, she’ll regret it,” Thomas replied. "We go to Alorion. If Ironside is there, we’ll find him. If the opportunity presents itself to liberate the world, we seize it."

The crew's intrigue—their excitement, determination, and the familiar tension that preceded action—rippled through the neural interface. They had a target, a plan, and a purpose beyond simple wandering.

"Merlin," Thomas commanded, "initiate wormhole generation for Alorion. Let's go hunting."


CHAPTER 22


The wormhole collapsed behind Excalibur as they emerged near Alorion. Through the neural interface, Thomas felt the ship's sensors sweeping the immediate area, cataloging their immediate surroundings before focusing on their target.

Alorion hung before them like a blue-white jewel, its continents wreathed in wispy clouds. Orbital traffic—cargo haulers following established shipping lanes, passenger transports maintaining steady approaches to surface spaceports, and the angular silhouette of a Draconite destroyer maintaining a patrol orbit above the equator—moved in lazy patterns around the planet.

"A single destroyer," Tivan mused, already analyzing the tactical situation. "Looks like they're running a routine patrol pattern."

"Kaelithan," Thomas said aloud, "I need you to glamour us before we get within their sensor range. Make us look like a cargo hauler or passenger transport—something completely unremarkable."

"Of course, Captain," came the wizard's voice from his position on the flight deck. "Give me a moment to weave the illusion."

Magical energy flowed around Excalibur's hull, bending light and electromagnetic radiation. Thomas sensed the subtle shift in the feel of the ship as the glamour took hold, the change rippling through the neural interface. In moments, their distinctive sword-like appearance transformed into the blocky, utilitarian lines of a commercial freighter.

"Glamour is set,” Kaelithan reported. "We should appear as a merchant vessel on their sensors."

Excalibur continued its approach, moving at the steady, predictable pace of a ship following established traffic control guidelines. The destroyer maintained its patrol pattern, showing no sign of increased alertness or suspicious behavior.

"Getting a clearer picture of the planetary defenses," Garant added, his consciousness touching the sensor readings. "Besides the destroyer, I'm reading minimal orbital installations. A few communications satellites, some basic traffic control beacons, but no defense platforms or military stations."

"Light garrison then,” Percival agreed. “Probably just enough troops planetside to maintain order and collect taxes. This is a standard Draconite occupation force, not a military stronghold."

“Fifty million Ursan living under Draconite oppression, defended by what appears to be minimal forces,” Merlin said. “The liberation of such a world would deal a significant blow to Morgana's empire while adding substantial population and resources to our alliance.”

“Not to mention those ship-building capabilities you were after, Captain,” Bilbic added.

"What do you all think?” Thomas asked, opening the question to his entire crew. "Do we attempt liberation?"

Gareth's response came immediately through the neural link. "Absolutely. The tactical situation is as favorable as we're likely to find anywhere. One destroyer, light ground forces, and a population that would welcome freedom."

"I agree," Percival added. "This is exactly the kind of victory we need to build momentum for the alliance."

Aldrich's more measured perspective followed. "The risk is manageable, and the potential gains are substantial. Even if we don't find the Red Knight here, liberating Alorion advances our broader objectives."

One by one, the rest of the crew—showing enthusiasm for striking another blow against tyranny—voiced their agreement.

"Then we proceed," Thomas decided. "Kaelithan, drop the glamour."

The magical illusion dissolved, revealing Excalibur's true form to any sensors that might be watching. The legendary ship's silver hull gleamed bright in the starlight, its distinctive sword-like silhouette unmistakable to anyone familiar with galactic history.

The reaction from the destroyer was immediate. The vessel's weapon systems and shields immediately powered up, her course shifting as she began to come about.

“Here they come,” Tivan said.

Thomas opened a wide-band communication, ensuring his message would reach not only the destroyer but also hopefully any listening posts on the planet below. "Draconite vessel, this is Captain Thomas Drake of Excalibur. You are occupying a free world against the will of its people. I'm ordering you to surrender immediately or suffer the consequences.”

The response came quickly. The destroyer's commander—a large Draconite with deep red scales—appeared on their visual display with obvious disbelief and arrogant amusement. His vertical pupils contracted as he took in Thomas' appearance.

“Draconite surrender to no one,” the commander said, his voice carrying mocking laughter. “Especially not an Ursan child. Surrender yourself to me, and I might allow your crew to live as slaves."

"I assume that means you’re choosing to suffer the consequences?” Thomas replied calmly.

The commander's laughter grew louder. "One small ship against the might of the Draconite empire? You're either insane or suicidal. Either way, you're about to become very dead."

Thomas cut the communication without another word. "Shields up, weapons online. All hands prepare for combat.”

The neural interface blazed with shared consciousness. Through their connection, Thomas felt the familiar surge of power as Excalibur's shields snapped into existence. Everyone on the flight deck moved to secondary seating, securing themselves in case the ride got turbulent.

The destroyer was already accelerating toward them, its engines burning bright against the stellar backdrop as it closed the distance to optimal weapon range. Along its flanks, weapon ports opened like hungry mouths, revealing the heavy energy emitters designed to reduce enemy vessels to atoms.

"Multiple fighter launches," Garant reported, his consciousness tracking new contacts separating from the destroyer's hull. "Twelve starfighters, moving into attack formation."

Thomas could see them through the neural link. They spread out in a coordinated pattern, seeking to surround Excalibur and simultaneously attack her from multiple angles.

"Evasive maneuvers," Thomas ordered. “We'll punch through their fighter screen and engage the primary target."

With Brennan’s consciousness and Excalibur's navigational systems merged, the ship accelerated smoothly. Its engines building power, the pilot’s natural talent guided them through space with easy grace as they closed the distance to their enemies.

The first salvo from the destroyer's weapons lit up the void with brilliant fire that could have vaporized any lesser vessel. Brennan's piloting was flawless. While maintaining their aggressive approach vector, he slipped Excalibur between the incoming beams of energy as if he were dancing around them.

"Return fire," Thomas commanded.

Burl and Percival's combined consciousness flowed through the weapon systems. Targeting solutions appeared in their shared awareness as Excalibur's energy beams lanced outward. The streams of destructive force reached across space to hammer the destroyer's defensive barriers.

The enemy's shields flared a brilliant white as they absorbed the impact, the cascading waves of energy rippling across the destroyer's hull like liquid fire. Thomas could see the defensive matrix holding firm, the enemy's protective barriers designed to withstand sustained bombardment.

The starfighters—sleek predators cutting through space with deadly intent—closed in on Excalibur from multiple directions. Their concentrated energy beams, fired in coordinated volleys designed to overwhelm a ship’s defenses, converged on Excalibur like spears of molten flame. Brennan executed a series of sharp maneuvers. sending the legendary ship spinning through space as death streaked past them in brilliant streams.

“Our turn,” Percival said, opening fire on the starfighters, his energy beams sweeping outward in precise arcs that painted space in deadly light. Two of the attacking fighters found themselves caught in those consistent streams of destruction, shields collapsing, their armor vaporizing in microseconds. The interceptors vanished in quick explosions, their pilots never knowing what killed them before their ships expanded into clouds of composite debris.

The remaining ten fighters pressed their attack with desperate fury, swarming around Excalibur like angry hornets. Their combined firepower hammered against the legendary ship's shields in a continuous barrage, beams striking the protective energy in rapid succession. The shields held up to the assault, absorbing every one of the direct hits. Meanwhile, the destroyer continued its relentless bombardment, batteries along its flanks firing in measured salvos that filled space with destructive energy. One of the heavy beams finally found Excalibur, striking it head-on, rattling the vessel and her crew.

“Sorry, Captain,” Brennan said, his remorse spreading across the interface. “I should have seen that one coming.”

“You’re doing great,” Thomas replied. “Just don’t let it happen again.”

Brennan’s amusement rippled outward, replacing his prior emotion. “Aye, Captain, but we’re taking hells of a lot of fire.”

That's when Halvy's voice cut through the combat chatter from his position on the flight deck, calm and certain despite the chaos surrounding them.

"I can help," the young wizard said simply.

Thomas immediately sensed the magical energy building around the boy, raw power that made the air itself tremble. Arthur’s essence stirred within him, taking notice of the gathering storm around the young Druid and the sharp glow of the shard around his neck. The sensation—ancient, primal, carrying the weight of forces that predated starships and beam weapons by millennia—was unlike anything technological. Through the ship's sensors, he watched in amazement as Halvy extended his power beyond Excalibur's hull, his enhanced abilities reaching across the vacuum to touch the attacking fighters with invisible fingers.

Two of the interceptors were instantly torn apart, their components disintegrating at the joints and seams, hundreds of individual pieces of the vessels spreading out in a pair of expanding debris fields, their unprotected pilots at the center where they quickly succumbed to the vacuum. It was the most impressive and terrifying thing Thomas had ever witnessed.

The remaining fighters scattered in obvious panic, their tight formation dissolving as pilots suddenly found themselves faced with forces beyond their understanding or training. Several fighters began evasive maneuvers that took them away from Excalibur rather than toward it. Their pilots' nerves shattered under the strain of facing something that defied reason.

“Unbelievable,” Burl commented with grim satisfaction, his consciousness touching the tactical display as he tracked the fleeing fighters. "Remind me never to anger you, Halvy.”

“I would never hurt you, Burl,” Halvy replied with a childlike calm that belied his destructive display.

The destroyer's commander immediately recognized the shift in the battle's momentum. The massive warship began a desperate turn, its engines flaring bright against the star field as it tried to bring more weapons to bear while maintaining maximum shield protection. Beam emitters along its flanks fired continuously, filling the space between them with flashes of destructive energy that forced Excalibur to weave between the deadly light as if avoiding raindrops.

As the engagement continued, the two ships trading fire in a deadly dance of thrust and parry, Brennan's piloting was poetry in motion. Excalibur rolled beneath a spread of beams, then pulled into a climbing turn that brought them above the destroyer's firing arc. The young pilot's natural talent shone through every turn, every acceleration, every moment of perfect timing that brought them closer to their target while avoiding the destroyer's increasingly frantic fire. As energy beams painted space with lethal light, Brennan’s instincts guided Excalibur through patterns of movement that seemed to anticipate where the enemy's shots would be rather than simply reacting to them.

For the next several minutes, the battle raged across Alorion's orbital space. Excalibur's superior maneuverability allowed them to avoid the worst of the destroyer's firepower while delivering precise strikes against key systems. The destroyer's shields absorbed tremendous punishment. Their protective matrix flickered and sparked under the sustained assault, yet they held firm longer than Thomas had hoped.

Meanwhile, the starfighters rallied, regrouping into formation and racing back toward the fray. They dove toward Excalibur with weapons firing at maximum power, energy beams lancing from their guns in a continuous barrage as they closed to point-blank range.

Halvy's magic reached out once more, raw magical energy crackling across space to strike the attacking fighters with devastating force. Three more enemy fighters disintegrated under the assault, their hulls cracking apart as magical energy tore through their molecular structure. Metal plates peeled away like flower petals, engines exploded in brilliant flashes, and cockpits imploded as the fighters came apart in cascading failures.

Once again, the disciplined attack dissolved into panicked flight. Two of the fighters tried to maintain their attack run, diving toward Excalibur with weapons blazing. Halvy's magic swatted them aside like insects. Their ships crushed into twisted wreckage that tumbled through space trailing atmosphere and debris. In the span of seconds, the entire squadron was reduced to terrified pilots running for their lives.

While Halvy clashed with the starfighters, Brennan flew Excalibur across the theater, dodging the destroyer’s devastating beams with steadfast precision. The dance continued like that for two more minutes before the destroyer's shields finally began to show signs of failure. Percival and Burl focused on the weak spots, spearing the warship with a barrage of energy beams. The ship’s protective matrix finally blossomed into a spiderweb of stress fractures. Power fluctuations followed, rippling across the warship's hull like lightning.

“Their shields are about to go, Captain,” Tivan reported. "I'm detecting power fluctuations in their primary generators."

“Concentrate fire on the engineering section," Thomas commanded. "Break through their defenses."

Excalibur's multiple energy streams converged on the gaps beginning to appear in the destroyer's failing shields. The coherent light found their targets with devastating accuracy, striking at the most vulnerable systems with focused precision.

As critical systems finally began to overload, internal explosions bloomed along the warship's hull in cascade failures. In seconds, the destroyer's main reactor went critical. The explosion expanded outward in a perfect sphere of superheated plasma, consuming the warship's hull in an instant of terrible beauty. The flash of white light briefly outshone the system's star.

When the glare faded, nothing remained but expanding debris and the rapidly dissipating energy signatures of a once-mighty warship. Twisted fragments of metal tumbled through space, their edges still glowing with residual heat from the explosion that had created them.

"Target destroyed," Garant reported with satisfaction, his consciousness touching the sensor readings that confirmed their victory. "All enemy fighters have fled or been eliminated."

Burl's laughter echoed through the neural link. "I'd love to have seen that commander's face when he realized reinforcements weren't coming. Probably spent his last moments wondering why nobody answered his distress calls."

“Nice work, Halvy,” Kaelithan said. “Where did you learn spells like that?”

“Master Klingsor taught me,” Halvy replied, as if it were nothing special. “I just applied the same principles to mechanical starships that he used on living organisms.”

The comment paled Kael’s face and sent a shudder through Thomas that created ripples in the neural gel. A coldness swept through the interface, fading quickly as the crew refocused on their broader objectives. The space battle was won, but liberating Alorion would require more than destroying a single destroyer.

"We need to contact the Ursan garrison forces across the planet," Thomas said. "Find out their disposition and convince them to join our cause rather than resist liberation."

"If we can take the main garrison barracks in the capital city, Arthon, that will give us a good indication of the local sentiment and allow us to get word to the other forces planetwide,” Aldrich suggested.

"Where exactly are these barracks located?" Thomas asked.

"Give me a moment," Aldrich replied. "I have contacts who might know."

Thomas watched through the neural interface as Aldrich activated the comms. "This is Aldrich requesting immediate contact with the Alorion Mercenary Guild Master," Aldrich transmitted.

The response came quickly. "Aldrich, eh?” He grunted. “I’ve heard of you. What brings you to our little corner of the galaxy?"

"Business, as always," Aldrich replied smoothly. "I need current intelligence on Draconite garrison positions in Arthon. Specifically, the location of their main barracks complex."

A pause followed, presumably while the guild master considered the implications of such a request. "That's the kind of information that could get people killed. What's your interest?"

"Let's just say the political situation is about to change dramatically," Aldrich answered. "Those who provide assistance to the right cause might find themselves very well compensated."

Another pause, longer this time. "Main garrison barracks are located in the eastern sector of the Arthon spaceport complex. Reinforced compound, approximately eight hundred troops. Though I suspect they're about to have a very bad day, considering what I hear just happened to their orbital support."

"Thank you," Aldrich replied. "Your cooperation will be remembered."

The connection closed, leaving them with the intelligence they needed to proceed.

"Brennan," Thomas called out, Arthur's essence burning bright within him as the liberation entered its next phase. "Take us down."


CHAPTER 23


Excalibur dove through Alorion's atmosphere, rapidly descending toward the spaceport and the Draconite garrison housed there. They had yet to take enemy fire from the surface, but Thomas didn’t expect that to last. Even so, he had other preparations to make before they reached the ground.

"Gareth," he said, "you have command of Excalibur. Brennan, Bilbic, Tryvane—stay linked and keep Excalibur ready for air support or immediate departure, depending on how things go down there.”

"Understood, Captain," Gareth replied. "We'll keep her safe for you."

Thomas opened his command pod and climbed out. Around him, those of his crew he hadn’t named to remain aboard Excalibur followed suit, their movements quick and purposeful in preparation for their ground assault.

Percival stretched as he emerged from his pod, rolling his shoulders to work out any lingering tension. "Nothing like a good space battle to get the blood flowing."

"The real fight's just beginning," Aldrich replied, already heading toward the flight deck exit. "Ground combat's a different animal entirely."

Burl cracked his knuckles with audible pops. “At least we’re fighting living things again.”

“Thorgrim, is your exosuit repaired?” Thomas asked.

“Repaired?” Thorgrim replied with a laugh. “Aye, better than that. Frambur took a look at the suit on our way through the Corridor. It’s running smoother than ever.”

“Good to hear. Go suit up, we’ll meet you at the teleportal.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Thorgrim ran for the cargo hold while the rest of the group moved through Excalibur's corridors toward the armory. Behind them, Thomas could hear Norsp's heavier tread as the Draconite maintained his protective position beside Halvy.

The armory doors opened at Thomas’ approach, revealing racks of weapons and armor. Thomas immediately went to where Cindlar's Blade hung in its sword belt from the bulkhead and took it down, laying it out on the bench beside him. Like the rest of the crew, he donned the same combat armor they all had worn on Kheir-Lossan. Thomas was surprised to find that his armor had not only been repaired—the dents smoothed, the stains and scuffs polished out—it looked better than new, gleaming under the armory lights.

Merlin, did you do this? Thomas asked silently.

No, my boy. That’s Frambur’s work. He repaired the original metal. I would have had to fabricate new pieces.

I’m glad he decided to stick around, Thomas said, cinching his sword belt around his waist.

He’s also a quick study. He’s halfway through Taliesin’s tutorials.

It’s barely been twenty-four hours, Thomas replied with surprise.

I know.

They quickly completed their preparations, each crew member checking their equipment with the efficiency of experienced warriors before donning their armor. Beneath his feet, Thomas felt the subtle vibrations of Excalibur’s descent through the lower atmosphere, Brennan's skilled piloting guiding them toward their target.

When they arrived at the teleportal, Thorgrim was waiting for them—outfitted in his exosuit, his massive powered war hammer in his right hand. As the Dwarf moved toward the teleportal, his suit’s hydraulics hissed as usual, but without the accompanying whining or creaking that had originally suggested it needed not only an overhaul but urgent repair.

Merlin, inform Gareth we’re in position, waiting on his word.

Of course, my boy.

The ship shuddered suddenly as energy weapons struck the hull. Thomas lost his balance and would have fallen over the bench behind him if Percival hadn’t caught hold of his arm.

"Ground batteries," Aldrich clarified, bracing himself with a hand to the bulkhead as another salvo hammered their defenses. "They're not going to make this easy."

Gareth's voice echoed through the ship's comms. "Captain, we're taking fire from multiple positions around the spaceport. Mixed Draconite and Ursan forces.”

“Not unexpected,” Garant said. “But ultimately futile.”

“There’s something else,” Gareth added. “We have visual on Turquine’s shuttle. We picked the right planet. Ironside may still be here.”

Arthur's essence stirred at the news, eager for them to confront the Red Knight. “If he’s here, we’ll find him,” Thomas replied. “But first things first. Deploy the teleportal as soon as we’re close enough over the spaceport."

“Aye, Captain. Standby for deployment.”

“I bet they’re scared," Percival said as more energy beams struck Excalibur's shields, grazing impacts sending vibrations through the ship's frame without doing any real damage.

“After what Halvy did to those starfighters, they should be scared,” Burl replied.

“Speaking of which,” Thomas said, turning to Kaelithan and Halvy. "I need you both to focus on protecting us from the Ursan defenders while we deal with the Draconite."

Kaelithan nodded immediately. "Barrier spells should be sufficient. I can deflect their fire without causing permanent damage."

“Halvy, can you do that?” Thomas asked. “I don’t want the Ursan guards harmed.”

Halvy's pale eyes showed confusion. "But Captain, the Ursans are shooting at us, too. Why should we protect them?"

Thomas knelt to bring himself closer to the boy's eye level, his voice carrying gentle patience despite the urgency of their situation. "Because they think they have no choice. Once they see that they do have options, they'll stop fighting. At least, I hope they will."

Understanding dawned across Halvy's features. "You want to save them from themselves."

"Yes, exactly.”

The young wizard touched his shard of Arthur’s essence. Golden magical energy illuminated the crystal as Halvy started drawing it into himself. "I can do that."

Smiling and nodding in approval of the boy’s quick understanding, Thomas stood just as the ship's motion steadied and Excalibur settled into position above the landing area. Thomas felt the familiar sensation of the teleportal extending downward, creating their pathway to the planet's surface.

"Teleportal deployed," Gareth announced as Merlin’s combat GOLEM rounded a corner to join them. "You're clear for insertion."

"Time to go.” Thomas announced.

“Be careful, my boy,” Merlin warned. “We’re taking heavy rifle fire.”

Thomas nodded to the GOLEM before moving toward the teleportal. "Kael, Halvy, get those barriers up right away. Give us a few seconds to get our bearings.”

“I’m ready,” Kaelithan replied.

“Me, too,” Halvy said.

“Remember—Draconite are hostile, Ursans are potentially friendly. Let's not kill anyone we don't have to."

He stepped through the portal, blocked as Norsp cut in front of him. “You’ll need a second for the barriers,” he growled before disappearing through the blue field ahead of him.

Surprised the former Flayer had taken it upon himself to protect him as well as Halvy, Thomas and then the two wizards went through the energy curtain, emerging onto Alorion's surface in the middle of a combat zone. Gareth had deployed the teleportal to the tarmac surrounding the main spaceport tower, which rose ahead of them like a metallic flower. Its concentric rings of landing pads were heavy with activity as garrison forces scrambled to establish defensive positions under the cover of the starships parked on the petals.

Energy blasts sizzled past from both the nearest pads and ground forces, who had taken cover behind heavy armored vehicles. A number of blasts had already hit Norsp. He growled with pain from the onslaught but remained standing, his nanites working to heal the damage as fast as it occurred. They stopped making contact as Halvy raised his defensive barrier, joined by Kaelithan’s a moment later. The magical shields rippled with each hit, deflecting the incoming fire harmlessly into the sky.

Arthur’s essence burned at the cowardliness of the garrison’s reliance on guns. Thomas drew Cindlar's Blade, the drakhem sword singing as it cleared its scabbard. Behind him, his crew emerged through the teleportal in rapid succession, weapons ready and eyes scanning for targets as they spread out around him. Thomas spotted a unit of Draconite warriors on his left flank, another further ahead, closer to the spaceport with two layers of Ursan garrison forces between them.

“Do you see that?” Tivan said, pointing out the positioning. “If the Ursans try to run, the unit in the rear will cut them down.”

“Captain, I can do more than defend,” Halvy said.

“I know you can,” Thomas replied. “You have your orders. I need you and Kael to shift your barriers as we approach so we can pass through to the Draconite.”

“Okay,” Halvy agreed.

The magical barriers began to shift, flowing like liquid light as the two wizards moved the protective shields to create corridors through the crossfire, the twin streams of energy parting the deadly air between them and their targets.

"Percival, Burl, Aldrich, Merlin—take the flanking unit," Thomas commanded, pointing toward the Draconite position on their left. "Kaelithan, go with them and keep your barrier mobile. The rest of us will punch through the center."

"Understood, Captain," Percival replied, already moving toward the designated corridor.

“What if the Ursan keep fighting once we’ve taken out their overlords?” Thorgrim asked.

“They won’t,” Thomas replied with confidence. Arthur’s essence burned with the same certainty. Alorion had been part of the High King’s Avalon once.

It would be again.

Thomas sprinted forward into the corridor Halvy had created, the metal feet of Thorgrim’s exosuit pounding the concrete beside him, Tivan and Garant only a step behind. Norsp remained close to Halvy as the young Druid trailed the others, focused on keeping the barriers between them and the enemy.

Thomas quickly noticed how the Ursan forces directly ahead of them seemed confused by the magical barriers cutting them off from the invaders. Some continued firing, their energy blasts splashing harmlessly against the protective walls. Others hesitated, weapons lowering as they wavered, undecided what to do against the impossible force spilling from the legendary starship’s portal.

"Hold your fire!" Thomas shouted as they approached the first Ursan position. "We're here to liberate Alorion! We're not your enemies!"

They reached the first of the armored vehicles and the Ursans aligned behind it, using it for cover. The local guards tracked them with the muzzles of their rifles as they passed, but Thomas didn’t see any animosity in their gazes as their fingers moved from their triggers.

Instead, he saw hope.

“For Arthur!” he shouted on his way past, the High King’s essence adding supernatural power to his words. “For Avalon! Rally to me!”

The Draconite soldiers in the center rear position opened fire with concentrated salvos, their energy weapons painting the air with deadly light as Thomas and his group closed the distance. Halvy's barrier held firm, the young wizard's enhanced abilities deflecting the incoming beams with contemptuous ease. A glance back toward Percival and the others revealed they had reached the flanking Draconite position, and were in the middle of cutting down the dragonfolk who opposed them. Even better, no longer taking fire from the Ursan forces, Kaelithan had let his barrier collapse completely.

The local soldiers Thomas had urged to join them had already fallen in behind them, turning their weapons on the same Draconite ahead of their combined attack. Energy blasts burned past him, striking the vehicles the Draconite hid behind, forcing them to retreat.

Arthur's essence surged as Thomas reached one of the now smoking vehicles. He bent his knees and gathered himself, leaping, rising higher than he would have without the aid of the essence, arcing up and over the armored vehicle and landing in the midst of the Draconite forces.

“No!”

He heard Halvy’s cry, immediately blocking out the boy’s obvious worry for him. His attention was on the nearest Draconite as he tried to swing his rifle around for close-quarters fighting. The arc of Cindlar’s Blade opened up his chest before he completed the move, dark blood spraying from the rent scales of his armor as he went down. Another managed to get a shot off, but it went wide. Thomas swept Cindlar’s blade through his throat before he could fire again. Motion behind Thomas was all the hint he got before a third soldier moved to stab him in the back. Reversing his grip on his sword, he stabbed backward, catching the Draconite in the gut. Twisting the blade, he turned and pulled it free as he ducked under a wild swing from still another Draconite sword.

Thorgrim was suddenly there, seemingly coming out of nowhere, his war hammer crushing the Draconite’s helmet as if it were paper mache, caving in his skull. He took an energy blast off his exosuit before whirling and throwing a mechanical punch into his assailant, shattering his helmet’s visor in the process of knocking him flat. Before he could bring his war hammer down to end the soldier’s life, necromantic magic tore into the downed enemy, sucking the life force from him in an instant and leaving behind a dry, desiccated husk.

The sight of Halvy showing no hesitancy or remorse in using the dark arcane power to kill sent a chill through Thomas. The boy seemed perfectly comfortable with it, something Thomas wasn’t, but he didn’t have the time now to deal with it. Norsp, on the other hand, seemed okay with it. He stood beside Halvy, his sword raised to defend the boy if need be, but he didn’t make a move to attack any of the Draconites so long as none of them threatened his charge.

The sound of metal on metal drew Thomas’ attention away from the young Druid and his bodyguard. He turned to see Tivan and Garant finishing off the last of the Draconite soldiers, their daggers stabbing him in multiple locations before Garant drove his blade into the soldier’s heart. Blood spilled from his mouth as he fell.

It seemed as if the entire spaceport echoed the silence, as if the entire planet were holding its breath. All around Thomas, the Ursan forces moved from cover, weapons lowered. On the overhead landing pads, the Ursan fighters approached the edge to get a closer look at the figures below. The entire battle had lasted less than three minutes, leaving over twenty Draconite soldiers dead.

Thomas and his crew had only killed half of them. The others had gone down under the combined blades of the Ursan soldiers he had encouraged to join them. They approached now, from behind them. As Thomas turned to face them, he was shocked by the awe and reverence in their expressions. As one, they each fell to a knee on the blood-stained tarmac, bowing their heads to him in a show of allegiance. Motivated by their actions, the other Ursans spread out across the combat zone did the same. An echo of armored knees hitting stone rose up around them.

"Arthur reborn," one of them said reverently, eyes downcast, his voice thick with emotion. “My Lord, we never dared hope we would live to see this day."

“Stand, please, all of you,” Thomas replied, the unit regaining their feet at his command. The others surrounding the field of battle followed suit. This wasn’t the first time he had been seen as Arthur, thanks to the essence flowing through him. “I’m not the High King reborn, but I do carry his banner and command his ship. My name is Thomas Drake, but I’m known as Sir Dragon. I’ve come to free Alorion from Draconite oppression. Arthur's dream for Avalon remains alive and will not be denied."

The man who had spoken had tears in his eyes as he looked upon Thomas. “Sir Dragon, then. I’m Commander Leonis Varlan. You say you came to free us from beneath Morgana’s tyrannical claws?”

“That’s right,” Thomas replied. “The time for rebellion has come. Avalyeth, Falias, and Ferraden are free and with us. More will soon follow.”

“Ferraden?” one of the other soldiers said. “You mean the Dwarves? It can’t be. They’ve kept to themselves for centuries.”

“Do I look like I’m keeping to myself, lad?” Thorgrim said, stepping closer to Thomas.

The group’s gaze turned to the Dwarf, staring at him in wonder.

“What about this one?” another soldier asked, thrusting a finger at Norsp. “You claim you want to free us from the Draconite, but you have one fighting for you?”

“Yes,” Thomas answered. “That’s exactly what I claim. Have you ever heard of Sir Orvix? He was a Draconite who fought alongside Arthur against Morgana and with me until he fell in the Wastes. As fine a knight as I’ve known, regardless of his species.”

“You fight with necromancy,” another soldier pointed out. “Dark magic. Yet you claim to bring the light.”

Sensing his words as a threat to Halvy, Norsp turned toward the speaker, a growl emanating from him as he raised his bloody sword. Thomas raised a restraining hand in front of him without taking his eyes off the soldier. “Don’t judge what you don’t understand,” he replied. “I tell you on my honor that we use the dark arcane for good, not evil.” He glanced at Halvy. He still intended to speak to the boy later about his choice of spells.

“If all you say is true,” Commander Varlan said. “Then I pledge my fealty to you, My Lord. Command me, and I will serve.” He returned to his knee.

Around him, the other garrison soldiers repeated the words, falling back to their knees. Arthur’s essence flowed through Thomas, helping him remain calm in response to the overwhelming display. He still didn’t want to be king. He didn’t want subjects pledging to him. Maybe he had overcome his feelings of unworthiness, but he still wasn’t comfortable with so much adulation. It only got worse as all the other units followed suit. He couldn’t hear their individual oaths of commitment, but their voices rose and blended together to reach his ears, sending chills down his spine.

“Rise, all of you,” he said. “We have work to do.”

“What are your orders, My Lord?”

“I need you to contact the other garrison commanders across the planet," Thomas answered. "Tell them Excalibur has returned and the time of liberation is at hand. Will they rally to our cause?"

"Without question," Varlan replied, his voice carrying absolute conviction. "Every Ursan on Alorion has dreamed of this moment. We've maintained our faith through a century of darkness, waiting for Arthur’s return."

Thomas felt warmth spread through his chest at the commander's words, Arthur's essence responding to the loyalty and hope radiating from the assembled soldiers. This was why they fought—not just to defeat tyranny—but to restore the vision of freedom that Arthur had died defending, despite having died on another planet in another galaxy.

"Show me to your command center," Thomas commanded. "We need to coordinate with forces planetwide."

Commander Varlan led them across the tarmac toward a reinforced building that housed the garrison barracks. As they approached, Thomas noticed more Draconite bodies scattered across the complex, evidence of the sudden uprising that had swept like a tidal wave through the occupation forces. Additional Ursan forces waited nearby, bowing their heads to Thomas and his crew as they passed.

Varlan led them to the command center, arranged similarly to the command center on Avalyeth, though by the looks of the equipment it hadn’t been updated since the occupation force had first arrived nearly a century earlier. Everything was faded, dented, and scuffed, patched together with hasty repairs, all of it in generally poor functioning condition.

“I’ll open the comms with highest emergency priority,” Varlan said, approaching an ancient comms system. “That’ll ensure it reaches as many comm units as possible, both inside and outside the other garrison command centers.” He picked up the transmitter and passed it to Thomas. “You should do the talking, My Lord.”

Arthur's essence flowed through Thomas as he prepared to speak, adding supernatural authority to his words. ”Ursan warriors of Alorion. My name is Thomas Drake, captain of Excalibur. Arthur's dream of freedom is alive. The legendary ship hovers above your main spaceport at this very moment. Your Draconite overseers here have been eliminated—not by my conquest alone—but by the courage of Ursan soldiers who chose freedom over fear."

He paused, summoning Arthur's essence to flow through his words with greater intensity. "For a century, you’ve served masters who despise you, who see you as nothing more than tools to be used and discarded. But you aren’t tools. You are the inheritors of Arthur's vision of a galaxy where all beings stand as equals, where strength serves justice, not tyranny."

Thomas could feel the power in his voice building, carried by something greater than mere sound waves. "The choice is before you now. Remain on your knees, or stand as free beings. The Draconite are few. You are many. They rule through fear because they know that united, you are unstoppable. The time has come to throw off the chains of your oppressors and reclaim your world. Excalibur and her knights stand with you, in Arthur’s name. Rise up, warriors of Alorion, and⁠—"

The transmission cut to static. Varlan worked frantically at the controls, his fingers dancing across the communication panel to no avail. "They've jammed the signal," he reported, frustration evident in his voice. “The occupiers have cut communications."

"Did the message get through?" Thomas asked.

"Most of it, I think. Enough. The Draconite control the main communication networks, but our people were listening. Word will spread rapidly through unofficial channels."

Thomas stared at the silent communication equipment, Arthur's essence still burning within him from the effort of reaching across an entire world. "How long before we know if it worked?"

"Hard to say," Varlan admitted. "Could be minutes, could be hours. Depends on how quickly our people can organize and whether they have the courage to act. I believe they do and will.”

For long minutes, they waited in tense silence. The communication equipment remained dead, its screens showing only static and error messages. Outside the barracks, the spaceport had settled into an uneasy quiet. Then, faintly in the distance, came the sound of an explosion, soon followed by a second.

Varlan’s head snapped up, his experienced ears tracking the direction of the noise. "That's coming from the eastern districts. Heavy weapons fire."

The crackle of gunfire and more explosions followed, sporadic voices crying out in the distance. "It's starting,” Merlin said.

Inspiration surged through Thomas. Sparked by a single transmission, his words had hopefully reached just enough ears to spread by word of mouth, igniting the fire of revolution across the planet.

Excalibur had returned to Alorion.

Hope had returned with her.


CHAPTER 24


Thomas turned back to Commander Varlan, Arthur's essence still burning bright within him as his mind shifted to a different concern. "Commander, on our approach to the surface, we spotted a Draconite shuttle on one of the landing pads. It used to belong to Sir Turquine. What happened to whoever was aboard it?"

Varlan raised an eyebrow. “How did you know it wasn’t Turquine on the shuttle?”

“Because he’s dead,” Halvy said before Thomas could answer. “We were there when it happened.”

Varlan’s face paled. “Oh. Well, good riddance then, right?” He eyed Halvy, waiting for an affirmation that never came. “Yeah, so, anyway, hell of a thing, that was. Word spread fast through the garrison. We heard it was Sir Lancelot himself who emerged from that shuttle. Killed an entire Draconite unit at the landing pad, then vanished like a ghost."

"Do you have any idea where he might have gone?" Thomas pressed.

Varlan scratched his chin thoughtfully. "Into the city is my best guess, but he could be anywhere by now. Arthon’s a big city—nearly two million people spread across eight districts. Finding one man, even Sir Lancelot, would be like searching for a specific grain of sand on a beach."

"We'll have to look for signs of him," Thomas said. “See if we can find anyone who might have seen him.”

“That’s a tall order, Captain,” Burl said. “It might take days.”

“And if he found passage on an outgoing ship, we’ll never find him,” Aldrich added.

“I’m not ready to give up so easily,” Thomas replied. “A man like Ironside can’t hide forever.”

“Ironside?” Varlan’s eyes widened.

“Yes. The essence of the Red Knight possesses Lancelot’s body. I want my friend and mentor back. Sooner rather than later.”

“I can provide directions to the city center," Varlan offered. "And I know someone who can accompany you.” He turned toward the door and called out, "Gawain! Get in here!"

“Gawain?” Thomas said, not expecting the name.

“He’s named after one of Arthur’s knights,” Varlan replied. “I would have thought you’d appreciate that.”

“I do. I just didn’t expect it.”

A young Ursan soldier appeared in the doorway, barely out of his teens by the look of him. His armor was standard garrison issue but well-maintained, and his eyes held the eager light of someone who'd just witnessed his world turn upside down in the best possible way.

"Sir," the recruit said, snapping to attention.

"This is Gawain," Varlan explained. "Born and raised here in Arthon. Knows every street, every alley, every shortcut in the city. He'll get you where you need to go."

"Thank you, Commander," Thomas replied. "We'll need transport to the city center."

"Rail depot's attached to the spaceport," Varlan said. "Gawain can show you the way. Trains should still be running. I expect the city guard to keep the peace even while the revolution spreads."

“Thomas.” Merlin’s GOLEM garnered his attention. "I think it might be wise for me to return to the ship. A giant metal knight might draw more attention than we want in the city streets."

Thorgrim nodded in agreement, the hydraulics of his exosuit hissing as he shifted position. "Aye, same probably goes for me. I can stay here to help coordinate with the garrison forces."

"Good thinking," Thomas agreed. "We need to stay as inconspicuous as a group of men in armor can manage.”

“Better than you might think,” Gawain said. “Especially with everything going on.”

“Norsp, perhaps you should stay behind as well,” Thomas said. “The population won’t take kindly to a Draconite roaming their streets freely in the midst of rebellion.”

“I go where Halvy goes,” Norsp replied. “I don’t fear them.”

“Halvy,” Thomas said. “I need you⁠—”

“I have to protect Arthur,” Halvy answered before he could even finish.

Thomas considered arguing, but decided against it. He would have to hope his comparison to Sir Orvix would be sufficient to keep the people of Arthon from mobbing the former Flayer. Assuming they even gave him a chance to speak before tearing him apart.

“Good luck, My Lord,” Varlan said.

They followed Gawain away from the barracks, across the tarmac in the opposite direction of the landing tower and Excalibur. After a short distance, they entered a small building which led to an underground tunnel system the garrison soldiers apparently used to move about the complex. They passed other Ursan soldiers along the way, receiving stares of awe and wonder, as well as words of encouragement.

“For Avalon!” one of them said as they met in a tunnel intersection.

“Hail Sir Dragon! Hail freedom!” another cried.

They finally emerged from the access tunnel directly inside the spaceport proper. The incredible construction left Thomas’ head swiveling in amazement. If he didn’t know where he was, he’d almost think he was standing in the middle of Albert Square in Manchester.

Soaring stone buttresses reached toward the sky, their surfaces carved with intricate reliefs. Pointed arches and ribbed vaults created dramatic shadows, while stained glass windows filtered natural light into prismatic patterns that spread across the concourses. Unfortunately, the decades of Draconite occupation had taken their toll. Some of the stained glass had been replaced with ordinary transparencies, while elegant stonework bore the scars of utilitarian modifications. Conduits were bolted directly to carved surfaces, modern lighting fixtures crudely mounted over delicate architectural details. What had once been a testament to Ursan craftsmanship now bore pragmatic repairs that showed little regard for the site’s former beauty.

With word of the revolution spreading, the walkways were crowded with unusual activity. Normally orderly queues had dissolved into anxious clusters of civilians eager to book passage off-world. Thomas surmised they were probably collaborators. Clutching travel cases, they pushed through the crowds with barely concealed panic, all of them heading for the spaceport to seek any available transport away from what they expected would be retribution. Thomas didn’t have the inclination, nor the means right now to stop them.

"This way, My Lord,” Gawain said, guiding them through the crowds.

As expected, their armored appearances drew attention. None so much as Sir Norsp. Thomas could hear them commenting as they passed, confused because they heard the planet was being liberated by Excalibur, and these people looked like they had come from the ship but a Draconite walked among them. Something didn’t fit.

Fortunately, words were the only action Norsp elicited, and they finally passed through a set of ornately carved doors into the rail terminal. The station maintained a similar aesthetic to the spaceport, but on a more modest scale. Graceful pointed arches of pale stone supported a ribbed vault ceiling. Tall windows with tracery work had once provided natural illumination. Now, harsh electric fixtures were bolted to the original framework, their industrial glare washing out the subtle beauty of the stonework.

The platform stretched before them, its polished stone surface worn down by generations of travelers. Wrought iron railings along the edges showed the patina of age and insufficient maintenance, as did the train waiting at the central platform. Although it was crafted from burnished metal, it no longer shimmered when it caught the light. Still, the corroded locomotive and cars bore the flowing lines characteristic of Ursan engineering, curves that suggested both speed and strength. Beyond the corrosion, the train appeared well-maintained.

When they boarded, Thomas was again acutely aware of the stares they were attracting. Unlike inside the spaceport, the passengers had more time to study them and comment. Norsp once more drew the most attention, and Thomas could see fear flickering in some passengers' eyes. Beyond that, seeing a Draconite traveling freely with armed Ursan rebels just didn’t make sense to them.

They found seats together, filling up the only nearly empty bench flanking the narrow aisle. Looking weary and confused about the sudden chaos enveloping their planet, the pair of civilians at one end of the bench had probably just returned from off-world. Uncomfortable with their close proximity to Thomas and his strange mix of crewmen, they scanned the train car for seats they could move to, but found nothing open.

The train pulled away from the spaceport with electric smoothness, carrying them through an industrial district adjacent to the spaceport. Foundries and assembly plants dominated the cityscape. Thomas was hoping they could be put to good use against the Draconite as soon as possible. There was no sign of activity at any of the plants, the workers likely stepping off their lines the moment they had heard his declaration of their independence. He absently wondered if they had all returned home or gone to join the revolt.

Thomas had his answer as the train pulled into the station within the district. Still dressed in their grease-stained coveralls, hundreds of laborers waited there for a ride back into the city. As many as could squeeze into the cars boarded, standing in the aisles and against the doors, leaving Thomas feeling claustrophobic. Only Norsp had space around him, as none of the Ursan on the train wanted to get too close to him.

As they continued toward the city center, the urban landscape spread before them. The architecture grew denser as they approached the heart of Arthon, towering apartment blocks and commercial buildings rising like stone cliffs on either side of the rail line.

Smoke rose from several locations across the city, evidence that the revolution had indeed taken hold in spots, but the fires seemed controlled, purposeful rather than chaotic. The Ursan population was rising up with discipline, targeting specific objectives rather than simply venting their rage.

"Big place," Percival observed, studying the sprawling cityscape through the window. “There’s no guarantee Ironside is still here."

"Where would someone like him go?" Thomas replied. “Even if he wants passage off-world, he has no gold, no legitimate identity. And he’s wearing the face of the most famous knight in the galaxy.”

“Even if he’s the most famous, how many people would recognize him?” Kaelithan asked. “Especially if he finds a way to disguise his appearance.”

“The fact remains, he can’t have just snuck back to the spaceport to book passage somewhere else,” Tivan said.

“If you ask me,” Garant added. “That means underground contacts."

“The original Ironside has been dead for two hundred years,” Percival said. “Any contacts he might have once held are dead.”

Burl began to chuckle. “I’m picturing Ironside getting a job at a bakery or something to earn gold for a ticket off-world.”

“I suggest we speak with either the mercenary guild or thieves guild,” Aldrich said. “Both likely have eyes and ears all over the planet, and one of them is bound to know something about a stranger who killed a unit of Draconite guards at the spaceport.”

"Let's start with the mercenary guild," Thomas decided.


CHAPTER 25


The train glided through the city center, past buildings that showed the architectural heritage of Arthur's original Avalon. Just like elsewhere in the city, the graceful spires and flowing lines had been gradually corrupted by Draconite additions. Thomas could already see Ursan workers busy removing some of the more obvious signs of their oppressors' influence.

They disembarked at the central station, Gawain leading them through streets that buzzed with revolutionary energy. Groups of Ursan citizens moved with purpose, many carrying tools as improvised weapons as they searched for enemy stragglers. The occasional sound of distant explosions continued to rumble across the city, but here in the commercial district, the uprising seemed to be well in Ursan hands..

"Mercenary Guild Hall is just two blocks this way," Gawain explained, pointing down a wide avenue lined with tall buildings.

They made their way toward it through the crowded streets, drawing curious glances from the populace. Thomas noticed how people's expressions changed when they identified the armed warriors who had clearly led the liberation, headed by a man whose presence carried almost supernatural authority. Arthur's essence stirred within him as citizens began pointing and whispering once they recognized the significance of the group. Word was spreading fast as to who they were and what they represented.

The Mercenary Guild Hall stood three stories tall, its facade decorated with crossed weapons. Guild members lounged on the front steps, their equipment and bearing marking them as professionals despite the casual atmosphere. They barely reacted to Thomas and his group as they trooped up the steps past them. It was as if they were expected.

Inside, the hall buzzed with a companionable atmosphere. Groups of mercenaries clustered around heavy wooden tables sharing war stories, drinking ale, and showing off recently plundered weapons. Others studied holographic job postings that flickered above wall-mounted displays. Laughter erupted from one corner where a group celebrated a successful mission, while quieter conversations near the job boards suggested more serious business being conducted. Unlike outside, conversations died as they entered, every eye turning to study the newcomers with more than passing interest.

Aldrich approached the reception desk where a grizzled mercenary sat reviewing contracts on a holographic display. The man looked up with professional interest, his eyes scanning the group's equipment and bearing.“I don’t recognize you lot,” he said. "You come here looking for work? I'll need to see guild credentials before I can discuss any contracts."

"Aldrich, guild identifier seven-seven-four-nine-six-one-zero,” Aldrich said. “I don’t have my physical creds on me. You’ll have to look it up.”

The clerk tapped on his terminal, then glanced from the screen to Aldrich and back, apparently comparing the real thing to a saved image. "Aldrich…yep, that’s you.” His features twisted as realization hit. “Wait, you're the one I spoke to earlier about the garrison position." His gaze returned to Thomas and the others, taking in their distinctive armor and the mixed composition of their group. "Hold on. You wouldn't happen to be..."

"Excalibur's crew," Thomas confirmed.

The man's weathered features split into a genuine grin as he rose from his seat. "Well, I'll be damned. The Draconite pay decent rates, but I have to say—it's good to see them get theirs for once. What brings you here, of all places? You should be a few blocks over, joining the group trying to breach city hall and kill all the Draconite officials cowering inside.”

“I’m sure the residents can take care of that themselves,” Aldrich answered for Thomas. "We're here because we’re looking for someone. Well, not just any someone. Sir Lancelot.”

The mercenary's eyebrows rose. "Lancelot? As in the legendary knight?"

“Yes,” Aldrich confirmed. “Have you seen him?”

“I didn’t even know he was on Alorion.”

“He is,” Thomas said. “And we urgently need to find him."

The mercenary studied Thomas's face for a moment, clearly recognizing the seriousness of the request. "I'll ask around. Give me a couple hours to put the word out through our network. Come back later and I'll have something for you."

"Thank you," Thomas said. "We'll be back."

They left the guild hall and regrouped on the street outside. Thomas heard shouting close by, followed by three repeated thumps he couldn’t identify. He could only assume they came from city hall.

"Now what?" Gawain asked.

“Can you take us to the thieves guild?” Thomas asked.

“That won't be as straightforward as the mercenary guild,” the young soldier answered. “Thieves don't advertise their locations, for obvious reasons.”

“So how do we find them?"

Percival grinned. “That’s easy, Captain. The easiest way to find the thieves guild is to catch a thief."

“That’s easy?” Garant skeptically asked.

“If they aren’t a very good thief,” Percival replied. “Any crowded tavern should do, the nicer the better. Thieves always go after the most affluent marks.”

They made their way deeper into the city center, inadvertently ending up outside what Thomas assumed was Arthon’s city hall. Here, the signs of revolution were more chaotic. The citizens of Arthon, joined by Ursan garrison troops and law enforcement, had succeeded in entering the building, and were now dragging Draconite officials out into the streets.

Thomas watched as a terrified Draconite bureaucrat clawed at the street, trying to get back to his feet and escape the mob, whose faces were twisted with a century of pent-up rage. The official's screams were cut short as the crowd descended on him with improvised weapons, their fury finally finding an outlet.

It was hard to witness, but Thomas forced himself not to interfere. These people had suffered under tyranny for a hundred years. Their anger was justified, even if its expression was ugly. Intervening now would only undermine the revolution they'd helped start.

“The price of freedom,” Aldrich said, noticing Thomas’ disgust. “It’ll be worth it in the morning, Captain.”

They continued past the city center for two more blocks before entering a tavern called The Copper Crown. The main room was filled with long wooden tables where patrons, who seemed happier nursing ale than joining the excitement outside, huddled over drinks, making quiet conversation.

Thomas and his crew took seats at one of the larger tables, ordering drinks to blend in while they observed the crowd. Percival and Aldrich scanned the room with experienced eyes, looking for signs of charlatans or pickpockets among the regular clientele.

Thomas spotted her first, a woman in loose clothing moving through the crowd with practiced ease. Her movements were too smooth, too purposeful. As he watched, she approached a table where a well-dressed man sat with three others, passing him by without slowing.

The merchant never noticed his purse disappear, but Thomas did. His education on the streets of Bed Stuy had finally come in handy. He rose and followed her toward the tavern's exit, keeping his distance while she made her way through the crowd. She stepped outside into the late afternoon light. He followed her into the alley between the tavern and the adjacent building. finding it empty. The woman had apparently vanished, but Thomas sensed something amiss. He took a few more steps forward, scanning the shadows between the buildings.

Arthur's essence suddenly flared with warning. Thomas spun around just as the thief exploded into view, her knife already angling toward his back. He caught her wrist in a firm grip, but she was quick and experienced. Instead of trying to muscle through his superior strength, she used his momentum against him, pivoting and driving her knee toward his midsection. When he shifted to block, she twisted sharply and slipped from his grasp as fluidly as water.

Before he could regain his balance, she hooked her foot behind his ankle and shoved hard against his chest. Thomas stumbled backward, losing his footing and going down on the cobblestones.. She followed him down, using his momentary disorientation to avoid his guard, her knife finding his throat before he could knock it from her hand.

He stilled as her knife pressed firmly against his throat. "Looking for me, handsome?” she asked.

"Actually, yes," Thomas replied calmly, not attempting to move away from the weapon. "I'm looking for information, if you have it."

The knife suddenly flew from her hand as if pulled by invisible strings. A moment later, she was lifted off her feet and pressed against the alley wall by magical force, her feet dangling inches above the ground.

Thomas turned to see his crew walking into the alley, Arthur’s shard around Halvy’s neck glowing with magical energy as the young wizard held the woman suspended.

"Much better," Thomas said, getting to his feet. "Now we can talk properly."

The woman struggled against the magical bonds holding her, but Halvy's power was absolute. "What do you want?" she demanded.

“I’m looking for Sir Lancelot. He’s⁠—”

“I know who Sir Lancelot is,” she spat. “I’m not an uneducated fool.”

“Have you seen him?”

She laughed. “Here? In Arthon? Why would the mighty Sir Lancelot come here?”

“That’s none of your business. Have you seen him or not?”

She shook her head. "No one like that's come through our territory that I know of.”

“If I wanted the thieves network to keep an eye out for him, who would I talk to?” Thomas asked.

“Kelwick,” she replied. “He’s…actually, that reminds me. We did have a strange visitor to the guild hall earlier," she admitted after a moment. "Got into it with ol’ Kelly. Stranger took his coin and gear after beating him in a fight. The funny part is the stranger claimed they had a duel, and it was honorable for him to steal everything Kelly had.”

“That sounds like our man,” Percival said.

“It does?” the woman replied. “Since when does Sir Lancelot beat up on thieves? I thought he had bigger targets to go after.”

“He hasn’t been himself recently,” Thomas answered. “That’s why we need to find him. Do you know what his plans were?”

“No,” the woman replied. "You'd have to ask Kelwick.”

Thomas nodded to Halvy, who gently lowered the woman back to the ground. The magical bonds holding her dissolved, leaving her free to move.

"You're going to lead us to your guild hall," Thomas informed her.

She laughed. "Like hells I am."

"The local garrison has sworn fealty to me," Thomas said quietly, Arthur's essence adding weight to his words. “The rest are likely to follow. Once the dust settles from this revolution, I'll have the power to shut down your operations entirely."

Her laughter died. "That wouldn't be as easy as you think."

"No," Thomas agreed. "It would be complicated for everyone involved. I don't want that any more than you do. I just want to find Lancelot."

The woman studied his face for a long moment, clearly weighing her options. Finally, she sighed. "Fine. I'll take you to the guild hall, but if this goes sideways, just remember—you forced my hand."

"Understood," Thomas replied. "Lead the way."

She guided them through a maze of streets, moving with the confidence of someone who knew every shortcut and secret route in the city. She made Thomas think of himself in his past life as a bicycle messenger in Manchester. And another woman in an alley.

The guild hall, when they finally reached it, looked like nothing more than a modest residential building squeezed between two larger structures. Inside, the narrow foyer opened into a larger space where several men were engaged in gambling and drinking. The conversation died as Thomas and his crew entered, weapons and armor marking them as clearly outside the guild's normal clientele. They shot to their feet, daggers in hand, ready to defend their turf.

“Dorica, what in the hells is this?” one of them cried.

“Relax,” Thomas said. “I’m not here to cause trouble. I just need to talk to⁠—”

"Kelwick!” Dorica called out. "Someone wants to talk to you about your visitor from earlier."

A man with brown hair and suspicious eyes entered from an adjacent room. “Did you find that bastard?” he asked with a grin. “Quick work for mercs. I only put the bounty out a couple of hours ago.”

“No, we haven’t found him yet,” Thomas answered, “but that’s why we’re here. We’re looking for him. Tell me what he wanted.”

Kelwick’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, so you’re here for information. Well, I’m sure you know that around these parts, information doesn’t come free.”

“Tell me what he wanted,” Thomas repeated, this time allowing Arthur’s essence to add power to his words.

Kelwick's eyes narrowed, his homely features twisting as he was compelled to share. "He was looking for passage to Vrakos."

"Vrakos," Thomas repeated, feeling Arthur's essence stir with recognition. That particular Ursan world lay closer to the center of the galaxy. Closer to where Camelot had once orbited its sun. “What does he want there?”

“I have no idea,” Kelwick replied. “He didn’t say.”

“Did you give him what he asked for?” Aldrich asked.

"Probably," Kelwick admitted grudgingly. “I told him about a cargo hauler that takes on passengers and doesn't ask too many questions. He stole enough from me to pay for the ride.”

Thomas nodded, the pieces falling into place. Ironside was on his way to Vrakos, probably already aboard the merchant vessel and beyond their immediate reach.

"Thank you," he said to Kelwick. "You've been very helpful. I’ll remember that.”

They left the Guild Hall. "Vrakos," Percival said as they regrouped on the street outside, the sounds of ongoing revolution providing a chaotic backdrop to their planning. “He might already be there by now.”

“That depends on whether or not the hauler was making multiple stops,” Aldrich countered. “We may have a chance to catch up to him if we leave right away.”

“We can’t leave right away,” Thomas said. “The revolution will last the night. But in the morning, these people will want to turn to someone for direction and organization. As much as I don’t like it, that someone is me.”


CHAPTER 26


Morgana stood in her private chambers, fingers drumming against the window sill as she stared out at the familiar sprawling nighttime vista of Hreth. The golden beam from her palace illuminated the surrounding mountainside, bathing her military districts in endless light so bright it was almost as if it were daylight. The beacon had shone for nearly a century. Tonight, however, it felt less like a mark of unshakeable strength and more like a desperate call reaching out into the void.

The comms terminal chimed with its distinctive crystalline tone, breaking her from the brooding contemplation that had consumed her thoughts since returning from Kheir-Lossan. General Strix's features materialized above the holographic projector. His vertical pupils contracted as he took in her appearance, likely noting the tension in her posture despite her attempts to maintain imperial composure.

She could never fool her most trusted servant.

"Your Majesty," he said, exposing his throat in the traditional gesture of submission. "The shuttle is inbound. ETA fifteen minutes to the palace landing pad."

"Acknowledged," Morgana replied. The single word emerged clipped and precise, betraying none of the anticipation that churned beneath her composed exterior. "Any word on Excalibur's movements?"

Strix's expression darkened with barely suppressed frustration. "We know the ship visited both Avalyeth and Falias, Your Majesty. Likely to inform them of your cancellation of the agreement and rally their ongoing support. Reports indicate significant activity at the Druid capital, though the details remain unclear. It appears Excalibur has left Falias." He paused, clearly reluctant to deliver unwelcome news to a sovereign already pushed beyond her limits. “Since there haven't been any reported sightings, we don’t know where they’re going.”

Morgana's orange eyes blazed with sudden fury, the pupils contracting to vertical slits as her scaled features twisted into a snarl that revealed rows of her sharp teeth. The transformation—the composed empress becoming something far more primal and dangerous—was instantaneous and terrifying.

"How does a ship that distinctive simply vanish?" she hissed, rising from her chair. "Excalibur isn't some smuggler's freighter that can blend into commercial traffic. It's the most recognizable vessel in the galaxy! That sword-like hull profile should stand out like a beacon against any stellar backdrop!"

"I understand your frustration, Your Majesty. Our intelligence networks are working around the clock to⁠—"

“Our intelligence networks are useless," Morgana snapped, cutting him off with venomous precision. “Sir Dragon has six months to build a rebellion. He can’t possibly waste it floating around the void. He should be easily tracked and traced across the galaxy. I want every listening post, every spy, every collaborator across Avalon searching for that ship. The Daeardrayke is building his little alliance, gathering strength for whatever pathetic resistance he thinks he can mount against us. I will not allow him to operate in the shadows like some common terrorist."

The general's features tightened, years of military discipline warring with the natural instinct to defend his competence. "It will be done, Your Majesty. I'll personally oversee the expansion of our surveillance operations. Every merchant captain, every station commander, every planetary governor will receive updated intelligence protocols within the day."

“I want more than that,” Morgana replied. “Put out a posting across the mercenary network. A thousand gold for every solid tip that comes in.”

“It will be done, Your Majesty,” Strix pledged.

Morgana began to pace her chamber, her movements sharp and controlled despite the rage burning beneath her composed exterior. The elegant furnishings restored since her earlier rampage seemed fragile, susceptible to damage, in the presence of such fury.

"What about the Turquine sympathizers?" she demanded, not slowing her circuit of the room. "Have they been dealt with?"

Strix consulted the datapad he held in a clawed hand, the screen glowing with classified intelligence reports. “A number of individuals have been rounded up across our military forces, Your Majesty. The investigations revealed varying levels of sympathy. Some merely expressed curiosity about his evolutionary ideology during private conversations, while others actively advocated for joining his rebellion before news of his death became widespread."

"And?" Morgana's voice carried dangerous impatience, each word dropping like ice into the space between them.

Strix hesitated, his expression showing the internal struggle of a commander forced to balance military necessity against practical concerns. Morgana had no doubts about his loyalty. She could tell he was preparing to question her earlier orders, formulating the proper response to present his opinion without angering her further.

"Your Majesty,” he started at last. “If we execute all of them, we'll lose significant experience from our ranks. Fleet commanders who've held the line against pirate incursions, engineers who understand our most advanced systems, and pilots whose experience would be valuable against the Daeardrayke and his cohorts. Their knowledge and expertise represent an investment of⁠—"

“They cannot be trusted," Morgana interrupted coldly, her pacing bringing her face-to-face with him through the hologram. The projection flickered slightly under the intensity of her gaze, as if her fury could affect even the transmission. "Experience means nothing if that experience is turned against us when pressure mounts. These aren't raw recruits who might be swayed by propaganda. They're seasoned military personnel who should have known better. If they were willing to consider Turquine's cause, what makes you think they wouldn't be equally willing to defect to the Daeardrayke the first time they witness the destruction of one of our capital ships? We hold the biggest advantage, yes. But it’s ignorant foolishness to suggest Excalibur won’t inflict severe damage on our forces before she’s neutralized.”

"Your Majesty, surely some of them could be rehabilitated through reeducation programs, loyalty testing, reduced rank assignments⁠—"

"No." The single word carried absolute finality, spoken with the authority of someone who had crushed a dozen rebellions and eliminated countless threats to her rule. "They made their choice when they entertained thoughts of betraying their queen. Every single one of them dies. I want them executed within the week."

Strix's features paled, taking on an ashen quality that spoke of genuine shock, but decades of military service asserted themselves. He nodded crisply. "As you command, Your Majesty."

Morgana stopped pacing and turned to face the holographic projection, her orange eyes boring into the general's image. “Speaking of traitors, what's the general sentiment among the military? How are our forces responding to Turquine's defeat?"

"Morale has begun to improve, Your Majesty," Strix replied, his tone carrying cautious optimism tempered by military realism. "News of the traitor's death and the complete failure of his rebellion has restored confidence in the empire's strength. Turquine and his Flayers have been revealed as aberrations rather than examples of superior evolution. All of the Draconite are responding to your rule with renewed fervor and appreciation for all you have provided.”

"Good." Morgana's expression showed the first hint of satisfaction she'd felt in days, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "But sentiment can be fragile, especially in times of uncertainty. Soldiers have short memories when it comes to victories, but they remember defeats for decades."

"I agree completely, Your Majesty. The military thrives on displays of strength and clear leadership. I believe a few public statements from you would help solidify your authority and dispel any lingering doubts about the empire's stability. Perhaps a tour of the major fleet bases, or a ceremonial review of our most elite units?"

Morgana's lips curved into something that might have been called a smile if it hadn't been so cold, so utterly devoid of warmth or mercy. The expression transformed her regal features into something genuinely terrifying, a reminder of the ruthless predator that lurked beneath imperial protocols.

"I'll do more than make statements, General. No, I think I'll oversee the executions personally. Every traitor who thought to betray me will die before my eyes, and I want their deaths broadcast live across the galaxy." Her voice took on a dreamy quality, as if she were already savoring the spectacle to come. "Let every being in the empire see what happens to those who consider turning against their rightful sovereign. Let them watch as I personally end the lives of those who dare question my power.”

Strix's pupils dilated slightly with surprise. "A powerful message, Your Majesty. It will certainly reinforce the consequences of disloyalty throughout the fleet. The symbolic impact alone should quell any remaining dissent.” Strix paused. “A moment if you will, Your Majesty.”

“Granted,” she replied.

Strix turned his eyes away from her, listening to a report from someone offscreen. He returned his gaze to her direction. "Your Majesty, the shuttle you await has landed at the palace. Security reports all systems nominal and passengers disembarking."

“Excellent,” Morgana replied, her tone shifting back to imperial business. "General, I want plans made to execute all of the traitors within an afternoon, broadcast live to the entire galaxy. It wouldn’t pain me in the least if some or all of those traitors were treated unkindly in the days leading up to the spectacle, so long as they survive long enough to be killed. Understood?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. It will be done."

The holographic projection faded with a soft electronic whisper, leaving Morgana alone in her chambers once more. Instead of returning to her chair to resume her brooding vigil, she moved toward the elegant bar that occupied one corner of the room. The selection of spirits—bottles of rare vintage from Avalyeth's ancient groves that glowed with internal bioluminescence, crystalline liqueurs from the Sidhe homeworld, and potent distillations from worlds whose names had been forgotten by all but their conquerors—represented the finest offerings from across her empire.

She selected a bottle of Draconite fire wine, its amber contents shifting with an inner light that matched the golden beam piercing the sky outside her windows. The liquid was legendary among her people—distilled from fruits that grew only in the volcanic soils of Draconia's most dangerous regions, aged in barrels carved from the heartwood of trees that had survived a thousand years of superheated winds. Each sip carried the essence of their homeworld's powerful nature.

Morgana poured the burning liquid into two crystal glasses, watching as it caught the chamber's light and threw dancing reflections across the walls. The alcohol's intensity reflected the fire that had driven her to build an empire from the ashes of Arthur's naive dreams of unity and cooperation. Where he had seen potential for harmony, she had recognized the necessity of hierarchy. Where he had offered partnership, she had imposed dominion.

She placed both glasses on the low table beside her chair, positioning one directly across from where her visitor would sit. Then she waited. Minutes passed in silence, her mind cycling through the challenges that lay ahead with the methodical precision of a strategist who had survived countless political and military crises.

The Daeardrayke's alliance would grow. He would add worlds and resources to his cause with each successful liberation. Her son was gone forever, obliterated by the magical forces that had once served her interests and she had since come to despise. Forces were aligning against everything she had spent a century building through conquest, intimidation, and ruthless pragmatism. She had survived worse crises before. She had carved an empire from the chaos following Arthur's death, conquered hundreds of worlds, and maintained control despite rebellions, economic upheavals, and the constant pressure of governing species that would happily tear her, and in some cases each other, apart if given the opportunity. She would survive this crisis, too.

A soft knock—three measured raps that carried an almost ceremonial quality, as if the visitor understood the gravity of this meeting— seemed louder and more powerful than they were.

"Enter," Morgana called. The door opened with the barest of whispers, a sound that spoke of palace maintenance staff who understood that even the smallest imperfection could be interpreted as a sign of declining standards.

Morgana entered the room.


CHAPTER 27


Of course, this creature wasn’t really her.

Even so, she possessed every detail that made Morgana unique. She had the same midnight blue scales shot through with white star-like specks that caught the light like scattered diamonds.The same orange eyes that blazed with imperial authority and barely contained fury. The same regal bearing that had dominated the galaxy for over a century. She even possessed the subtle personal characteristics that marked Morgana as an individual rather than simply another member of her species. The particular way her scales flowed like liquid metal across her skin. The precise angle of her abbreviated horns. The confident set of her shoulders that spoke of absolute certainty in her own supremacy. Everything about Morgana was perfectly reproduced.

Even her clothing was identical, which Morgana hadn’t expected. Her flowing robe managed to suggest both elegance and practicality. The same jewelry marked her royal status without descending into ostentatious display. The same microscopic battle scars told the story of her rise to power.

For a long moment, neither spoke. Morgana studied her duplicate with the calculating gaze that had served her well throughout decades of political maneuvering and military campaigns. She searched for any flaw or imperfection that might set her apart, identifying her as a duplicate. She examined the creature's posture, the way it held itself, the subtle rhythms of its breathing, even the nearly imperceptible movements that marked the difference between a living being and a lifeless imitation.

She found none. The replication was flawless, down to the smallest detail. No one would know this doppelganger wasn’t even a female.

"Your Majesty," the duplicate said, her voice carrying the exact same tones and inflections that Morgana had used with General Strix. Even the slight raspiness that came from decades of issuing commands was perfectly reproduced.

Morgana gestured toward the chair across from her, where the second glass of fire wine waited as a silent offering. “Accolon, you’ve outdone yourself. How did you know what I was wearing?”

“An assassin never reveals his tricks, Your Majesty. You should know that by now.”

Morgana grinned widely. “Of course. Sit. We have much to discuss."

The duplicate settled into the chair, reaching for the crystal glass with movements that perfectly mirrored Morgana's own mannerisms. Accolon lifted the fire wine to his lips, inhaling the potent aroma before taking a measured sip. The amber liquid caught the light as it flowed from the glass, disappearing down his throat. When he lowered the glass, his expression showed genuine appreciation. "Excellent choice, Your Majesty." The familiar rasp of Morgana's own voice emerging from his identical lips. "Draconite fire wine is one of my favorites, as I’m sure you’re aware."

Morgana allowed herself a small smile at the compliment, though something about hearing her own voice praise her felt disconcerting. "Remove my face, Accolon. We have business to discuss, and I prefer to conduct it with my actual assassin rather than a mirror image."

The transformation began immediately, the duplicate's features flowing like liquid mercury as his Fae abilities took hold. The midnight blue scales faded to pale skin, the abbreviated horns disappeared entirely, and the imposing Draconite physique contracted into something more slender and elegant. Within moments, the illusion of Morgana had dissolved completely, replaced by the assassin's true form.

Accolon possessed the ethereal beauty characteristic of even Fae males, though his features carried a sharpness that spoke of dangerous intelligence. His black hair fell in perfectly styled waves, while his grey eyes gleamed with the kind of calculating awareness that made lesser beings uncomfortable. He was handsome in the way that all silent predators were beautiful, mysterious and deadly in equal measure.

"Better?" he asked, his own voice carrying a musical quality that managed to sound both lighthearted and cold at the same time. "Though I must admit, wearing your face does provide certain insights into the burden of absolute power. The weight of that crown must give you terrible headaches."

"I have a new target for you," Morgana said, ignoring his attempt at humor.

Accolon chuckled, a sound like silver bells with an edge of mockery. "Of course you do, Your Majesty. You never summon me for social visits or to inquire about my health. Though I suppose that's what makes our relationship so refreshingly honest." He took another sip of wine, savoring it with deliberate slowness. “Wait! Before you say it, let me guess. You want me to kill Excalibur’s captain. The Daeardrayke. That’s what they’re calling him, isn’t it?”

Morgana's eyes narrowed slightly. "How did you know?”

"Just because you ignore me between assignments doesn't mean I ignore current affairs," Accolon spoke with theatrically wounded dignity. "The return of Arthur's legendary ship. The young man who commands it. The growing rebellion spreading across your empire. These things tend to make the rounds, especially in the circles where I drink and cavort. Really, Your Majesty, no offense, but you've been trying to swat a wasp with a war hammer when what you needed was a dagger's fine tip.” He took another sip of wine. “Preferably one with a strong poison on it.”

Heat rose in Morgana’s chest, though whether from anger or embarrassment, she couldn't say. "It was an admitted mistake. I should have called on you sooner.” She paused, fighting to block out her responsibility in all that had happened. If she had turned to Accolon in the first place, Turquine would never have been in the Wastes. Mordred would still be alive. “I underestimated the Daeardrayke's capabilities. I imagined Turquine would smite him within days. Instead, he started his own rebellion against me.”

Accolon raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Admitting a mistake? I never expected to hear such a thing from your lips, Your Majesty. Though I suppose even you are capable of making and learning from your errors."

The assassin’s words cut to her heart, but she held her embarrassed fury in check. Accolon wasn’t simply a hired killer she could replace with a flick of her claws. She had to put up with his unfiltered jokester personality, and he knew it.

“You weren’t completely correct in your assessment," Morgana answered. "I don't only want him killed. There’s another who travels with him. A young Druid wizard named Halvy.”

Accolon's expression shifted, the lighthearted mask slipping to reveal something more calculating beneath. "I don't do multiple targets, and especially not children, Your Majesty. It gets messy, leaves too many variables uncontrolled. And children…that should be beneath you, if I’m honest. One target, one clean death—that's how professionals operate."

"You'll do what I command," Morgana replied with deadly finality. "Or have you forgotten who rules this empire? Who sees to your eccentricities. As for Halvy, he’s a child in physical form only. He’s been transformed by nanites and experience into one of the most powerful magic users I’ve ever seen. He destroyed the body of my son. I would have made him prince, but I was refused. He’s directly assisting Sir Dragon, so he must die.”

The Fae assassin studied her face for a long moment, his grey eyes reading the determination and barely contained fury that burned beneath her imperial composure. Finally, he inclined his head in a gesture that managed to convey both acquiescence and subtle mockery. "Of course, Your Majesty. As always, your wish is my command, and it’s exceptionally fortunate that I abhor magical energy.”

"There's another complication. The killing cannot be connected back to me in any way. Sir Dragon and I had an agreement, and while the terms of his survival weren't explicitly spelled out, it might be seen as dishonorable to have him murdered while the six month amnesty I allowed remains in effect."

Accolon's laughter rang through the chamber like broken crystal. "Since when does honor bother you, Your Majesty? You've built your empire on the bones of your enemies and the tears of the conquered. Not to mention the murder of billions of innocents and the betrayal of your own brother. Why start worrying about appearances now?"

"If I'm seen as reneging on my promises, Sir Dragon becomes a martyr," Morgana explained with forced patience. "That would only fuel the fire of rebellion. His death needs to appear accidental, or at least unconnected to imperial forces. A pirate attack, a mechanical failure, anything that doesn't trace back to the throne."

"It will," Accolon assured her, his tone shifting back to professional competence. "Though I have to ask—do you know where he is at the moment? From what I understand, Excalibur has proven remarkably adept at avoiding your surveillance networks."

Morgana's jaw tightened with frustration. "I don’t currently know where the bastard is. I'm increasing surveillance across the galaxy. Every listening post, every collaborator, every spy will be searching for Excalibur. Drake won't remain hidden for long."

"I'm certain he won't," Accolon agreed. "The legendary ship is distinctive enough that someone will spot it eventually. It's simply a matter of patience." He finished his wine, holding out the glass to request a refill. Before Morgana could tell him to get it himself, the comms terminal chimed with its distinctive crystalline tone.

Before she could ask Accolon to conceal himself, he smiled at her and simply vanished. The crystal glass in his hand had disappeared as well. She scanned the chamber quickly, searching for any sign of where he might have hidden, but found nothing.

She activated the comms, and General Strix's features materialized above the holographic projector. His vertical pupils were dilated with excitement, suggesting news of significant importance.

"Your Majesty," he said. "We've received an immediate response to our posting with the mercenary network. The guildmaster in Arthon on Alorion spoke with Sir Dragon not six hours ago."

Morgana felt a surge of satisfaction mixed with fury. "Finally. Excellent. What else do we know?"

“Apparently, the Daeardrayke has liberated the planet,” Strix continued, his tone shifting to dismay. "The local Ursan garrison has sworn fealty to him, and the Draconite occupation forces have been eliminated."

The satisfaction curdled into a rage that threatened to overwhelm her carefully maintained composure. "He's been on Alorion for at least six hours and we didn't know it? What happened to the destroyer assigned to Alorion?”

Strix's expression grew grim. "It appears the ship sent a call for reinforcements before being destroyed, but that call was never reported to fleet command. The communications officer responsible for the oversight will be dead within the hour."

“No. Add him to the traitors scheduled for public execution," Morgana commanded. "I want every being in this empire to understand the consequences of failure."

"Understood, Your Majesty."

The transmission ended with a soft electronic whisper, once more leaving Morgana alone. She turned to search for Accolon, expecting to find him surfacing from whatever concealment he had used. Instead, she found him sitting calmly in his chair, finishing a refilled glass of fire wine.

His grey eyes sparkled with amusement as he met her gaze. "Alorion," he said simply, his voice carrying a mixture of lightness and lethal intent. ”That answers the question of where I need to go."

“Then why are you still sitting there?" Morgana demanded. "Every moment you delay gives him more time to slip away again."

Accolon put down the empty glass and rose with supernatural speed. "On my way, Your Majesty," he called over his shoulder, crossing the chamber toward the exit almost faster than she could process, his movements blurring at the edges, suggesting abilities that transcended normal physical limitations. "I'll report back when the mission is complete.”

His voice trailed off an instant before the door whispered shut behind him, leaving Morgana alone with her thoughts and the lingering scent of fire wine. She felt confident in Accolon's abilities. His reputation for successful assassinations was unmatched throughout the galaxy. Yet, caution tempered her satisfaction as she remembered how many times Sir Dragon had already slipped through seemingly impossible situations.

The Daeardrayke had proven remarkably adept at survival.

She could only hope his proficiency at that was about to end.


CHAPTER 28


After a sleepless night, the pink and gold hues of the rising dawn offered promises of a brighter future for Alorion, as did the morning news feeds. Thomas stood on Excalibur’s flight deck watching them flash across the holographic display. While those very same feeds might have been carefully monitored by Draconite censors the day before, that was no longer that case.

Like the rest of the planet, Alorion’s media were free to finally broadcast the truth.

The rebellion had spread like wildfire through the planet's major cities of Caldris, Seybridge, Valadur and Arthon, its capital. In each feed, Thomas could see the same pattern. Ursan citizens and garrison forces worked together against the Draconite, killing the few dragonfolk garrison command units before dragging Draconite officials from their administrative compounds, their century of pent-up fury finally unleashed.

The images were difficult to watch. Bloody, beaten bodies hanging from lampposts. Buildings burning. Crowds cheering as they ripped down and destroyed anything that bore the symbols of Morgana's empire. But beneath the chaos, Thomas could see organization emerging. Medical stations had been set up to treat the wounded. Food distribution points were being established. The Ursan weren't just venting rage; they were taking control of their world.

“Anything on long-range sensors?" Thomas asked Tivan.

"Nothing, Captain,” Tivan replied, linked to Excalibur's systems through his neural pod. “The last civilian ship departed three hours ago. Incoming ships are exiting wormholes or bursting in and turning back as soon as they hear the news. Nobody wants to land in the middle of a fight between the empire and a rebellious planet. So far, no Draconite warships have shown up.”

Thomas nodded, though he remained wary. Morgana had given him six months, but he didn't trust her to honor that agreement if circumstances changed. The liberation of Alorion represented a relatively minor blow to her empire, but the speed at which they had taken the planet would undoubtedly cause her some concern. It might be tempting for her to immediately strike back, truce or no truce, to slow the bleeding and heal the wound before it could fester.

The sound of approaching footsteps drew his attention. Merlin's humanoid GOLEM appeared in the flight deck entrance, escorting Commander Varlan, the top ranking Ursan officer in the Arthon garrison. He looked exhausted after the long night of coordinating forces across both the spaceport complex and the city.

"Captain Drake," Varlan said, offering a weary nod. "I have a status report from the planetary liberation forces."

"How bad is the damage?" Thomas asked.

“It could be worse, honestly. The major population centers are fully under our control. Draconite administrative centers have been seized or destroyed. Their garrison forces have either surrendered, fled, or..." He made a gesture across his throat. "The people weren't in a forgiving mood."

"Casualties?"

"Among our forces? Fortunately, light. As you know, there weren’t all that many Draconite soldiers spread across Alorion. They relied on fear and intimidation rather than actual military strength along with Ursan troops like me. The hardest fighting was in Caldris, where they had a reinforced command bunker, but even there, the garrison troops who joined us knew exactly where to strike."

Thomas absorbed this information while studying the continuing news feeds. In Arthon, crowds were gathering in the central squares, the confusion on their faces reflecting uncertainty about what comes next.

"What about organization?" Thomas asked. "Who's taking charge in the cities?"

Varlan's expression grew troubled. "That's…that's a problem, My Lord. There's no clear leadership structure. The Draconite controlled everything for so long that we don't have established political institutions. Local garrison commanders are trying to maintain order, but they're soldiers, not governors. The people keep asking who's in charge now, and frankly, we don't know what to tell them."

Merlin stepped forward from his position near the entrance. "May I suggest, my boy, that this represents both a challenge and an opportunity? Alorion needs leadership, and you are the one who liberated them."

"I can't govern the planet," Thomas replied immediately. "I have a quest to complete, other worlds to liberate. I can't spend months setting up administrative bureaucracies, even if I knew how."

"Perhaps not personally," Merlin agreed. "But what about appointing someone to act as steward in your name? A local leader who could organize governance in your absence.”

Thomas looked to Varlan. "Is there anyone the people would follow? A resistance leader? A military commander with a strong reputation? Someone they already look up to?"

Varlan shook his head slowly. "That's just it. There isn't anyone like that. The Draconite made sure of it. Anyone who showed leadership potential was either co-opted into their system or eliminated. We've been under their claws for so long the people have forgotten what independent leadership even looks like."

"What about setting up some kind of council?" Kaelithan suggested from where he lounged in one of the auxiliary seats. "Representatives from each major city?"

"That would take months," Merlin observed. "Democratic processes require time to develop, and time is something the galaxy may not have. Meanwhile, without clear authority, Alorion could descend into chaos. Different factions might emerge, each claiming legitimacy. You could end up with civil war instead of liberation."

"You're suggesting I name myself ruler of Alorion," Thomas said quietly.

“My boy, I understand your reticence,” Merlin replied. “Yet…how can you unite Avalon under one banner if you're unwilling to carry that banner yourself?"

The words hit harder than Thomas expected. Arthur's essence warmed within him, acknowledging the truth in Merlin's observation. Leadership wasn't always about personal desires—sometimes it was about accepting responsibility for the greater good. Even so, the idea made him deeply uncomfortable. He'd never wanted political power, never desired to rule over others.

As he continued watching the confusion playing out across the news feeds, he realized that his personal preferences might have to take a backseat to necessity.

"If I am going to do this," Thomas said slowly, "I'm not going to make speeches from inside Excalibur. The people need to see their liberator face-to-face. We’ll need to go back to Arthon. To the city hall."

"Of course, my boy."

Thomas turned back to Varlan. "I would still need someone I can trust as steward. Someone who understands the planet and its people. Ever since we arrived, you’ve shown qualities that I believe⁠—”

"I would be honored to be chosen as steward,” Varlan interrupted, his voice thick with emotion. "More honored than you can possibly know."

The intensity of the commander's response surprised Thomas. "You don't even know what I'm asking you to do."

"I know exactly what you're asking," Varlan replied, his exhaustion vanishing in response to this new role. "You're asking me to help my people build something better than what we've had. To help them remember what freedom means." His voice grew stronger as he spoke. "For thirty years, I've worn Draconite colors and followed Draconite orders because it was the only way to learn how to fight them, the only way to be ready for the day when we could strike back the best way we could. Every compromise I made, every command I followed didn’t come from any devotion to or respect for the Draconite, but care for my people.”

The passion in Varlan's voice reminded Thomas of Percival's explanation when he had justified his garrison service on his own homeworld. None of the Ursan soldiers he had met were there for Morgana. They were there because of Morgana.

"You've proven your loyalty in your lack of sleep in an effort to secure Arthon,” Thomas said. “I’d like to name you Steward of Alorion, to help organize local government and handle the affairs of state in my absence.”

"Thank you, My Lord. I swear I won't disappoint you."

Thomas stood, decision made despite his personal reservations. "Merlin, inform the crew we're returning to Arthon."

"Of course, my boy."

Within the hour, they were back aboard the train heading toward Arthon's city center. Thomas had Varlan and most of his crew—Percival, Burl, the twins, Aldrich, Kaelithan, Thorgrim, Merlin’s humanoid GOLEM, Halvy and Norsp—shadowing him. Only Frambur, Gareth, Brennan, and Bilbic remained aboard Excalibur. An honor guard of twenty Ursan soldiers also accompanied them, tired and ragged in their low quality garrison armor, but also proud and eager to serve.

When they disembarked at the central station, Thomas could hear the crowds before he could see them. Thousands of voices raised in celebration, anger, and confusion—the sounds of people trying to define their new reality.

The walk to city hall took them through streets littered with detritus from the night's uprising. Broken glass crunched underfoot while the acrid smell of smoke lingered in the morning air. Thomas also noticed shopkeepers sweeping their storefronts, work crews clearing debris, and citizens returning to their jobs despite the chaos of the prior evening—all beginning signs of recovery.

The crowd outside city hall was the largest Thomas had seen since arriving in Avalon. Thousands of people packed the plaza, their attention focused on the building where their oppressors had ruled for a century. The Draconite flags had been torn down and burned, replaced with hastily constructed banners bearing Arthur's dragon symbol.

Thomas stopped walking when he saw what else adorned the front of the city hall.

The bodies of Draconite officials had been spread across the steps leading up to the hall, their corpses brutalized beyond recognition. The sight sickened him, but Thomas forced himself to remain silent. Arthur's essence also stirred within him, not in approval of the violence but in recognition of its inevitability.

Thomas, his crew, Varlan, and his guards strode toward the city hall, the Ursan guards crying out for the people to make way. The voices within the crowd began to lower as the populace turned their attention toward the group, slowly identifying who had arrived. As on the other planets they had liberated, the crowd erupted in cheers.

“Sir Dragon!" they shouted. "The Liberator! Hail to the Dragon Knights!" The noise was deafening, thousands of voices raised in desperate hope and gratitude.

Thomas made his way through them, his honor guard clearing a path while civilians reached out to touch anything that might provide contact with the man who had brought them freedom. He nodded acknowledgments but kept moving toward the city hall entrance, struggling to breathe as his heart raced ahead, eager to be out of the spotlight.

Inside the building, the signs of hasty revolution were everywhere. Draconite administrative symbols had been torn from the walls, leaving pale patches where they'd hung for decades. Official portraits lay smashed on the marble floors while new banners—crude but heartfelt—proclaimed "Free Alorion” and "Arthur's Dream Lives."

Varlan led them through corridors that reeked of smoke and blood toward what had been the governor's audience chamber. The room itself—a high-vaulted space with stained glass windows that cast prismatic patterns across rows of benches—was impressive. The governor's seat had been overturned and partially burned, while scorch marks on the walls showed where angry crowds had unleashed their fury.

“I can’t believe all those people,” Burl said. “There have to be at least ten thousand out there, maybe more.”

“They've been gathering since dawn,” Varlan answered. “They’re looking for guidance and direction.”

Thomas surveyed the damaged chamber. “Burl, Percy, can you straighten the benches?”

“Aye, Captain,” they replied.

“We need this debris cleaned up as well,” Thomas added. “Kaelithan, you don’t have any tricks to…you know.”

“Like bringing a broom to life to automate the housework?” Kaelithan replied.

“Something like that.”

He laughed. “Not exactly, but I do have a few spells that might serve.” He raised his hands, moving them in complex patterns as magical energy gathered at his fingers. A steady breeze picked up from the doorway toward the rear of the chamber, increasing in intensity until it pushed all of the loose debris toward the wall. Kaelithan’s hands moved like a maestro’s, directing the winds to quickly gather all of the damage into one pile.

Thomas wasn’t sure what he intended to do with it next. Blue fire stretched from Halvy’s fingertips into the pile, quickly dissolving it to nothing.

“I had it under control,” Kaelithan said, glancing at Halvy.

They were all startled when Halvy actually laughed. “My way is faster,” he replied.

“I can’t argue that,” Kael agreed.

“Varlan,” Thomas said, turning to the man who would be his steward. “Can we get broadcast equipment in here? I want to speak to the entire planet."

“It will be done, My Lord,” Varlan replied.

"And crowd control. I don't want people getting crushed trying to get inside."

"The chamber holds about four hundred comfortably. The rest will have to bear witness on projection overhead. I know the Draconite have used one outside the hall before. Hopefully it wasn’t damaged last night.”

Thomas nodded, though the responsibility weighing on his shoulders felt heavier with each passing moment. Arthur's essence provided steadiness, but couldn't entirely calm his nervousness about what he was preparing to do.

“See what you can come up with, but don’t take too long. The people will get restless.”

“Yes, My Lord,” Varlan answered. He snapped his fingers, motioning the honor guard to join him and his crew before they walked through the open door to the governor’s chamber.

Thomas stopped and turned to Merlin’s GOLEM. “Are you sure I’m doing the right thing?” he asked.

“As sure as I can be about anything, my boy. This is why you’re here. This is your destiny. Don’t shy away from it.”

Thomas nodded, approaching the governor’s seat. He tested it gingerly, making sure it would hold him despite the damage to it. Burl and Percival finished straightening benches and came through the door. “What now, Captain?” Burl asked.

“Now, we wait,” Thomas replied.

It was his least favorite part.


CHAPTER 29


Both the governor’s chamber and the exterior of the city hall were quickly transformed as Varlan and his guards identified members of the planet’s heraldry services. They brought them in with their equipment, while setting up the cameras the commander had identified. The heralds Thomas spoke to were eager to meet him and were grateful for what he had done, though they expressed the same concerns as Avalyeth and Falias with regard to imperial reprisal. Thomas calmed their fears somewhat, telling them he wouldn’t have freed Alorion if he didn’t have the means to hold it. The truth, at least for the next six months.

Meanwhile the crowds grew increasingly restless, chanting and cheering for Sir Dragon to speak to them, growing desperately more eager to hear from their liberator and champion.

"Begin letting the people in," Thomas finally said.

Garrison soldiers immediately directed the civilians they had chosen into the chamber. Men, women, and children—they all gawked at Thomas in the governor’s seat, his crew positioned on their feet behind him. When they tried to get closer, the guards gently urged them back and motioned them toward the seats.

Once the chamber was full, Thomas saw the lights on the cameras shift from red to green, indicating he was live across the planet, and projected into the air above the crowd outside. The moment would have totally unnerved him save for Arthur’s essence offering courage and strength.

He stood, and the crowd immediately fell silent. "Citizens of Alorion," he began, his voice carrying easily through the chamber. "My name is Thomas Drake. I am captain of Excalibur, a believer in Arthur's legacy and defender of his dream. I came to your world seeking a single individual, but I found something more important—fifty million people living under the boot of tyranny, crying out for freedom."

The crowd hung on every word, their faces reflecting the hunger for hope that Thomas had seen on every liberated world.

"That cry has been answered," he continued. “Thanks to the efforts and sacrifices of all of you, Alorion is free to pursue Arthur's dream of a free galaxy, where justice serves the people rather than the powerful. Where strength protects the innocent instead of oppressing them.” Cheers erupted in the chamber, but Thomas raised his hand for silence. "But freedom without leadership becomes chaos. Justice without organization becomes mob rule. You need someone to guide you through what comes next. I didn’t come here to become that leader, but I’ve since been told that⁠—”

"All hail King Thomas!” someone shouted from the back of the chamber, their voice raised out over him.

The words stunned Thomas. He opened his mouth to continue speaking, but the crowd seized on the title immediately. "King Thomas! King Thomas! Long live the Dragon King!" The chant built in volume until it shook the building's foundations.

Through the thick stone walls, Thomas could hear the thousands gathered outside taking up the cry. Their voices merged into a thunderous roar that seemed to emanate from the very earth beneath his feet. The sound rolled across the plaza like an avalanche, growing stronger as more voices joined the chorus. Even the stained glass windows began to vibrate with the force of it.

Thomas felt Arthur's essence burning within him, the legendary king's spirit recognizing the moment for what it was—not personal aggrandizement—but acceptance of a burden necessary for the greater good.

He raised his hand to quiet the crowd. Even so, it took nearly three minutes before the chamber calmed enough for him to resume speaking.

"I accept the title," Thomas said, his voice steady despite his internal turmoil. “Not for myself, but for you, the people of Avalon, and for Arthur’s dream, which I vow to continue fighting to restore with my last breath.” He gestured for Varlan to approach. "But I cannot govern this world alone. My quest continues as other worlds also cry out for liberation. Therefore, I’m naming Leonis Varlan, Commander of the Arthon security garrison as Steward of Alorion and am empowering him to act in my name and authority."

Gasps rose up from the civilians in the chamber. He could hear them murmuring to one another as he drew Cindlar's Blade, the drakhem sword singing as it cleared its scabbard. The crowd fell silent once more at the sight of the ancient weapon, its surface catching the light from the stained glass windows.

“Leonis Varlan," Thomas said. “On your knees.”

Varlan dropped to both knees before Thomas, looking up at him with a heavy measure of respect and admiration.

“Do you swear to serve the people of Alorion with honor and justice?” Thomas continued, the words coming to him through Arthur’s essence. “To preserve their freedom and protect their rights? To ensure they are treated with honor and dignity and are judged in equal fairness?”

Varlan’s response carried throughout the chamber. "I swear by Arthur's memory and my own honor to serve faithfully until my last breath."

Thomas touched the flat of the blade to Varlan's shoulders, first the left, then the right. "Then rise, Steward Varlan, and receive the authority to govern in my name."

The crowd erupted in celebration, but Thomas noticed not everyone was cheering. Near the front of the crowd inside the governor’s chamber, an older man with the bearing of an affluent merchant raised his hand for attention. "Your Majesty," he called out, "forgive my presumption, but why should we trust this man? He served the Draconite for decades. How do we know he won't simply replace one tyranny with another?"

Dangerous silence settled over the chamber. Thomas could feel the tension as the crowd waited to see how their new steward would respond to the challenge.

Varlan rose slowly, turning to directly meet the merchant's gaze. "You ask a fair question," he said, his voice carrying to every corner of the chamber. "Yes, I served under Draconite command. Yes, I wore their uniform and followed their orders, but every day I did so, I was learning—studying their weaknesses, understanding their systems, preparing for the moment when we could strike." His voice grew stronger as he spoke. "I watched them murder my friends for speaking out. I saw them treat our people as tools to be used and discarded. I endured their contempt because I knew that someday, if the opportunity came, I would need to be ready.”

The merchant's expression was softening, but he pressed forward. "How do we know you won't become another dictator?"

"Because I've seen what dictatorship does to people," Varlan replied without hesitation. "I've lived under it for fifty years. I've watched it crush hope and dignity and everything that makes life worth living. I would rather die than inflict that suffering on my own people."

He lifted his head to address the entire crowd. "Many of you already know me. You’ve seen me on patrol. You know the type of man I am. One who helps rather than hinders, uplifts instead of casting down. One who took risks to counter my Draconite superiors and to protect you from their wrath. Look around now at the Ursan garrison forces maintaining peace and order in this very chamber and the central square. They respect and honor me with their service and loyalty. And if that still isn’t enough to convince you, look to King Thomas. Excalibur answers to him as Arthur’s heir. He just finished with one tyrant on Alorion. Don’t you think he’d return to put down another, if need be? He believes in me as I believe in him.”

The merchant nodded slowly. "That's...that's the answer I hoped to hear."

The crowd's cheers resumed, but Thomas barely heard them. Arthur's essence stirred within him, acknowledging what had just taken place. He had claimed a throne he didn't want, appointed a steward he barely knew but did indeed believe in, and committed himself to a role that terrified him. But as he looked out at the faces of the people—hope replacing despair, purpose replacing confusion—he understood why it had been necessary. Leadership wasn't about personal desires. It was about accepting responsibility when others needed someone to bear it.

The Dragon King had been born not from ambition, but from necessity.

And Arthur's dream would live on through him, whether he wanted the burden or not.


CHAPTER 30


The wormhole collapsed behind Accolon's ship as he emerged near Alorion's orbital space, the tear in reality sealing itself with a whisper of displaced energy. His vessel—a small, sword-like craft that bore a resemblance to the starships of Arthur’s knights—drifted in the void, sensors immediately beginning to sweep the local environment while he zoomed in, taking visual stock of the planet ahead.

The first thing he noticed was scattered debris floating in lazy orbits, the twisted fragments of metal catching starlight and reflecting it in glittering reflections. He didn’t need his sensors to identify the wreckage. He already knew Sir Dragon had obliterated Alorion’s meager orbital defenses, though the destroyer was a bit more destroyed than he had anticipated.

He chuckled softly at his own thoughts. He could hardly believe the series of foolish decisions the Draconite Queen had made over the last six months, starting with her call to Turquine to deal with Excalibur’s new captain instead of him. True, he had a reputation for being less serious or direct than the hulking enhanced Draconite, but he had also never failed to complete a job.

And he never failed to do it with pizazz.

A hundred years of rule had left Morgie too comfortable with the status quo. The moment Excalibur returned to Avalon, she had overreacted, then overcorrected, then overreacted again. At least this time, she wasn’t overcorrecting. He was exactly what she had needed all along, and she had finally realized it.

If she had kept him on the sidelines much longer, he might have started to think she had forgotten about him. And if that happened…well…all the cavorting in the galaxy wouldn’t be enough to overcome such disappointment. He would have had to find someone who appreciated him. Like Sir Dragon, perhaps.

None of that mattered now. Morgie had remembered him. She had given him fire wine. She had made him feel special. And once Drake and his crew were all dead, she would give him anything he wanted. Which wasn’t all that much, really. Recognition and appreciation, with a side of drugs, drink, and women.

“What do you say, Curtana?” Accolon said, speaking to his ship as though it were alive, though it didn’t even possess so much as a rudimentary AI. “Shall we crash another party?” He paused, as if listening to an answer that wasn’t there. “I agree. We shall.”

Accolon activated Curtana’s cloaking device, feeling the familiar tingle of magical energy flowing through the vessel's systems. The enchantment was his own work, a masterpiece of magic and technological innovation that bent light and energy around his ship's hull, rendering it effectively invisible to both visual observation and electronic sensors. It wasn’t that he’d ever been especially gifted with engineering, technology, or magic, but he’d chosen a particular career, and his singular obsession with being the absolute best at that profession had provided the motivation he needed to rise above his own intellect.

Within moments, his ship vanished completely from any possible detection. He guided his invisible vessel toward Alorion's surface, following standard civilian approach vectors despite the absence of incoming or outgoing traffic. He knew about the planet’s liberation, so the lack of ships coming and going didn’t surprise him. Anyone who wanted to leave had already left. Anyone who wanted to arrive would wait a few days for the dust to settle before risking that they might not be able to depart at will.

The guild master who had tipped off General Strix had mentioned speaking to Sir Dragon in Arthon, so Accolon assumed that’s where he would still be. He vectored toward the spaceport nearest the capital city, unseen even as he slipped through the upper atmosphere.

Growing closer to the surface, he spotted the spaceport below and vectored toward a landing zone of his own making at the edge of the tarmac. The spot was adjacent to an industrial district, the factories apparently offline, judging by the lack of emissions. As he neared the spaceport, he noticed another ship hovering over the same tarmac on the opposite side of his chosen spot. He immediately recognized the legendary ship. Excalibur.

“Look, Curtana,” he said. “They’re still here.”

His landing was smooth and silent, his ship's systems designed for stealth operations. Once the engines powered down, Accolon began his preparations, collecting his armor, a single piece of light black material resistant to blades and energy blasts alike. It came with padded booties, a cowl and a mask that would hide everything save his eyes. The inside of the armor was etched with enchantment, and at its center rested his most valuable possession. A soul stone. Connected to the enchantments, any magic used against him would siphon from the armor to the stone, making him immune to the arcane. Even better, the stone granted him exceptional speed and agility, further aiding his goal of being at the absolute top of his profession. The enchantments allowed him to shift into any form, his attire matching perfectly.

Without need for clothing when he was alone, he had flown to the planet naked. He dressed in the armor before picking out the next item. A blowgun nestled in a custom-fitted foam-lined box. It looked innocuous enough, a simple tube of carved bone that might have been a musical instrument. The darts it fired were coated with a toxin distilled from plants that grew only in the deepest jungles of his homeworld. It was so lethal that a single scratch would kill within seconds.

He tucked it into a pocket of his armor designed for the weapon before retrieving his final item. Or rather, items. A pair of daggers—their blades impregnated with that same poison. The death from the weaker concentration in the blades took a little longer, but it was a worthwhile trade-off. He tucked the blades into specially designed pockets on the sides of his armor.

But he wasn’t quite ready yet.

“Curtana, any guesses on where Sir Dragon might be at this very moment?” he asked the ship. “Ah, good idea. He just fomented rebellion, so he’s likely the man of the hour. Somebody must be talking about him. Or perhaps, he is talking to the people, pumping up his support.”

Accolon activated his ship's comms array, scanning local broadcast frequencies for news feeds that might provide useful information. He didn’t have to try that hard to find the answers he sought. Emergency broadcasts were cycling across every network, all carrying the same live feed from what appeared to be a government building in the planetary capital.

Accolon's grey eyes narrowed with interest as he studied the transmission. The feed showed the interior of an ornate chamber filled with hundreds of people, their attention focused on a figure standing at the front of the room. Even through the holographic display, the man's presence commanded attention—young, armored, carrying himself with the kind of authority that couldn't be faked.

“Is that you, Sir Dragon?” he asked nobody in particular. “Curtana, I think that might be him.”

“Citizens of Alorion," the man was saying, his voice carrying easily through both the chamber and Curtana’s speakers. "My name is Thomas Drake, captain of Excalibur, a believer in Arthur's legacy and defender of his dream…”

“It is you!” Accolon cried over Thomas’ continuing speech. He laughed like a madman, dancing around the small area behind the pilot seat. “We found him, Curtana. We found him!” He stopped at once, returning to seriousness in an instant.

He brought his attention back to the transmission, studying his target with professional interest. The young man was more powerful than he'd expected, his bearing suggesting strength and confidence beyond his years. There was something about his presence—an almost supernatural authority that commanded attention even through the holographic display.

The speech reached its climax when someone in the crowd shouted, "All hail King Thomas!" The reaction was immediate and overwhelming—thousands of voices taking up the cry—the sound building until it seemed to shake the very foundations of the hall.

Accolon watched Thomas accept the title with what appeared to be genuine reluctance, noting how the young man's discomfort seemed to make the crowd love him even more. Clever psychology, whether intentional or not. People trusted leaders who appeared reluctant to rule, interpreting their hesitation as evidence of virtue rather than weakness.

"Perfect," Accolon murmured as he watched the ceremony unfold. Thomas was trapped in the city center, surrounded by enormous crowds and ceremonies, focused on political theater rather than personal security. It was exactly the kind of opportunity an assassin dreamed of.

He began his transformation, his shapeshifting abilities allowing him to alter not just his features but his entire physical form. For this initial approach, he chose the appearance of a common laborer—weathered features, calloused hands, the kind of sturdy build that spoke of honest work in the industrial districts. His armor changed with him, taking on the form of stained coveralls and heavy boots.

The transformation complete, Accolon exited his still-cloaked ship and made his way across the spaceport tarmac to the industrial district. Passing by the factories, he looked in through grimy windows or open doors, finding the assembly lines abandoned, the employees gathered around monitors to watch the historical events unfolding at the town’s city hall. Everyone was so distracted, it would make it all so much easier. When he put the dart into Drake’s neck, the entire planet would watch him collapse, his kingship quickly ended in less than an hour.

The train station was nearly empty when Accolon arrived, its usual crowds apparently drawn to the city center by the momentous events unfolding there. Through the tall windows, he could see holographic displays flickering above the distant cityscape, their images too far away to clearly make out, but obviously significant enough to command widespread attention.

He boarded the next train heading toward Arthon's city center. The car held six passengers scattered across benches designed for ten times that number. Most stared out windows or at data pads, their attention focused on the ongoing broadcasts from city hall. They didn’t pay him any mind at all. He looked like he belonged. Even if he hadn’t changed his appearance, they were so absorbed in Drake’s speech, he wasn’t sure they would have noticed him at all.

He used sidelong glances to steal looks at the closest passenger’s data pad. The screen showed the continuation of the ceremony he'd been watching. Drake was currently appointing some local garrison commander as steward in a display designed to provide legitimacy and stability. Obviously, he didn’t intend to stay any length of time on Alorion.

By the time the train reached the central station, the speeches appeared to be concluding. Crowds of people still continued making their way toward the city hall where history was being made.

Accolon debarked and followed the flow of pedestrian traffic through streets that showed clear signs of recent revolution. Despite broken glass still littering some of the streets and sidewalks, workers were busy cleaning it up and painting over scorch marks that spoke of fires that had burned through the night. Their movements suggested a population eager to move forward.

Their voices raised in celebration, the crowd outside city hall in the central plaza, easily numbered ten thousand. Accolon studied the scene with professional interest, noting guard positions, sight lines from various buildings, and multiple escape routes leading away from the square.

Getting close to Sir Dragon would require more than pushing through the crowd. He needed to position himself where he could strike quickly and disappear before anyone could react.

Accolon found a shadowed alcove between two buildings and began his second transformation. His laborer's clothing shifted into the crisp uniform of a local garrison soldier, identically matching one of the men he had seen standing guard on the other side of the hall.

The change complete, he approached the security perimeter with confident authority, heading directly toward a side entrance where a single guard stood watch. The man looked up as Accolon approached, his expression shifting from recognition to confusion.

"Davies?" the guard said, squinting at him. "What are you doing over here? Aren't you supposed to be covering the front entrance?"

Accolon nodded with weary authority. “I got pulled for a quick sweep of the rear corridors. They're worried about unsecured access points during the ceremony ."

The guard's posture relaxed slightly at the explanation. "Makes sense, I guess. This whole setup's been improvised since we got here.” He glanced toward the main entrance. "Who's covering your post while you're back here?"

“I didn’t ask,” Accolon replied, projecting the casual confidence of someone dealing with routine reassignments. “Orders were to check the corridors, so I came to check the corridors."

The guard nodded understanding and stepped aside. “Even without the Draconite…” He laughed. “...it’s the same typical chaos. I can’t imagine who would want to hurt King Thomas though. He set us free and turned control over to Valran. I’m already impressed.”

“Huzzah!” Accolon answered cheerfully, drawing a strange look from the guard. He hurried into the building before the man could consider using his brain for anything important. He climbed a narrow staircase leading to an upper gallery overlooking the governor's chamber where the ceremonies had taken place. Through ornate railings, he could see the crowd beginning to file out while Thomas and his crew remained behind, engaged in quiet conversation with the newly appointed steward and a few others who looked like heralds.

Perfect.

Accolon positioned himself in shadows behind one of the gallery's stone pillars, removing the blowgun from its box. The weapon was perfectly balanced, its weight familiar after decades of use. From this angle, he had a clear shot at Thomas's exposed neck, a target that would ensure instant death even if the dart only grazed his skin.

He knelt, inserting one of the poisoned darts into the blowgun's chamber. The dart's tip gleamed with a faint oily sheen marking the presence of his specially crafted toxin.

Accolon raised the blowgun to his lips, taking careful aim at the base of Thomas's skull. It was an easy shot for someone of his skills. He drew in a deep breath, and with a quick push of air, sharply exhaled. As the dart flew silently toward its target, he was already grinning expectantly.

It never connected. The dart suddenly swerved left as if slapped away by an invisible hand.

It clattered harmlessly against the chamber's stone wall, Accolon's eyes snapping toward the source of interference. He found himself staring directly into the pale eyes of a young boy standing a short distance from Thomas, a hulking Draconite positioned directly behind him. No, not any hulking Draconite. He recognized Sir Norsp right away. He had seen the former commander of Morgie’s personal guard in the palace plenty of times.

And the boy…despite distance and shadows that should have made detection impossible, his eyes locked with Accolon’s for a heartbeat that seemed to stretch into eternity. That had to be Halvy. His other target. The young wizard couldn't be more than twelve years old, yet his gaze held ancient awareness that sent chills down Accolon's spine.

Magical energy began building around the young Druid's hands. He wasn’t afraid of the magic, but Morgie had ordered him to be discreet. With Norsp there, if his presence were revealed, the Draconite would know him for who he was and his cover would be blown.

Accolon threw himself sideways just as the boy released a bolt of crackling force that lanced through the space where he'd been. The spell struck the stone pillar behind him with enough force to chip fragments from its surface, the sound echoing through the gallery like a gunshot.

Shouts erupted from the chamber below, Accolon’s reflexes already carrying him toward the gallery's exit. Not only had he lost the element of surprise, he’d missed his target, all because his position had been compromised by someone who shouldn't have been able to detect him at all.

"There!" voices shouted from below. "In the upper gallery! Someone's up there!"

Boots pounded on stone as guards began racing toward the staircase. Accolon sprinted for the staircase he’d used to access the gallery from a different section of the building.

"Seal the building!” Drake’s voice cut through the chaos with calm authority.

Accolon reached the staircase just as guards burst through the other entrance behind him. Their shouts of discovery echoed off the walls. Rather than taking time to descend the steps, he vaulted over the railing, dropping to the corridor below. Drawing on the soul stone to cushion his landing, his feet hit softly and he immediately rolled smoothly to his feet. Without pausing, he sprinted down the corridor toward the building's rear exits, already in the midst of his next transformation.

By the time he reached an empty office halfway down the hall, Accolon had replaced his security officer's uniform with a simple plaid dress gathered at the waist. He’d decreased his height by several inches, his build becoming more rounded and feminine, while his features shifted into those of an unremarkable middle-aged woman. He ducked into the office and closed the door just as running boots hit the floor at both ends of the corridor. Through the door's small window, he watched the two groups of guards, weapons drawn, pass each other, looking for an intruder who no longer existed.

Accolon waited until they were gone, then opened the door and stepped back out into the corridor. He moved with the hurried but purposeful gait of someone trying to evacuate during an emergency. "What's happening?" he asked, joining a small group of civilians being herded toward an exit by security. His perfectly modulated feminine voice allowed just the right amount of concern to color his tone.

"Someone tried to assassinate the king," one of the other women replied, her face pale with shock. “A Draconite sympathizer, I assume. They're searching the whole building for him. Can you imagine…after everything they’ve done to us?”

“Oh, my…” Accolon’s new face glazed over with distress. He maintained his charade as security escorted them toward the main entrance.

They reached the lobby just as Sir Dragon and his crew, armed and moving with controlled urgency, emerged from the governor’s chamber surrounded by their protective detail who kept the crowd at a respectful distance. "We need to get to the spaceport," Sir Dragon said to his companions. “There’s nothing more we can do here, and we’ve a lot to accomplish elsewhere. Besides, staying here will only invite another attempt on my life.”

"Agreed," one of the other men—a sturdily built warrior with a veteran’s bearing—replied. "But where do we go from here?"

“If Ironside went to Vrakos, then that’s where we’re headed, too," Drake said without hesitation.

Accolon's pulse quickened at the mention of Vrakos. So that was their next destination. Useful information that would partially compensate for his mission's failure.

Keeping his eyes downcast, he marginally glanced up long enough to see the young Druid's gaze sweeping across the crowd of evacuees as they passed by. For a heart-stopping moment, those pale eyes of his seemed to linger on him. Accolon forced himself to maintain his composure, projecting nervous energy while internally preparing to fight or flee should the boy sense him.

But Halvy moved on with the others, apparently satisfied that the threat had escaped. Accolon allowed himself a silent exhale of relief as he watched the group continue toward the exit and file out.

He had underestimated Halvy. Morgie had mentioned the young Druid's power, but she hadn't prepared him for someone who could sense his illusions. Was she still so distracted by her grief over Mordred that she’d forgotten to mention it, or did she not know the extent of the boy’s talents?

Was his identity already compromised, then? Once the boy told the others how he’d detected the threat, might they trace the attempt on Drake’s life directly back to the queen? He almost laughed out loud at the thought. It would almost serve Morgie right to once again be thwarted in such a way. If only she had come to him in the first place…

As Sir Dragon and his entourage disappeared into the crowd outside, Accolon made his way out of the building behind them. The evacuation was proceeding smoothly, with guards looking them over but not conducting detailed searches of the obvious civilian staff he’d joined.

He passed through the security checkpoint without incident, his appearance drawing nothing more than a cursory glance. Once outside, he merged with the thousands in the plaza, cheering to see their new king had escaped the assassination attempt unharmed.

Accolon’s mind was already working through the implications of what had just happened. He had failed to eliminate his primary target, revealed his presence to enemies who would now be more on guard for future attempts, and worst of all, been detected by abilities he didn't fully understand.

Still, the mission wasn't a complete failure. He had learned Sir Dragon’s next destination. And now that he knew the boy, Halvy, had some way to detect him, he also knew to plan more carefully for his next attempt.

And perhaps put a dart in Halvy’s neck first.

As the crowd began to disperse and Sir Dragon’s group made their way toward the train station, Accolon made his way back to his own ship, walking with a group of civilians just behind the newly minted king and his retinue. Not knowing how Halvy had identified him, he did his best to keep his thoughts and intentions harmless…just in case.

The Daeardrayke had won this round, but the game was far from over.

And next time, Accolon would be ready. Every ability had weaknesses that could be exploited by someone with the right knowledge and preparation.

He would find Halvy’s weaknesses.

And then Thomas Drake and his boy wizard would die.


CHAPTER 31


The cargo ship Merchant's Dream shuddered as it decelerated from burst speed, the familiar disorientation pulling at Ironside's acquired form. Inside the cramped crew compartment where he'd purchased passage, he felt the subtle shift in inertia as the large vessel’s vector adjusted to a new heading. The hauler had no viewports in this section—just bare metal bulkheads lined with storage lockers—but Ironside didn't need to see outside to know they had arrived at Vrakos.

He closed his eyes and let his mind construct the world from memory fragments that belonged to another lifetime. Vrakos was an island planet, its surface dominated by endless blue-green oceans broken by hundreds of scattered landmasses. The largest continents barely qualified as such. Most were archipelagos connected by shallow seas and coral reefs that gleamed like jewels beneath twin suns. The atmosphere remained Earth-normal, with polar ice caps and temperate zones. It was a comfortable place to live, if you could find a way to earn a living there. A shortage of useful intergalactic resources and the inefficiency of its scattered landmasses had kept the population small. He was sure it remained that way today, if not more so.

The ship's intercom crackled to life. "All passengers prepare for final approach to Stonemere,” the captain's gruff voice rumbled through the cramped compartment. “We'll be landing planetside within the hour."

Stonemere, the largest island, was carved from living rock. It’s still-operational mines excavated tons of iron ore—the only resource of interest on the planet—every day.

The island wasn’t Ironside’s ultimate destination, but it would serve as a gateway to where he wanted to go. Olenwynd. The alabaster castle, the White Knight's keep, rising from its white cliffs like a monument, was likely still as imposing and glorious as ever. He imagined it was still in the hands of his ancient adversary’s descendants, not that he had any quarrel with them. He merely wanted his armor. His sword. His wolf-helmet. When he faced Sir Dragon once more, he would do so as the Red Knight, not as a puppeteer pulling Sir Lancelot’s strings.

The four passengers who had boarded and sat with him began securing their belongings and preparing to disembark. Two, who had hired the Merchant’s Dream under the table, were miners returning home after contracts on distant worlds. Like him, two others were travelers whose business remained their own.

Ironside had used some of his gold to purchase a better-fitting flight suit during the journey, keeping it layered over his armor while belting Lancelot's sword on the outside. The weapon didn’t draw an inordinate amount of attention, as both passengers and crew carried some form of protection, be it an energy blaster—which he despised—a dagger, or a sword like his.

The Merchant's Dream settled onto the island with a gentle bump. Ironside felt the change in vibration as the ship’s powerful engines began powering down, followed by the hiss of atmospheric equalization before the airlocks were opened.

“I can’t wait to get off this bucket and down to the taverns,” one of the crew members said as he rose from his seat along the bulkhead. “Vrakos has the best ale in the inner sphere.”

“You’re so full of dung, Warrick,” another crew member said. “Everyone knows the best ale is on Wyeth.”

Ironside stopped paying attention to the two men arguing about ale. A sharp tone over the loudspeakers announced they were all free to depart. He followed the passengers and crew out of the compartment, across a long passageway to the nearest airlock. Memories tugged at him as he neared the opened hatch, where the outside air carried scents—salt spray mixed with industrial lubricants and the metallic taste of processed ore—that he remembered from so long ago. And beneath it all, something indefinably organic that he related to vast oceans teeming with life.

He reached the airlock and stepped out onto the ramp. Even after all these years, there was still no spaceport on Stonemere. Instead, they had landed on a manmade stone landing pad at the foot of the mountains. It was barely large enough to dock a ship the size of the Merchant’s Dream.

Adjacent to the landing area, the same warehouses and processing facilities that had occupied Stonemere during his first visit two centuries earlier still nestled into alcoves cut directly into the living rock. Their entrances were marked by heavy blast doors designed to withstand the worst storms the planet's weather could deliver. Outside the processing facilities, massive loaders and huge haulers—so heavy they shook both the landing area and the Merchant’s Dream as they passed—rumbled across the landscape, delivering newly excavated material to be processed and stored.

However, it was the town beyond that drew the bulk of Ironside’s attention. Built in the shadow of the carved mountains, the settlement spread across what had once been a natural harbor before the mining operations began. The architecture told a story of cultural collision. Ancient stone buildings with flowing lines and organic curves stood beside utilitarian structures of metal and composite materials. Draconite influence showed in the sharp angles and aggressive geometry of newer construction, while older Ursan designs emphasized harmony with natural contours that, for the most part, no longer existed in their original forms. The result was oddly compelling, a fusion of aesthetics and industrial necessity that created its own distinctive character.

Ironside descended the ramp and followed the other passengers across the landing area, their footsteps echoing off the stone that had been polished smooth by decades of traffic. Dock workers moved with practiced efficiency around them, guiding loaders toward the Merchant's Dream's cargo holds while passenger shuttles waited to transport arrivals into the town proper.

He declined the shuttle service, preferring to walk. The distance wasn't great, and his gold was too limited to waste even a small portion of it on something he considered an excess.

The road into town, carved directly through the rock, had been cut as precisely as everything else on Stonemere. Ironside could see the town spreading out below. Narrow streets still followed the natural contours of the coastline, with buildings that sprouted from the stone itself. The evidence of a population that had long survived by making do with what the mines and the commercial visitors to them provided was everywhere.

Past the town, Ironside spotted ships gliding across the harbor, their wakes drawing white lines through the dark blue water. Most appeared to be cargo haulers transporting goods between the islands, their designs aimed more at function than beauty. Scattered among them were smaller craft, predominantly fishing boats, though he also spotted a few personal pleasure craft. Not many on the planet could afford such vessels.

He would need to find someone who owned a boat, regardless of its size, who would be willing to take him across the water to Olenwynd. With the number of ships that landed on Stonemere, he was confident he’d find something.

The town's main street led directly from the landing area to the center of the small settlement, its population in the low thousands. Here, the fusion of architectural styles became even more pronounced. Ancient stone taverns with esthetic lines and thick walls stood next to modern, squarish supply depots with transparent facades. Street vendors offered everything both newcomers and miners might need, their stalls set up in spaces between permanent structures.

Ironside chose his destination by following the other disembarking passengers who had also chosen to walk. The tavern they gravitated toward was marked with a wood-carved replica of a starship dangling from two chains. The electrified sign above it pronounced it the Rusty Gimbal.

He pushed through heavy wooden doors into an interior that managed to feel both ancient and contemporary, foreign and familiar. Stone arches supported a ceiling blackened by decades of hearth smoke, while modern ventilation systems moved air with barely audible efficiency. Long wooden tables filled the main room, their surfaces scarred by long years of exposure to salty air and heavy usage but still solid and functional.

The crowd inside reflected the same mix as the architecture—off-world travelers like himself, the Merchant Dream’s crew, a handful of locals, and a few individuals whose business remained deliberately ambiguous. He warily eyed the few members of the last group. Members of the thieves guild, no doubt, waiting for the newcomers to get drunk or distracted so they could lighten their purses.

Ironside approached the bar, taking a seat on a stool carved from what appeared to be local stone. The bartender—an older Ursan with a thick graying beard—looked up from the glass he was polishing. "What'll it be?" he asked.

"Ale," Ironside replied simply. “I hear yours is the best in the inner sphere.”

"Course it is.” The bartender drew a foaming tankard from a tap built directly into the stone wall behind him. "First time on Vrakos?"

Ironside accepted the ale, tasting malt and hops with an underlying mineral quality that probably came from the desalinated sea water. “Second, but it’s been a long time. I’m looking for transport to one of the outer islands."

"Cargo or passenger?"

"Passenger. Olenwynd."

The bartender's expression shifted slightly, curiosity replacing routine politeness. "Olenwynd? Haven't heard that name in years. Most folks just call it 'that cursed island' these days." He chuckled and leaned closer, lowering his voice despite the ambient noise of the tavern. "Mind me asking what takes you there? Nothing on that rock but ruins and ghost stories."

“Ruins? What happened to the White Knight’s castle?”

“Who is that?” the bartender asked.

Ironside was about to question why he didn’t know before catching himself. It had been nearly two centuries. If Olenwynd had gone defunct, why would anyone remember its original owner?

“Nevermind,” he answered instead. “I have my own reasons for going there.”

"Fair enough. It’s your gold to spend.” The bartender straightened, returning to his normal tone. "You'll want to talk to old Henrik. He's got a skiff. Does runs to the outer islands when the pay is good. He'll be in after his shift, probably another hour or two. I'll send him to you when he shows."

Ironside nodded his thanks, picked up his ale and moved to a table in the corner, positioning himself where he could observe the tavern's clientele and the front entrance while remaining relatively unnoticed and safe. The conversation with the bartender had stirred memories he'd prefer to keep buried, but they also served as reminders of why he was here. To recover his true identity, as forgotten in time as that of the only man to ever defeat him.

At least, until Sir Dragon.

Time passed slowly in the tavern. Ironside nursed his ale while watching the crowd ebb and flow around him. The atmosphere was convivial without being boisterous, the kind of place where people came to unwind rather than cause trouble.

That changed when someone began getting aggressive with a serving girl. The man was large, even by spacer standards, with the kind of build that came from years of heavy labor. His clothes marked him as a member of the Merchant Dream’s crew. His speech wasn’t slurred in the slightest, confirming he wasn’t drunk yet. He just wanted something he had no rights to.

Sitting at a table close to Ironside, he’d waylaid a serving girl as she weaved through the maze of tables, delivering tankards of ale. She was young, with a bright smile suggesting she genuinely enjoyed her work, and very pretty, her short, form-fitting dress revealing a defined figure.

“Let go of me, please,” she said, trying to maintain professional politeness. She gently attempted to extract herself from the increasingly uncomfortable situation, the loaded drink tray she balanced above her head on one hand teetering precariously.

"Come on, sweetness. Have just one drink with me. I've got stories from a dozen worlds that'll make your eyes pop."

"I'm working," the girl replied, her smile becoming strained. "Maybe another time."

"Now don't be like that," he coaxed, pulling her closer as she tried again to step away, his grip on her wrist firm enough to prevent her escape without being obviously violent about it. "I've been stuck on a grimy rust bucket for weeks, with nothing but an ugly crew for company. You’re a fine looking lass. You could get one of these other slatterns to deliver those drinks for you. I just want to have a little fun.” The spacer’s voice was loud and harsh enough now to cut through the tavern's ambient noise.

Ironside could see fear now in her striking green eyes. “Let go of me!” she shrieked, trying to yank her arm free, the man refusing to release her.

Around the tavern, conversations began to quiet as other patrons noticed the developing situation. But no one moved to intervene, either unwilling to get involved in someone else's problem, or hoping it would resolve itself without violence.

Ironside stood just as the server’s tray of drinks finally slid off her hand and crashed to the floor. Hoots, hollers and clapping emanated from several nearby tables as she grabbed the spacer’s meaty paw, her expression now filled with fear, and tried to pry his sausage fingers off her other wrist.

Ironside walked over to the man’s table with measured steps, his hand on the hilt of Lancelot's sword. "Release the woman," he said simply as he arrived at the man’s table.

The spacer looked up, taking in Ironside's appearance with a calculating gaze. He was taller and had more muscle mass than Lancelot. He had a reach advantage as well. and what looked like a pretty good temper to back it all up.

"Mind your own business, stranger," the spacer replied, though his grip on the serving girl's wrist loosened slightly. "This is between me and the lady here."

"She's asked you to leave her alone, yet you continue to hold her hostage. That makes it my business. Release her. Now.”

The serving girl looked between them with obvious concern, clearly hoping the situation would de-escalate before violence erupted. Around the tavern, other patrons had stopped their conversations entirely, sensing the potential for serious trouble.

"You think that toothpick makes you tough?" he asked, nodding toward Lancelot's sword before finally releasing the girl's wrist. “And what makes you think you can give me orders?” He pushed back his chair and stood, his stance aggressive.

"I challenge you to single combat," Ironside countered, his voice carrying the formal cadence of someone invoking ancient chivalric laws.

The spacer blinked, clearly not expecting such an archaic response. "What?"

"Single combat. You and me, weapons of choice, to the death.”

Laughter erupted from several tables as patrons realized what they were witnessing. The spacer's confusion was evident. He'd expected a bar fight, not a formal duel.

“What backwater shithole planet did you escape from?” he asked. “Nobody duels anymore. They just beat the hell out of each other and the strongest man walks away."

"Then you accept?"

“Sure,” he replied.

“Not in here,” Ironside added. “It would be dishonorable to damage the furniture, unless you have the means to replace it.”

“On my salary? Not a chance. Let’s take it outside.”

The bulk of the tavern’s patrons followed them outside to witness what might be the most interesting event Stonemere had seen in months. The crowd formed a rough circle in the street, leaving space for the combatants while ensuring everyone had a clear view.

The spacer retrieved a dagger from his belt, twirling it in his fingers with practiced motions, showing he wasn’t totally inexperienced with the blade.

Ironside drew Lancelot's sword, the blade singing as it cleared its scabbard. He held it in front of his face, eyes peering at his quarry over the cross guard.

"Last chance to back down," the spacer offered, though his tone suggested he was hoping Ironside would refuse.

"Begin when ready,” Ironside answered.

The spacer lunged forward, his dagger seeking Ironside's throat in a move clearly designed to end the fight quickly. It was a good technique—fast, direct, taking advantage of his reach and power.

He wasn't nearly fast enough.

Ironside sidestepped the attack almost before the spacer had launched it, his sword moving in a precise arc that opened the man’s belly from hip to sternum. Blood sprayed the street as the man's own momentum carried him past his target, his knife now cutting nothing but empty air.

The spacer looked down at his opened abdomen with the kind of detached surprise that often preceded shock. His knife clattered to the ground as his hands moved instinctively to hold his intestines inside his body cavity.

He took three more steps before collapsing.

The entire fight had lasted perhaps five seconds.

Ironside wiped his blade clean on the dying man's shirt before returning it to its scabbard. Around him, the crowd watched in stunned silence. They'd expected a brawl, not a surgical execution.

"Anyone else?" he asked mildly.

No one volunteered.

He walked back into the tavern, taking his seat at the same table while conversation slowly resumed around him. The serving girl ceased picking up the broken glass and approached him with obvious gratitude, her previous distress replaced by relief and admiration.

"Thank you," she said simply. “I know men like that. He wouldn't have stopped, and no one else in here would have stopped him.”

“Anyone who mistreats a woman is a monster asking for slaughter,” Ironside replied, lifting his tankard in a small salute. “Removing such a dishonorable blight from the galaxy is all the thanks I need.”

“Thank you anyway.” She smiled—genuinely this time—and went back to continue cleaning up the mess. The bartender caught Ironside's eye and nodded toward his empty tankard, silently offering a refill.

"On the house," he said when Ironside sidled up to the bar with his empty tankard, then returning to his table with the refill. Outside, he could hear the sounds of the crowd dispersing and someone dealing with the body. Inside, the tavern's atmosphere had shifted. He was no longer just another traveler, but someone to be respected and perhaps feared.

Another hour passed before the bartender called his attention to an elderly man shuffling through the entrance. Gray-haired and weather-beaten, with the kind of permanent squint that came from decades of staring at the glint of sunlight on open water, he moved with the careful speed of someone whose joints no longer bent as easily as they once had.

The old man made his way to the bar. The bartender already had a drink—something that looked considerably stronger than ale—waiting for him. "Evening, Henrik,” he said as the old man settled onto a stool with obvious relief. “Got someone here…” He motioned toward Ironside. “...wants to charter passage to Olenwynd."

Henrik's weathered features creased into a frown as he looked at Ironside. "Olenwynd?” Wrinkling his nose, he looked back at the bartender. “What in the hells would anyone want with that cursed rock?"

The bartender shrugged, shifting his eyes to Ironside as he slid onto the stool beside Henrik. "Personal business," he told the old man. "I can pay."

"It's not about payment," Henrik said, though his eyes did show interest at the mention of money. "It's about sanity. That place has been abandoned for good reason. Nothing there but ruins and spooky goings on."

"What kind of spooky goings on?”

Henrik took a long pull from his drink before answering. "The kind that leaves ghosts behind. Lights in the windows when there shouldn't be power. Sounds carrying across the water on still nights. That sort of thing.”

"Superstition," Ironside observed.

"Maybe. Maybe not. But I'll tell you what isn't superstition. The waters around Olenwynd are cursed, too. Currents that'll pull a ship onto the rocks, weather that changes without warning. It's not a place for casual tourism."

Ironside placed a small leather pouch on the bar, the contents clinking softly. "Would twenty gold pieces change your mind?"

Henrik's eyes widened slightly at the amount. On a frontier world like Vrakos, twenty gold represented serious money. "Twenty…gold," he repeated slowly. "That's...that's more than generous for a simple transport run."

"Then you'll take me?"

The old man stared at the pouch for a long moment, clearly weighing financial necessity against whatever reservations he held about their destination. Finally, he nodded.


CHAPTER 32


"Aye, I'll take you to Olenwyld,” Henrik replied. “And I’ll wait for you, but I want you to understand what you're asking." He took another pull from his drink. "That castle...it belonged to my great-grandfather. Luther Culhwich. The White Knight, they called him, on account of the alabaster stone he used to build his keep.”

Henrik's weathered features grew distant. "He was a good man. Honorable. Everything a knight should be. But something happened there, near the end. A duel with a force of nature they called the Red Knight. Against all odds, he won, but it broke something inside him. He never spoke much about it, and it haunted him until the day he died." The old man's eyes focused on Ironside again. "What's your connection to that place? And don't tell me it's just curiosity. Nobody pays twenty gold for sightseeing."

Ironside met his gaze directly. “It wasn’t good fortune that found the White Knight victorious that day,” he replied, the memory playing in his thoughts as he spoke. “He was the finest swordsman in the galaxy, even if he didn’t know it. I can still feel the blade piercing my ribs.”

Both Henrik and the bartender stared at Ironside in shocked confusion. “You…you’re…that’s impossible,” Henrik said. “Not only would you be over two hundred years old, you’d be dead.”

“I was,” Ironside answered. “Lost to the stars. Brought back to fight a war not of my own making, my honor betrayed. The fates call me back to Olenwyld, in search of my burial place. In search of my armor, so that I may regain my true self.”

“Whatever magic brought you back here is no concern of mine,” Henrik decided after a few moments of stunned silence. “That gold, on the other hand, is. But you should know, my great-grandfather never stopped talking about that duel. Never stopped regretting it, either. He said he saw something in your eyes that night. Not the look of a man hunting, but the look of a man who was lost."

Ironside absorbed the comment, something within him threatening to unlock because of it. He pushed it down, unwilling to admit that he’d spent his entire past life seeking something he couldn’t identify, hoping that he would find it in the next duel, and always coming up short.

They sat in silence for several minutes, the weight of history settling between them like dust in an abandoned room. Around them, the tavern continued its evening routine. Drinks were poured, conversations shared, the comfortable rhythm of people winding down after long days of work.

Finally, Henrik pocketed the gold. "We can leave right now. My skiff's docked nearby.”

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. You might not like what you find on that island."

Ironside nodded. "Lead the way."

They left the tavern together, Henrik's pace surprisingly brisk for his age as he led them through the winding streets toward the harbor. The old man said little during the walk, his attention focused on the darkening sky and the subtle changes in wind direction that spoke of weather patterns beyond Ironside's understanding.

The harbor spread before them, dotted with vessels of various sizes and purposes. Fishing boats prepared for evening runs, cargo haulers offloading their holds, and scattered among them, smaller craft designed for inter-island transport.

Henrik's skiff waited at pier seven like a faithful hound. The vessel was obviously well-maintained despite its otherwise aged appearance. Hull patches showed recent repair. Control surfaces were free of corrosion, and modifications spoke of an owner who understood both his craft and his operating environment.

"She's not much to look at," Henrik said, noting Ironside's appraisal, "but she's never let me down. Climb aboard."

Ironside stepped onboard, noting how the skiff barely moved under his weight. The construction was solid, designed to handle rough seas and unpredictable conditions. Passenger seating consisted of a single bench behind the pilot's position, with safety restraints that appeared both functional and frequently used.

The skiff's engines came to life with a quiet hum. Henrik guided them away from the pier with ease, threading between larger vessels as they made their way toward the harbor mouth.

Stonemere disappeared behind them as they cleared the breakwater and entered the open ocean. Henrik's hands moved across the controls with unconscious competence, making tiny adjustments that kept them on course despite a stiffening breeze and its attempts to push them elsewhere.

"After Morgana took power, Vrakos didn't need manor lords anymore," Henrik explained as they threaded between smaller islands. “Once all of our tithes were gone, my family couldn't maintain the castle on what we earned from fishing and trading. So they abandoned the place and moved here to Stonemere. My father took over managing one of the mining crews, and I followed in his footsteps. It's honest work, but it's not the same as having a purpose beyond yourself."

"What was your great-grandfather's purpose?"

"Protecting the people in his domain. Ensuring justice was served fairly. Standing as a guardian between civilization and chaos." Henrik's eyes grew distant. "He took that responsibility seriously. Maybe too seriously."

"Is that why he accepted my challenge?"

"Partly. But mostly because he was a proud man. Luck or not, so many lives would have been affected had he died. He never should have accepted the challenge. Why did you come to Vrakos to give it, anyway?”

“I challenged all the greatest knights of my age,” Ironside replied. “And I defeated them all until I met your great-grandfather. I never did it for repute, but rather because it was the only thing that ever made me feel alive. That ever made me feel anything at all. Glorious combat. The high of victory. I believed it’s what the fates put me in the universe to do.”

“Do you still believe that?” Henrik asked.

Ironside looked out at the water, his thoughts turning to Sir Dragon and his desire for a rematch. “It’s who I am. It’s what defines me.”

Henrik grunted but didn’t press. They fell silent as the skiff slipped over the water, the breeze picking up into a cold wind that echoed in Ironside’s ears.

"Can I ask you something?” Henrik asked after a short time. “What do you hope to find on Olenwynd? You were dead for over two centuries. The castle's been empty half as long. What's left there for you?"

“I already told you,” Ironside replied. “My armor. My identity.”

“Yes, I heard that.” Henrik took his gaze off the water for the first time to stare into Ironside’s eyes. “But that’s who you were, a long time ago. Who’s to say that’s who you have to be, now. The fates decided you should get a second chance. I don’t know how or why, but are you sure it’s so you can pick up where you left off? Seems a wasted opportunity, if you ask me.”

Ironside’s eyes narrowed, chest burning with instant fury. “Maybe it’s time for you to stop talking and steer the skiff,” he growled back.

“Aye,” Henrik agreed.

After that, they traveled in contemplative silence, the steady rhythm of the skiff's passage providing a backdrop for difficult thoughts Henrik’s statement had forced upon Ironside. Considering the old man’s words, he found himself re-examining memories and intentions that had once seemed clear and justified. Now, he wasn’t so certain.

The Red Knight had been proud, arrogant, convinced of his own superiority. He’d hungered for the thrill of battle, the glory of victory. But in the end, where had it gotten him? In his past life, dead at the hands of a superior fighter, memories of his exploits eroded like the sand that clung to the edges of the islands they passed. He had been completely forgotten here, and likely everywhere else as well.

Manifested in the Telemuter, he had assisted Turquine and Klingsor and led an army into battle once more. It had felt glorious to return to battle. That too had quickly come to nothing, his position leading the undead testing the boundaries of honorable combat. War was war, after all. And now he occupied the body of another knight against that knight’s will. He had demanded manifestation. Was that not his right? He believed so. Was it honorable? For as long as he could remain in control. It was like a duel of the minds. Only one of them would win in the end.

Still, he couldn’t stop wondering…where had his first life gotten him, and where would it take him in his second? Back to where he started? Would he kill Sir Dragon, and then find others to challenge until the day another White Knight proved victorious? Was Henrik right? Had he been given this new chance so he could become something different or to remain exactly the same?

He just didn’t know, and he hated the feeling.

"There," Henrik said, interrupting his thoughts as he pointed toward the horizon where a dark smudge was beginning to resolve into recognizable landforms. "Olenwynd."

The island rose from the ocean like a sleeping giant, its white cliffs catching the afternoon sunlight and throwing it back in a brilliant reflection. Even from this distance, Ironside could see the castle perched on the highest point. The alabaster stone was dulled by time and weather, taking the appearance of old bone. Crumbling towers and battlements stood sentinel to the sea, while the keep itself appeared fully intact behind them.

"Magnificent," Ironside murmured. It was still beautiful—impressive, haunting, and utterly empty of the life that had once given it meaning—in the way that monuments to the past always were.

"Aye, it is that, even in its current condition.” Henrik adjusted their approach vector, steering toward what appeared to be a small harbor cut into the island's rocky shoreline. "Course, existing and thriving aren't the same thing."

As they drew closer, details became clearer. The harbor was natural, carved by millennia of wave action into a protected bay where ships could dock safely even in rough weather. Stone quays extended into the water, their surfaces worn smooth by decades of use but still fundamentally sound.

Above the harbor, a winding path led up the cliff face toward the castle itself. The route had been carved directly into the rock, wide enough for mounted parties but steep enough to discourage casual visitors. Defensive positions—places where a small force could hold off much larger numbers—were visible at several points along the path.

The White Knight had chosen his stronghold well.

Henrik guided the skiff to the shoreline, gliding up onto it before coming to a stop. The skiff slid onto the rocky sand as its engines wound down to silence, leaving only the sounds of water lapping against stone.

"Well, here we are," he said simply. "Olenwynd, such as it is.”

Ironside stood. Around them, the island felt utterly deserted. There was no movement except for seabirds, no sounds except for wind and waves.

But something else lingered in the air. Not quite a presence, but the memory of a presence. As if the stone itself remembered the people who had once walked these paths, lived in these buildings, and called this place home.

"Thank you for the passage,” Ironside said, preparing to disembark.

"What will you do now?" Henrik asked.

"I'm going to climb to the castle," Ironside answered. "And see what answers wait for me there."


CHAPTER 33


The way back to the spaceport felt longer than Thomas remembered, his legs heavy with exhaustion that went deeper than mere physical fatigue. At least a hundred garrison soldiers surrounded him, along with his crew, to protect him from both another attempt on his life and the adoration of the Alorion population. He wasn’t sure which of those two things made him feel more uncomfortable.

Even as the train stopped at the spaceport station, the guards spilling out ahead of him, cheers of the crowd still echoed in his ears. King Thomas. The title felt foreign on his tongue, alien in his thoughts.

“Your Majesty,” Steward Varlan said, catching up to Thomas and falling into step beside him. "I've ordered increased patrols around the spaceport. After what happened at city hall⁠—"

"I appreciate the precaution," Thomas interrupted, though his voice carried the weariness that had settled into his bones. “Though I don’t expect whoever was behind the attack will try again so soon, now that we know he’s out there. Hopefully he won’t try again at all.”

Percival matched pace on Thomas's other side. “I’m sorry to say, I doubt that’s the case. Professional work, that was. He knew exactly where to position himself for the shot, and he vanished like a ghost.”

"But not professional enough," Aldrich added from behind them. “He left too much to chance. He should have had backup plans, multiple escape routes."

“Which means he didn’t expect anyone to ever see him,” Percival said.

“I can’t imagine who would want to kill you here,” Bilbic said, overhearing their conversation. “From what I see, everyone on this planet loves you.”

“Not everyone,” Aldrich said. “There are always those loyal to the Draconite. I’m sure not all of the collaborators have left, and if they’re smart, they won’t make their presence known right away.”

“But they will try to take matters into their own hands,” Percival agreed.

“We can’t rule out that Morgana sent an assassin,” Kaelithan offered. “That’s just the sort of thing she might do.”

“She could have killed me on Kheir-Lossan and none of you would have known,” Thomas answered. “Why would she wait and then send an assassin now?”

“Maybe she reconsidered once she calmed some from Mordred’s destruction. Back to her old self, you might say.”

“We don’t have any proof of that,” Aldrich said.

“No,” Kael agreed. “We should have recovered the dart.”

“I’ll have my people look for it,” Varlan said. “It must still be in the governor’s chamber.”

“Thank you,” Thomas said. “See what you can find out, but don’t put too much energy into it. We have more important things to do, both here and out there.” He waved toward space.

They crossed through the spaceport and out onto the tarmac, where Excalibur's distinctive silhouette rose like a silver monument against the darkening sky. The legendary ship's hull caught the light of Alorion's setting sun, transforming the ancient vessel into something that seemed crafted from starfire itself.

At the base of the teleportal, a young figure waited. Gawain shifted from foot to foot, his garrison uniform crisp despite the long day, his eyes bright with the kind of fervor that made Thomas uncomfortable.

"Your Majesty!" Gawain called out as they approached, dropping to one knee on the tarmac. "I—that is, I wanted to⁠—"

"Stand up, Gawain," Thomas said quickly, glancing around at the other soldiers. "Please."

Gawain rose, but his posture remained rigidly formal. "Your Majesty, I request permission to accompany you aboard Excalibur. To serve as your man-at-arms, or in whatever capacity you deem fit."

“I don't need a man-at-arms," Thomas replied, though without harshness. "And I certainly don't need anyone else calling me Your Majesty."

"But sir…My Lord…Captain." Gawain stumbled over the titles, his face flushing red. "I've spent my entire life dreaming that I was like the real Sir Gawain of Arthur’s Round Table, fighting for honor and justice and protecting the realm. Of standing with the High King and his knights against the darkness. You can't ask me to stay behind while you fly off to glory."

Burl chuckled from somewhere behind them. "Glory? Is that what we're calling it now?"

"More like probable death," Percival added cheerfully. "But I suppose that's glory too, depending on your perspective."

Thomas studied the young man's face, seeing hope and determination along with fear of rejection. "Do you understand what you're asking? We're a small crew on a dangerous quest, and there's no guarantee any of us will live to see it completed."

"I understand, sir. I've thought about nothing else since you landed on Alorion."

"And your family? Your life here?"

Gawain's expression grew complicated. "My parents died in a mining accident when I was fifteen. The garrison became my family. But now—" He gestured toward the spaceport, where Ursan soldiers were already working to establish new security protocols. "Now they don't need me the same way. They have their freedom, their new beginning. I want something more. To be part of the bigger story. I can be useful. I know how to use a sword, or I can swab the decks.”

“That sounds familiar,” Bilbic commented.

Arthur's essence stirred within Thomas, recognizing something in the young man's words that resonated with deeper truths. Every knight who had ever served him had felt this same calling, the same need to be part of something greater than themselves.

"Very well," Thomas said. “I have no good reason to deny you. And I do admire your fervor.”

Gawain's face lit up like the sunrise. "Yes, sir! Thank you, sir! I won't disappoint you!"

“As long as you always try your best, you won’t disappoint.” Thomas looked back toward Varlan, who had been observing the exchange with obvious pride. "Steward, thank you for everything. We'll be in touch."

"Godspeed, Your Majesty. May Arthur's light guide your path."

Thomas stepped through the teleportal, the familiar sensation of magical transport washing over him as he emerged onto Excalibur's deck. The others followed quickly, his crew moving with practiced efficiency, while Gawain stumbled slightly as he materialized, eyes wide with wonder at finding himself aboard the legendary ship for the first time.

Thomas was already moving toward the flight deck, his body operating on autopilot while his mind processed the day's events. Behind him, he could hear Kaelithan speaking to Gawain, explaining ship protocols and promising to show him to quarters once they were underway.

The command pod awaited Thomas on the flight deck, its dark gel surface beginning to ripple with anticipation of neural contact at his approach. Thomas paused at its edge, gathering himself for the connection that would merge his consciousness with the ship's systems.

“I can handle the liftoff myself. The rest of you go get some rest," he announced, looking around at his exhausted crew.

Several of his crew members stopped short of their neural pods. "Are you certain, Captain?" Gareth asked, his hand resting on the edge of his pod. "We don't mind⁠—"

"I know you don’t mind. We're all exhausted, and this is just a simple departure. No need for full neural integration. Besides, after everything that’s happened today, I could use a few minutes alone to focus on something else.”

“Of course,” Gareth answered. “We completely understand. We’re here if you need us.”

“Thank you, my friend,” Thomas answered.

He lowered himself into the command pod, the dark gel embracing him. It had been some time since he’d piloted Excalibur alone, and at that moment, with all of the thoughts swirling rapid-fire through his head, he enjoyed the solitude. He reached out to the teleportal controls to retrieve their deployed portal before connecting with the flight controls and guiding them smoothly from Alorion’s surface. The planet quickly fell away beneath them as Excalibur climbed toward the stars. Through the ship's sensors, Thomas watched the lights of cities spread across the continents below, no longer under the claws of Draconite oppression.

Should I open a wormhole to Vrakos? Merlin asked through their neural connection.

Thomas hesitated. No, not yet. None of us have slept in over thirty hours, and I don't want to approach Ironside while we’re exhausted.

Understood, Merlin replied. Though I should mention, every hour we delay gives Sir Ironside more time to complete whatever business brought him to Vrakos and then potentially move on.

I understand the risk, Thomas said. But it’s also too risky to face the Red Knight while I'm half-asleep. In any case, Ironside went to Vrakos for a reason. I don’t think he intends to arrive and depart at once. Also, he’s occupying Lancelot's body, which means that he'll need sleep as well. It’s less risky to hold off for a few hours.

A fair point, Merlin agreed.

Still, Thomas reconsidered. It might make sense to standby near Vrakos. Let’s open a wormhole that brings us out a short burst away. Close enough we can monitor traffic going to and from the planet, far enough we won’t be visible on any sensors there.

A reasonable compromise, my bo— Merlin began, then stopped. A reasonable compromise, Your Majesty.

The correction hit Thomas like cold water. Merlin, don't.

I'm sorry? Merlin's voice carried confusion.

Don't call me Your Majesty. Please. Thomas felt the neural gel responding to his emotional state, the ship's systems picking up on his distress. I don't want to be king. I've never wanted to be king. The people of Alorion forced that title on me, and I accepted it because they needed it. But among friends—among family—I'm still just Thomas… And your boy, he added, appreciating of the term of endearment.

More silence, heavy with understanding.

My boy, then, Merlin said gently. Though I fear you'll find that particular burden difficult to shed. Crowns have a way of growing heavier rather than lighter.

I'm not wearing a crown.

Aren't you?

Thomas started to respond, then stopped. Arthur's essence stirred within him, acknowledging truths he wasn't ready to face. The people of Alorion hadn't forced a title on him. They'd recognized something he'd been trying to deny. The weight he felt on his shoulders wasn't external pressure, but internal responsibility.

I didn't ask for this, he said finally.

Neither did Arthur. Do you think he wanted to rule a galaxy? To bear responsibility for millions of lives? He was born into it, with no choice given. No easy way to escape. The crown found him, just as it's found you.

Arthur was special. He was⁠—

He was a person. Flawed, uncertain, often afraid. But he understood that leadership isn't about personal desires; it's about serving something greater than yourself. You've liberated three worlds in short order. You've given hope to beings who had forgotten what freedom felt like. You've proven yourself worthy of Excalibur's trust, and more importantly, worthy of your crew's loyalty. These aren't accidents, my boy. They're the actions of a king.

Thomas felt tears threatening despite the gel, the exhaustion and stress of the day finally catching up with him. Through the neural link, he could sense the ship's systems humming around him, not judging, not pressing, just present. Waiting for him to find his way through the maze of destiny and duty that had somehow become his life.

I'm not ready, he imparted.

Neither was Arthur. But he learned, and so will you. What makes you think you'll be a good king? The same thing that made Arthur great. You care more about others than yourself. You accept responsibility even when it terrifies you. You lead not because you crave power, but because others need someone to follow. That's what real kingship is, my boy. And you're already as good at it as Arthur himself.

Thomas closed his eyes, Arthur's essence flowing through him like warm honey. The legendary king's spirit didn't offer easy answers or false comfort, but it did provide something more valuable. Acceptance. Of responsibility, of burden, of the simple truth that some duties couldn't be refused without betraying everything you claimed to believe in.

I'm not ready to go that far, Thomas protested finally. But I accept the compliment. And I suppose I need to learn to live with where the fates have taken me.

That's all any of us can do, Merlin replied warmly. Now, shall we open that wormhole?

Yes. And thank you, Merlin, for your pep talk and advice.

That’s what I’m here for, my boy.

The sensation of spacetime tearing ahead of them filled Thomas's awareness as Excalibur's systems reached out to create a shortcut between stars. They passed through without incident, emerging far enough from Vrakos that the planet wasn’t visible to sensors.

Wormhole collapsed, Merlin reported. We're approximately twenty minutes from Vrakos at burst speed.

Thomas nodded, already beginning to disengage from the neural interface. He pulled himself from the command pod with movements that felt clumsy with fatigue. Then he made his way off the flight deck where he found his crew gathered in the corridor outside. They'd been waiting, he realized, not wanting to interrupt his connection with Merlin, but reluctant to disperse without knowing the plan.

“I assume we exited somewhere near Vrakos?” Gareth asked, speaking for the crew.

“Yes,” Thomas replied. “We’ll remain here for the next few hours so we can get some much needed rest. We can’t risk confronting Ironside, already exhausted.”

“I can handle him,” Halvy said with confidence.

“I’m sure you can,” Thomas replied, resting his hand on the boy’s shoulder, “but we have to be more cautious about how we approach him. If he has the opportunity, he’ll challenge me to another duel. If he doesn’t, he may challenge another of us. And on our honor, while you might defer to me as your champion, we absolutely can’t refuse.” He met Halvy’s gaze. “Which means your magic can only help so much. And, if it does go down like that, you can’t interfere. It would be the absolute worst, most dishonorable thing we could do. Do you understand?”

Halvy hesitated, his desire to protect Arthur’s essence conflicted against the nature of knightly single combat. Finally, he nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Thomas grimaced at the title, shifting his attention to all of them. “Please, when we’re here like this, aboard Excalibur, it’s Thomas, or Captain. The people of Alorion may have anointed me king, but we’re all friends and fellow crew members here.”

“What if we want you to be our king?” Bilbic asked. “What if we want to call you Your Majesty because we’re proud of you?”

Thomas turned to the goblin, at an immediate loss for words.

“You never thought of it that way, did you, Captain?” Thorgrim asked with a light chuckle.

“No, I didn’t,” Thomas truthfully admitted. “I guess it’s okay then.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Bilbic said with a wide grin.

Thomas turned back to Halvy. “I do want to talk to you about something else, if that’s okay.”

“Of course,” Halvy replied. “What can I help you with?”

“The assassination attempt. How did you know the assassin was there?"

The young wizard looked up, his pale eyes cast away from Thomas in thought. "There was an empty space where magical energy should have been. Like—" He paused, searching for words. "Like looking at a shadow."

"You sense magical energy all the time?" Thomas asked with growing fascination.

“Not sense it. See it. Can’t you?” Halvy seemed genuinely surprised by the question. "I mean, it's everywhere. Flowing through the walls, the air, the people. It moves and shifts in rivers of light. Always there, always moving."

Kaelithan reacted with obvious amazement. "I've never heard of anyone who could perceive ambient magical energy as a constant sensory input. Even master wizards need to actively reach out with their power to sense such things."

"It's the nanites," Halvy said matter-of-factly. "Master Klingsor said it was an unexpected side effect, but a useful one."

The casual mention of the necromancer's name sent uncomfortable ripples through the gathered crew. The truth remained that Klingsor’s influence was embedded into who Halvy had become. The only thing they could do was try to keep him steered toward using the dark wizard’s teachings for good.

"That's an incredible gift," Thomas said gently. "It saved my life today."

Halvy smiled—a rare, genuine expression that transformed his usually solemn features. "I'm glad I could help protect Arthur."

"Captain," Thorgrim said, getting his attention. “After everything that’s happened. Well, I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier. About trying out for the flight crew."

“You’ve reconsidered then?”

“Aye.” He straightened, meeting Thomas's eyes directly. "When we first discussed it, I thought of this as a temporary arrangement. I thought I’d help you deal with Klingsor and Turquine, then return to my people and my duties on Ferraden. I wasn’t all that comfortable being aboard a starship, but I've realized this isn't a temporary situation for me anymore." Thorgrim's voice grew stronger, more certain. "You're not just hunting individual enemies. You're rebuilding a broken galaxy, one world at a time. That's a cause worth dedicating my life to."

"You're sure? This path only gets more dangerous from here."

"Aye, I'm sure. My duty to Prince Tobrin is to help you succeed in your quest. I can't think of a better way to serve Ferraden's interests than by standing with you until the end."

Warmth spread through Thomas’ chest at the dwarf's declaration. “I’m proud to have you with us. We'll arrange your neural interface trials once we've dealt with Ironside."

"Thank you, Captain. It's an honor."

"Speaking of crew positions," Gawain interjected hesitantly from where he'd been standing near the back of the group. "If there might be space for another? I mean, I know I'm new and untested, but I'd be honored to try for the flight crew as well."

“We have two pods to fill,” Thomas replied. “We can try you both out at the same time, after we finish our business on Vrakos.”

“Yes, sir,” Gawain answered. “I can’t wait.”

"All right," Thomas announced to the group. "I want everyone to get some sleep. Merlin will monitor the sensors and let us know if there’s any trouble.”

As the crew began to disperse toward their quarters, Thomas headed for his own, his mind still churning through too many thoughts. Too many questions. The weight of so much responsibility.

But the answers would have to wait. Right now, he needed sleep more than he needed certainty.

King Thomas, the people of Alorion had called him. The Dragon King.

It would take time to get used to the sound of that.


CHAPTER 34


Ironside stepped from the skiff onto the rocky shore, the crunching impact of his boots against stone echoing over the lap of water and the soft howl of wind. The path up the cliff face beckoned ahead, carved from the rock and worn smooth by centuries of exposure. Each step carried him higher, the harbor falling away below while the castle loomed large above.

As he climbed, something strange began to happen in his mind’s eye. The crumbling battlements changed in appearance, their weathered stones morphed into newer, cleaner, less worn lines. Banners that existed only in memory snapped in phantom breezes, and a vision of smoothly laid stones overlaid itself across the crude overgrown path like a double exposure. Past and present bled together until Ironside could no longer tell which was reality. He saw the castle as it had been two centuries ago—proud, inhabited, alive with purpose.

The White Knight's domain in its prime.

Movement caught his eye, drawing his gaze upward to the highest rampart. There, silhouetted against the sky, stood a figure in flowing robes the color of sea foam. Even at this distance, he could make out her delicate features, the way the wind caught her hair and sent it streaming like a banner of spun gold. Lirael, the White Knight's daughter, watching his approach with curiosity rather than fear.

She had been…was…so beautiful. Young, perhaps eighteen or nineteen, with the kind of grace that came from noble breeding and careful education. As he climbed that day, he had found himself stealing glances upward, wondering what her voice might sound like, what thoughts moved behind those intelligent eyes. Had he won the duel, he might have asked permission to court her. Even then, the idea had seemed strange, but such was her beauty that it still circled in his thoughts. The Red Knight taking a bride, settling down to rule alongside a worthy woman.

The memory dissolved like morning mist as he reached the first defensive alcove where an archer could rain death upon attackers. It stood empty now, filled with only shadows and the debris of forgotten years, but for a moment, he had seen them manned, crossbows trained on his ascending form while the defenders waited for their lord's command.

He continued upward, each step carrying him deeper into the past. The very stones seemed to remember him, to recognize the presence that had once walked this path with such deadly purpose. His armor had been magnificent then—crimson plate that caught the light like fresh blood, the wolf-helm that had become his signature throughout the galaxy. Not borrowed flesh and stolen gear, but his own identity made manifest in steel and ceremony.

The keep’s main gates rose before him, massive wooden portals reinforced with iron bands. In his memory, they stood pristine and imposing, but time had been unkind to them. Rot had eaten away at the lower portions, while rust had claimed much of the metalwork.

He pressed his hand against the weathered surface, and the past rushed back with startling clarity. He remembered calling out in the formal manner prescribed by chivalric law.

"Sir Culhwich of Olenwynd! I am Sir Ironside. I have come to challenge you to single combat!"

The response had come within minutes, the gates opening to reveal a man older than Ironside had expected but no less impressive for his years. Silver streaked the White Knight's hair, while lines around his eyes spoke of decades spent squinting against sun and wind. Yet his bearing remained straight, his sword arm steady, and his gaze held the kind of calm certainty that came from a lifetime of doing what was right regardless of the cost.

"I know who you are," Sir Culhwich had replied. "Your reputation precedes you, Sir Ironside. As does your purpose here." The older knight had stepped forward, dressed in simple manor clothes rather than his armor. "I beg you, turn away from this path. There is no honor to be gained in our blood. No purpose served by either of our deaths.”

Ironside's pride had made retreat impossible. The Red Knight had traveled across the stars to reach this place, drawn by tales of the White Knight's legendary skill. To walk away would have meant accepting that his quest was meaningless, that the thing driving him forward was nothing more than empty vanity.

"I cannot," he had answered then, just as he whispered the same words now to the empty air. "It is my nature."

The memory of Sir Culhwich’s expression haunted him. Sadness and resignation, the look of a man who understood that some forces could not be reasoned with, only endured.

Ironside pushed against the rotted gates, feeling them give way with a groan of protest that seemed to echo across the centuries. They swung open slowly, revealing the courtyard—a wide space surrounded by high walls, with a well at its center and stables along one side. Weeds had broken through the carefully laid stones, and ivy climbed the walls in wild profusion, but in his mind's eye, it remained pristine, the setting for what had been the defining moment of his existence.

He stepped inside, the duel playing out before him like a ghostly theater play. He was younger then—arrogant, absolutely certain of his own superiority—as he pressed his attack with relentless fury. Sir Culhwich moved with the fluidity that had made him legendary, his sword catching sunlight as it wove defensive patterns through the air.

The White Knight's daughter watched from the sidelines, but her expression had changed. The curiosity was gone, replaced by naked fear for her father's life. Tears streamed down her cheeks as steel rang against steel. Her hands gripped the stone so tightly that her knuckles showed white.

For a moment, their eyes had met across the chaos of combat. He had seen her hatred then, sharp and pure as winter starlight. Not for what he was doing, but for what he represented—senseless violence imposed upon good people who wanted only to live in peace. Her father was fighting, not for glory but for survival, for the right to continue protecting those who depended upon him.

The memory reached its climax as it always did, with Sir Culhwich’s blade finding the gap in his armor, sliding between the plates to pierce his heart. The White Knight's face had held no triumph, only profound sadness as he watched his opponent fall.

"Forgive me," Sir Culhwich had whispered as the Red Knight's blood pooled on the ancient stones.

Now, over two hundred years later, Ironside touched his chest where Lancelot's armor covered the place that phantom blade had entered. The wound was never there of course; this was Lancelot’s body, but thanks to the magic that bound his essence to his original soul, the memory of it remained sharp as the day his body had died.

He crossed the courtyard, slowly passing the well where he had once drunk deeply before the duel, tasting water that seemed sweeter than wine. The main doors of the keep stood slightly ajar, their hinges worn but still functional. He pushed them open and stepped into darkness that gradually resolved into a great hall lined with tapestries depicting the history of the White Knight's lineage.

The memories here were different, tinged with warmth instead of violence. Before the duel, in the ancient tradition, Sir Culhwich had offered him hospitality—food, drink, and a place to rest after his long journey. They sat together at the high table, discussing philosophy and the state of the galaxy while servants moved quietly in the background.

It was then that he’d properly met Lirael, not as a distant figure on a rampart but as a person with wit and intelligence to match her beauty. Moving with the kind of grace that spoke of careful education and natural elegance, he remembered the moment she entered the hall wearing a gown of deep blue that complemented her golden hair.

"Father," she’d said, her voice carrying the musical quality he had imagined it would, "our guest's chambers are prepared."

Sir Culhwich had performed the introductions with courtly precision. "My daughter, Lady Lirael. Lirael, this is Sir Ironside."

She had curtsied with perfect form, but her eyes had remained curious rather than afraid. "You’ve traveled far, Sir Knight. What brings you to our remote corner of the galaxy?"

He’d told her the truth, watching as understanding dawned across her features like a shadow obscuring sunlight. The warmth had drained from her expression, replaced by the same mixture of disappointment and disgust he had seen in a thousand faces across a hundred worlds.

"I see," she had simply said before excusing herself from the hall.

Ironside continued moving through the empty chambers, his footsteps echoing in rooms that had once been filled with life and laughter. He passed the chamber where he had slept that final night while contemplating the duel to come in the morning. He had been so certain of victory then, so convinced that his skill would carry the day.

A side door led from the keep's lower level into what had once been a garden. It was overgrown now, wild plants reclaiming the carefully tended beds while stone pathways disappeared beneath carpets of fallen leaves. At the far end, enclosed by a low wall, lay the family cemetery where generations of the White Knight's ancestors rested beneath weathered stones.

Ironside made his way through the tangle of vegetation, looking for some sign of where his own body might have been laid to rest. He expected an unmarked grave, perhaps a simple cairn, the kind of anonymous burial given to fallen enemies who had shown courage in defeat. Instead, he found a monument that stopped him in his tracks.

The gravestone rose from the earth like an accusation, its surface carved from the same white stone as the castle itself. The inscription was simple but elegant, each letter cut with precision:

SIR IRONSIDE,

THE RED KNIGHT

An Honorable Foe

May He Find In Death

The Peace That Eluded Him In Life

Ironside dropped to his knees beside the grave, his acquired hands trembling as they traced the carved letters. Sir Culhwich had done this. He had taken the time and expense to create a proper memorial for the man who had come to kill him. Not just a grave, but a monument acknowledging his enemy despite the senseless nature of their conflict.

The words blurred as moisture gathered in his eyes. An honorable foe. Even after everything, even after forcing a good man to do violence, the White Knight had seen something worth honoring in his fallen opponent. Had recognized that beneath the arrogance and bloodlust lay a soul crying out for something it could never quite name.

What have I become? The thought crashed through his consciousness like a thunderclap. What am I doing?

The internal struggle he’d suppressed earlier suddenly erupted with volcanic force. Every doubt Henrik had planted, every moment of moral uncertainty that had plagued him of late came flooding back with overwhelming intensity. He was supposed to be the Red Knight, the galaxy's greatest warrior, the man who had never known defeat until that final, glorious duel. He was supposed to find thrill in battle, in violence, domination and victory.

Where had all of that gotten him the first time? Where had it gotten Sir Turquine or even Klingsor?

He wasn’t the original Red Knight. He was a magical construct wearing stolen flesh, animated by echoes of memory and driven by purposes that felt increasingly hollow. The body he inhabited belonged to another, a hero who had earned his legend through sacrifice rather than conquest.

In that moment of vulnerability, Lancelot struck.

This is my body, his voice echoed in his skull. These are my hands, my sword, my choices to make. You are the ghost here, a phantom. Return to the void where you belong.

The no longer dormant consciousness pressed forward with desperate strength, trying to reclaim control of his own body. Ironside felt the knight's will like iron bands around his mind, constricting his thoughts and threatening to push him back into the darkness from which he had emerged.

For a terrifying moment, Ironside felt his grip on reality slipping. The gravestone before him flickered, seeming to shift between his own memorial and some other marker he couldn't quite recognize. The very ground beneath his knees felt unstable, as if it might dissolve and drop him into an abyss of non-existence.

Anger—fury at the presumption of this lesser knight who dared challenge his rightful claim to consciousness—came to his rescue. He was Sir Ironside! He had earned this resurrection through centuries of legend, had been chosen by forces beyond mortal understanding to walk among the living once more!

I am no ghost, he snarled back, his will reasserting itself. I am the Red Knight reborn, and I will not be denied by the likes of you!

The mental battle raged for seconds that felt like hours, two distinct psyches fighting for control of the same flesh. Ironside's resolve proved stronger. Lancelot's desperate gambit collapsed, the knight's consciousness retreating to whatever corner of their shared mind in which he’d been hiding.

Ironside gasped, finding himself still kneeling beside his own grave while cold sweat beaded his borrowed skin. Lancelot’s attack to reacquire his body had been closer to succeeding than he cared to admit. He had wavered for a mere moment, and self-doubt had weakened his determination. If he had been caught in that miasma for any longer, he might have found himself relegated to the role of passenger in his own resurrection.

Yet, the attempt had clarified something important. Lancelot was growing stronger, feeding on moments of uncertainty and moral conflict. The longer Ironside remained in this contemplative mood, dwelling on questions of honor and purpose, the more vulnerable he became to such attacks.

He needed his armor. His sword. His true identity restored in steel and design rather than philosophical uncertainty. Once he again wore the crimson plate and wolf’s helm, once he held his own blade, the doubts would fade. He would be himself again—the Red Knight, terrible and magnificent, driven by purposes too pure for lesser minds to understand.

Ironside rose from beside the gravestone, his resolve hardening like molten metal cooling into blade-like steel. The groundskeeper's shed stood near the cemetery's edge, its roof partially collapsed but its walls still sound. Inside, among the tools needed to maintain a graveyard, he found what he needed.

The shovel was old, its wooden handle worn smooth by countless hands, its iron blade pitted with rust. He hefted it, testing its weight and balance before stepping out of the shed and jamming it into the soil to test its sturdiness. It remained functional enough for what he needed, and that was all that mattered.

He returned to his gravestone with purposeful strides. The carved words seemed to mock him as he positioned the blade against the earth. May He Find In Death The Peace That Eluded Him In Life. Peace had never been his goal. Peace was for the weak, for those who lacked the courage to seize what they desired from an uncaring universe.

He again drove the shovel into the ground, this time with savage force, to begin the work of literally digging up his past. Each scoop of earth brought him closer to reclaiming his true self, to casting off the acquired identity that had confused his purpose and weakened his resolve.

The Red Knight had work to do. Sir Dragon was waiting.

And there would be no White Knight to save him.


CHAPTER 35


Vrakos grew larger on Excalibur's sensors as they descended toward the planet. Thomas allowed himself a few moments to be mesmerized by its endless blue-green oceans, dotted with scattered landmasses that caught the light of twin suns like scattered jewels. It was a beautiful planet, so different from Avalyeth, Falias, or even Alorion, all examples of the variety of inhabitable worlds existing across Avalon.

"I’m not picking up any orbital defenses,” Tivan reported, his voice carrying through the flight deck comms for those not connected to the neural interface. “No sign of Draconite warships either.”

“Vrakos would be an easy planet to liberate if we wanted to add it to our collection,” Gareth observed.

“Except it has little strategic value,” Aldrich countered. “A small population, minimal resources, probably a token trained local garrison at best. The Draconite didn’t waste significant forces here for a reason.”

“As much as I’d love to liberate every world under Morgana’s banner,” Thomas said. “we came to find Ironside. We know he traveled here for something. We just need to figure out what that something is so we have some idea where he might have gone. There are hundreds of islands down there.”

“We’ll have to land somewhere and start asking around,” Garant said. “Like we did on Alorion.”

“Actually,” Merlin said, “before you go through such efforts, I believe I know why the Red Knight came here.”

“You do?” Thomas asked. “Since when?”

“About fifteen seconds ago,” Merlin replied. “I’ve been delving through the ship's data archives for information on Vrakos since we came through the wormhole. I would have had answers sooner, but there was a lot of unrelated history to parse. In fact, I found only a single short entry from one of the planetary heralds that matched my query.”

“And?” Thomas asked.

“And it appears Vrakos is where Sir Ironside died, nearly two centuries ago. He fought a duel with Sir Luther Culhwich, called the White Knight, who maintained a keep on Olenwynd island.”

“The defeat of the legendary Red Knight barely made the news?” Thomas replied with surprise that was echoed across the neural interface. “How can that be?”

“Perhaps it was more celebrated at the time, but that’s all I have in my archives,” Merlin answered. “I’m sending you a hologram of the planet now, with Olenwynd Island marked.”

The image crystallized in Thomas's awareness as well as projecting in the center of the pods. Thomas zoomed in on the outline of the island rising like a sleeping giant among the planet’s scattered archipelagos. The keep was perched on the highest point of the white cliffs like a monument to forgotten ages. Though its alabaster walls were weathered, it was still an imposing sight set against the endless sky and the azure waters surrounding the island.

“Nice work, Merlin,” Thomas said. “Brennan, take us down.”

Aye, Captain, Brennan projected.

The ship dropped smoothly through the atmosphere, its sword-like hull cutting through wispy clouds as they descended toward their destination. Through Excalibur’s sensors, Thomas watched as they closed on the island, its details resolving with startling clarity. “The place looks like it’s been abandoned since Ironside died,” Burl commented.

“There isn’t much flat ground down there,” Gareth said. “But I think we can drop the teleportal in the courtyard.”

“That’s as good a place as any,” Thomas agreed.

As they drew closer, other details became visible through Excalibur's enhanced optics. A small cemetery nestled against the keep's outer wall, headstones marking generations of the dead. One grave stood open, earth scattered around a hole that gaped like a wound in the peaceful scene.

“Is that what I think it is?” Garant asked, his disgusted surprise rippling across the interface. A simple wooden casket lay beside the excavated grave, its rotted plank lid, splintered both by time and someone’s hands. Skeletal remains were scattered across the ground, the pale bones catching the afternoon light. Lancelot’s sword had been discarded beside them.

“Ironside dug up his own body?" Percival said, unprepared for the gruesome sight. "Seems like poor treatment for mortal remains."

“They’re his remains, though,” Burl answered. “I suppose he can do whatever he wants with them.”

Thomas studied the scene through Excalibur's sensors. “If this is where he died, and he dug himself up, then I think I know what he came for. His armor. His sword. His identity.”

“That makes sense,” Brennan said. “But where did he go?”

“He must have seen us coming,” Bilbic said.

“No,” Kaelithan replied. “The glamour I cast deflects attention from Excalibur. Anyone looking in our direction will find their thoughts sliding away, their minds dismissing us as unimportant.”

“His boat’s still here,” Tivan pointed out, the image of the abandoned skiff in the harbor flickering across the interface. “Which means he’s still here, somewhere.”

“Merlin, deploy the teleportal.”

“Of course, my boy.”

Thomas sensed the teleportal descending to the courtyard below. "Gareth, you have command,” Thomas ordered, already beginning to disengage from the neural interface. "Bilbic, Aldrich, Tryvane, Brennan, wait here and be ready for rapid extraction if needed."

“Aye, Captain,” they all replied, except for Bilbic, with his, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

The warmth of the neural gel faded as he pulled himself from the command pod. Grabbing his sword and helmet from where they hung on the outside of his pod, Thomas quickly donned them. The others followed suit as he approached Halvy and Norsp, who rose from their auxiliary seats. He locked eyes with Halvy as he clasped the boy’s shoulder and asked him, “You remember what I said about interfering, right?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Halvy replied, bowing his head.

“All right then.” He pointed at the sliding door. “Let’s go.”

They filed off the flight deck, making their way to the teleportal. Thorgrim was already there waiting for them when they arrived. He wore his exosuit and carried his hammer. “The odds are Ironside will challenge you the first chance he gets,” he said. “Whatever he does, I’m ready.”

“Speaking of which,” Kaelithan said. “Are you sure you can beat him again, Thomas?”

“I beat him on Kheir-Lossan, and I was exhausted. I have no reason to believe I can’t defeat him again.”

“It’s still risky. I know Lady Aelan said it was important, but⁠—”

“It’s about more than what Lady Aelan said. Lancelot is trapped in his own body. He’s waiting for us to help him. I’m glad she steered us in this direction. Other than having Alorion dub me King, I have no regrets.” He smiled, trying to convey a nonchalance he didn’t really feel. Kaelithan smiled back, also forcing a grin. None of them expected this to be simple.

One by one, they stepped through the portal, exiting into the shadows of the keep’s courtyard. The crumbling citadel rose around them, centuries of ivy growth having claimed large sections of what remained of the walls.

Thomas drew in a deep breath, tasting salt air mixed with something indefinably ancient. The quiet felt oppressive, broken only by the ocean breeze and the soft sound of waves breaking against the island’s cliffs. No birds sang. No insects buzzed. It was as if the very island held its breath.

“He must be inside,” Thomas said, his hand moving to rest on the hilt of Cindlar’s Blade.

They approached the keep's main entrance, massive wooden doors standing already open enough for someone Lancelot’s size to slip through. Thomas put his weight behind pushing one of the doors open further, the rusty hinges groaning in protest as light filtered in, gradually revealing a great hall lined with faded tapestries. Some had fallen off the stone walls to lay on the floor in dusty heaps.

“Well, if he didn’t already know we were here, he does now,” Burl commented in a whisper.

Their footsteps echoed off the stone walls as they moved into the ancient structure, past the tapestries that spoke of lives once lived within these walls. Empty hearths waited for fires that would never burn again, while dust motes danced in shafts of muted sunlight that penetrated the grimy, salt-coated windows.

There was no sign of Ironside. If he heard them coming, he’d decided not to come out to greet them.

The throne room lay at the keep's heart, a high-vaulted chamber dominated by a dais where the White Knight had once held court. Aged, moth-eaten banners hung as ghostly memories from the walls, their colors faded but their heraldry still visible. And there, seated upon Sir Culhwich’s throne, was the Red Knight.

Ironside wore his ancient armor despite its obvious deterioration. Rust had claimed portions of the crimson plate where moisture had penetrated joints and crevices over the centuries. His wolf-helm sat on the chair’s arm, its snarling visage more sad than fierce after so many years exposed to underground elements. A massive fayrilite broadsword rested across his knees, its blade still keen despite the tarnish that dulled its pommel.

He held his head in gauntleted hands as if struggling with pain that went deeper than flesh. His posture spoke of exhaustion that transcended the physical, like the weariness of a soul that had found what it sought only to discover the prize tasted of ashes.

Ironside looked up, and Thomas was startled to see something akin to relief flicker across the Red Knight’s eyes. "Sir Dragon," he said, appearing grateful for interruption of whatever thoughts had been tormenting him. His voice carried hollow echoes in the vaulted chamber. "I wondered when you would find me."

His gaze shifted to scan the assembled group, settling on the hulking form of Sir Norsp with what might have been surprise. "The oath-breaker lives. I expected him to die aboard Visceral with the rest of Turquine's followers. Why would you bring a creature like this with you? Are your oaths also so easily unmade?”

Thomas stepped forward, Arthur's essence flowing through him. "Beings can change when they see the error of their ways and find a cause worth fighting for. Norsp has proven as much.”

"Has he indeed?" Ironside's laugh carried bitter amusement. "And what of your young wizard? Hello, Halvy."

The boy tensed as the Red Knight's attention fell upon him, Arthur's shard beginning to glow around his neck. Magical energy gathered at the boy's fingertips, power responding to his will with increasing intensity.

Ironside noticed the preparation and laughed again, the sound echoing off ancient stones. "What cause did the little death-dealer find to change him from a conduit of suffering to loyal companion? I sensed you in the Telemuter, boy. Felt your consciousness merged with mine through Klingsor's mechanism." The Red Knight leaned forward on his throne, voice dropping to conspiratorial intimacy. "You enjoyed it, didn't you? The power flowing through you, the armies of the dead risen through your power.”

“That's enough," Thomas snapped, but Ironside continued relentlessly.

"Tell me true, young wizard. You enjoyed watching the undead tear apart the defenders on Avalyeth? Their screams provided music for your magic, didn’t they?"

Halvy's concentration shattered under the psychological assault. The magical energy he'd been gathering dissipated like smoke, while Arthur's shard went dark. His pale features contorted as Ironside's words found their mark.

Even worse, Thomas knew the Red Knight wouldn’t lie. The accusations were true. Of course, it was hardly that simple, and he knew it.

"You bastard," Norsp growled, stepping forward with hand moving toward his weapon. “I’ll kill you.”

“You?” Ironside's attention shifted to the former Flayer with greater amusement. "Would you like to challenge me, oath-breaker? I have Sir Lancelot's legendary skill layered atop my own abilities. You lost to Lancelot aboard Visceral during his journey to Kheir-Lossan, didn’t you? How do you imagine you'd fare against me?”

Norsp's hand froze on his sword hilt, self-preservation warring with protective fury. After a long moment, his continued existence won out. He stepped back, jaw clenched with suppressed rage but recognizing the futility of the challenge.

Thomas took another step forward, drawing all attention to himself as Arthur's essence burned bright within his consciousness. "It's clear the fates intend for us to duel one more time, Ironside. You have your armor, your helm, and your sword. You have no more excuses for losing."

The Red Knight rose from the throne, the joints of his worn armor protesting the movement. Thomas could see the metal had recently been reworked, sized down to fit Lancelot’s smaller frame. It was a fine enough job, done as if Ironside had known he was coming and didn’t want to spend too much time on the repairs. It impressed Thomas that Ironside carried the skill to do the work in the first place.

"I accept," Ironside said formally. "But first, you will order Sir Lancelot not to intervene. I won't have him attempting to aid you during our contest as he did on Kheir-Lossan.”

Thomas hesitated. Of course, Ironside knew Lancelot had helped him. Could he defeat the Red Knight alone?

He had to.

"Lancelot," Thomas said clearly, knowing the knight could hear him. “You can’t interfere in this duel, regardless of its outcome. Your honor as a knight binds you to respect single combat." He didn’t need a response from his friend to know he would obey the order.

"Now for terms," Ironside continued. "When I win—and I will win—I keep this body and your crew will provide me transport to wherever I choose. Even Draconia, if I wish to offer my services to your enemy."

“Fine. And if you lose?"

"If I lose, I surrender Sir Lancelot's form and return willingly to my crystal prison. The knight will be free to resume his singular existence."

"Agreed," Thomas said without hesitation.

“And,” Ironside added. “If any of your crew interfere, your honor is forfeit, as are their lives.”

“Agreed.”

Ironside donned his wolf helm and motioned toward the doors. “Let us do this in the courtyard. There’s more room to maneuver.”

Thomas nodded, and they filed out of the throne room, heading for the outside of the keep. As if he were an old friend, rather than an enemy intent on destroying him, Ironside fell into step beside Thomas as they walked.

“You died here,” Thomas said, not letting Ironside get the first word.

“I did,” Ironside replied. “I challenged Sir Culhwich and lost.”

“You challenged all the greatest knights of your day. Why?”

Ironside laughed. “To prove I was the best.”

“That’s kind of a shallow reason, isn’t it?” Thomas asked. “Especially since you weren’t the best.”

Ironside’s eyes, visible through the helm’s cutouts, turned into daggers. “If you’re hoping to get the best of me with barbs, save your breath.”

“I’m not, actually. I’m genuinely curious. I mean, we only found you because of a small article from the day after you died. You were barely mentioned on Vrakos. Probably the rest of the universe never even knew you were gone. All that time, all that killing, and you were completely forgotten.”

Ironside’s hands clenched at his sides. “I was called to the Wastes and replicated. That proved my greatness. My legend.”

“But you did that before you died.” Thomas pressed. “If that proved your greatness, then why did you need to challenge Sir Culhwich? Why did you have to continue? You already had validation that you were one of the best.”

“Because that’s who I am,” Ironside answered, though Thomas could tell his conviction wasn’t as strong as it might have been before.

“That’s who you were,” Thomas countered. “I’m really not trying to get under your skin, but to be honest, it seems to me you wasted your life the first time, and you’re all set to waste it again. Only now, you’re going to take my good friend down with you. Haven’t you learned anything in all these years?”

Ironside didn’t look at him. Didn’t answer. They made the rest of the walk in silence, exiting the keep into the fading afternoon light. The courtyard's ancient stones were about to bear witness to another chapter in the Red Knight's bloody legend. Thomas' crew positioned themselves along the walls, providing clear space for combat while maintaining sight lines for intervention if the duel's terms were violated.

Thomas stepped away from Ironside and drew Cindlar's Blade, the drakhem sword singing as it cleared its scabbard. The ancient weapon was perfectly balanced in his grip, its surface showing the faint purplish glow that marked its unique enchantments. Across from him, Ironside hefted his fayrilite broadsword, testing its weight and balance with movements that spoke of his experience. His armor creaked and groaned with each motion, but it didn’t appear to be encumbering him in the slightest.

They faced each other in the center of the courtyard, two warriors separated by purpose but united in their dedication to the requirements of single combat. The Red Knight raised his blade in formal salute. Thomas returned the gesture with Cindlar's Blade, Arthur's essence flowing through him like molten gold.

The moment hung in the still air for a heartbeat that seemed to stretch into eternity. Around the walls, Thomas' crew watched in tense silence, bound by honor to witness but not interfere.

Only one warrior would walk away alive.


CHAPTER 36


Thomas settled into his fighting stance. Arthur's essence flowed through him like liquid fire, sharpening his senses until he could hear the whisper of wind through cracks in the ancient walls and smell the salt spray carried up from the harbor far below. Every muscle in his body coiled with readiness, every instinct screaming warnings about the opponent before him.

Despite his deteriorated armor, Ironside moved with experienced smoothness, his legendary skill evident in the expert way he held his broadsword. The weapon might have been too large in most hands, but Ironside wielded it as easily as Thomas might a dagger. Rust streaked the crimson plates of his ancient armor and the ill-fitting wolf-helm sat askew on Lancelot’s head, but none of that diminished the aura of deadly competence radiating from him like heat from a blazing forge.

They began to circle each other in the center of the courtyard, each warrior taking the measure of his opponent. Thomas studied Ironside's movement patterns, watching for the subtle shifts in weight that would telegraph the first attack. The Red Knight favored his left side slightly. Perhaps it was the memory of an old wound that didn’t heal quite right. Whatever it was, Thomas noted it as perhaps a weakness.

Arthur's essence pulsed within him, and suddenly Thomas could see the attack coming like a vision of the immediate future. Ironside would feint high, then sweep low, attempting to catch Thomas off-guard with a devastating horizontal slash aimed at his legs.

The vision became reality as Ironside exploded into motion.

Thomas was already moving as the feint began, Cindlar's Blade sweeping down to intercept the real attack. The weapons crashed together with a crack like thunder, the impact sending vibrations up both their sword arms. Thomas pivoted on his back foot, attempting to turn the Red Knight's momentum against him, but Ironside was too experienced to be caught by such a basic technique. He flowed with the deflection, spinning into a reverse strike. Instead of taking Thomas's head off his shoulders, Ironside’s broadsword whistled harmlessly over his head as he dropped into a crouch. Thomas swept Cindlar's blade across the Red Knight’s calf, the drakhem blade slicing cleanly through the oxidized metal and across his flesh.

Blood welled through the gash, bright red against the rusty plate, yet Ironside barely seemed to notice. He whirled with supernatural speed, his broadsword inscribing a perfect arc through the air, his intention to bisect Thomas at his abdominals. He threw himself backward. Even so, the blade caught his breastplate, scoring a line through the dragon emblem on his chest.
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The familiar joy of combat sang through Lancelot’s veins as Ironside pressed his advantage. Sir Dragon was quick, he had to admit that. The way he'd seen through the feint and countered spoke of excellent training and natural instinct, but there was something missing, some quality that separated competent warriors from legends. Despite fighting with precision and determination, he lacked the killing instinct that had made Ironside famous across the galaxy.

He launched himself forward in a berserker's charge, the broadsword weaving patterns of death through the air. Sir Dragon met the assault with desperate skill. His blade danced to intercept each strike, but the sheer ferocity of the attack forced him steadily backward toward the courtyard's back wall.

Ironside felt the rhythm of combat flowing through him like music, each clash of steel adding another note to a symphony of violence he'd been composing for centuries. This was what he was meant for—not contemplation or philosophy, but the pure expression of martial perfection. Here, in the space between heartbeats where life and death hung in the balance, he found the closest thing to peace his soul had ever known.

The broadsword slammed into Sir Dragon’s guard. The desperate block forced the younger man to one knee. Ironside raised his weapon for the finishing blow, already savoring the moment when Lancelot's form would be permanently his.

But Sir Dragon wasn't finished. As the broadsword descended, he threw himself sideways, his blade lashing out as he rolled, the horizontal slash catching Ironside across the back of his thigh. The drakhem stone parted rusted armor like parchment, again drawing blood.

The Red Knight stumbled, his leg nearly buckling as a line of fire shot through Lancelot's nervous system. For a moment, Ironside’s rhythm faltered, allowing Sir Dragon to press his momentary advantage with a series of precise strikes aimed at the gaps in his deteriorated armor.

Clever boy, Ironside thought, admiration mixing with fury as he parried desperately. You're learning.
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Thomas felt the shift in momentum—the way the air in the courtyard seemed to lighten—as Ironside's dominance wavered. The Red Knight was injured now, favoring his wounded leg, the same one he’d earlier exhibited weakness, and for the first time since the duel began, Thomas allowed himself a moment of hope.

Arthur's essence burned brighter within him, feeding off the possibility of victory. He could see the patterns now, the way Ironside compensated for his injury, the slight hesitation in his footwork that created openings. Thomas pressed forward, Cindlar's Blade seeking those gaps with surgical precision.

When Ironside raised his guard to protect his wounded leg, Thomas adjusted his angle to exploit the opening beneath his arm. When the Red Knight shifted weight to his good leg, Thomas was there to punish the imbalance.

But even wounded, Ironside remained incredibly dangerous. His broadsword still commanded respect, each swing carrying enough force to slice him in half. And though slowly, Lancelot’s nanites healed Ironside’s acquired body. Thomas had to remain focused. He couldn't allow himself overconfidence just because he'd twice drawn blood.

The Red Knight proved that point by suddenly abandoning all pretense of defense, throwing himself into a wild assault that traded protection for raw aggression. His broadsword became a whirlwind of steel, each strike delivered with bone-crushing force.

Cindlar's Blade rang like a bell as it intercepted blow after blow, the enchantments in the blade absorbing the bulk of the punishment. Even so, Thomas could feel his strength beginning to flag, the constant defensive actions sapping his energy while Ironside seemed to draw power from his own recklessness.

A horizontal slash once more nearly took Thomas' head off. He ducked as the broadsword passed in such close proximity he could feel the wind it created. Ironside followed with a devastating downward chop, forcing Thomas to stumble backward, the Red Knight’s blade cracking the stone where he had been standing.

Catching Ironside at the end of his thrust, Thomas stepped inside the broadsword's reach to drive Cindlar's Blade into Ironside's exposed flank. The drakhem bit deep, drawing a grunt of pain from the Red Knight as blood began to flow freely from the third wound Thomas had given him. The first had already healed, the second was well on its way there.

Ironside's counterattack, an armored elbow slamming into the side of Thomas's helmet, was immediate and devastating. Before he could recover from the stars exploding across his vision, the Red Knight drove his sword into Thomas’ shoulder joint. Crying out, he stumbled backward, his entire left arm now numb and useless. Ironside rushed forward, driving his knee into Thomas’ solar plexus. He doubled over as the air rushed from his lungs.

The pommel of the broadsword caught Thomas once, twice across the back of his helmet, sending him sprawling face down on the ancient stones. Thomas launched himself into a desperate roll, barely evading the edge of Ironside's blade as it crashed down no more than a hand’s width behind his head, chipping more stone fragments from the courtyard's bailey.

Thomas came up gasping for breath. Blood ran profusely down his dangling arm, and his chest felt like someone had used him for hammer practice. He shook his head, trying to clear his still spotty vision as his blade wove defensive patterns.

Thomas was hurt but alive, and Ironside was still bleeding profusely from the last wound he’d delivered, the old knight’s nanites slow now to heal him.

The duel was still far from over.
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The burn of his last injury added its voice to the symphony of violence surrounding Ironside. It was nothing. Pain was an old companion, as familiar to him as the weight of a sword in his hand. It reminded him that he was alive, that his stolen flesh was responding to his will rather than its original owner's.

Sir Dragon's helmet showed a significant dent where Ironside’s pommel strike had connected. He concentrated on it until the metal split and blood began flowing from beneath the jagged edge. Still, Drake’s stance remained strong, his grip on the drakhem sword steady despite the considerable pain he had to be experiencing.

Drake was resilient, Ironside admitted to himself. More resilient than most. He shifted tactics, abandoning the wild swings for precise, economical strikes aimed at specific targets. Sir Dragon’s shoulder and head wounds were focal points, each attack designed to aggravate the injuries and limit his mobility. He began shaking his head and blinking as if his vision or perhaps his thought process was affected. His footwork began to show strain, his slower movements becoming sluggish, his reflexes more predictable now as pain influenced his choices.

There, Ironside thought as he saw an opening developing. Just a little more pressure...

He feinted toward Thomas's injured shoulder, then reversed direction with liquid grace, the broadsword sweeping toward the younger man's unprotected flank. It should have been a finishing blow, the kind of strike that ended duels decisively. Instead, somehow, Sir Dragon’s blade was suddenly there, in the way, the drakhem absorbing the impact, its enchantments flaring purple as they activated. Momentum from the impact sent Drake staggering sideways, his balance compromised as he fought to stay on his feet.

Ironside ruthlessly pressed his advantage, the broadsword weaving patterns of death as he drove Sir Dragon steadily backward toward the courtyard's wall. Each strike came closer to its target, each parry arriving a fraction of a second later than it should have.

Excalibur’s crew was forced to separate and make room, clearing a path for the combatants just before their leader’s back hit the ancient stones with an audible impact. His opponent trapped against the wall, Ironside closed in for the kill. His broadsword rose high overhead, poised to split the younger man from crown to sternum in a single devastating blow.

But Sir Dragon wasn't finished.

As Ironside’s broadsword began its descent, he threw himself forward in a desperate gambit, his blade leading the charge in a thrust aimed directly at Ironside's heart. The Red Knight twisted aside at the last possible moment, the drakhem sword passing through empty air where his chest had been. The movement threw off his own attack, his broadsword clanging harmlessly against stone as Thomas launched himself into a right shoulder roll, taking him farther away from the wall.

They separated, both breathing heavily now, both showing the cumulative effects of their wounds and prolonged exertion. Ironside's armor bore multiple bloody gouges where Drake’s sword had found its mark, while Sir Dragon, though winded and slowed to a stagger at times, continued a series of thrusts, parries and feints to avoid Ironside’s strikes.

This was the most exhilarating duel Ironside had ever participated in. It was also the most painful, and not just physically. Even as he and Sir Dragon circled, once more measuring one another, memories flooded his mind, blurring the distinction between past and present. Sir Dragon became the White Knight, and on his left flank stood Lirael, her eyes burning with horrified rage at the man who had disturbed their peace.

Lirael, the beautiful woman who attracted him and might have one day become his betrothed. Who might have filled his days with love and tenderness, instead of violence and war.

Who might have saved his life that long ago day, if only he had let her.


CHAPTER 37


Every muscle in Thomas' body protested as he raised Cindlar's blade, the drakhem sword's weight seeming to increase with each thrust or parry. Blood loss was taking its toll, and his shoulder felt like molten metal had been poured into the joint. Below it, he couldn’t feel his arm. Trapped somewhere inside his own body, Lancelot was counting on him, and that knowledge gave him strength beyond what his battered body should have possessed.

Arthur's essence pulsed within him, not with the blazing intensity it had shown at the battle's beginning—but with something steadier—the quiet determination that had allowed the legendary king to unite a galaxy. Thomas drew on that strength, letting it flow through his limbs and sharpen his focus despite the pain.

Ironside was hurt, too. Thomas could see that clearly. The Red Knight's movements had lost some of their fluidity, becoming more mechanical as fatigue and injury took their toll beyond what Lancelot’s nanites appeared to be able to quickly heal.

One mistake, Thomas thought. That's all it will take to end this either way.

Thomas stepped forward, Cindlar's Blade moving in a series of probing attacks designed to test Ironside's defenses anew. The Red Knight parried expertly, but Thomas could see the strain in his movements, the way each deflection lagged, only keeping up because of Thomas’ own fatigue.

The observation gave him hope, but also urgency. If Ironside decided that he was losing the battle of attrition, he might abandon all caution for one final, desperate assault.

His broadsword came up in a formal salute, a gesture that seemed odd given the circumstances. Thomas returned the salute automatically, but something about Ironside's demeanor sent warning bells through his consciousness. The Red Knight's breathing had changed, becoming deeper, more controlled. Thomas didn’t trust him at all. He had a feeling that whatever tactic he had planned next was going to come out of left field.

Ironside began to circle him, the broadsword held in a deceptively casual guard, a picture of coiled tension. The way his weight shifted subtly forward onto the balls of his feet…this wasn't retreat or hesitation; it was the calm before the storm.

Without warning, Ironside reversed direction mid-step, his blade sweeping in a horizontal arc aimed at Thomas's head. Thomas anticipated the move, throwing himself backward to avoid it. The Red Knight flowed with the momentum, spinning into a devastating backhand that forced Thomas to duck at the last moment as steel whistled overhead.

Thomas tried to counter-attack, but Ironside was already moving again, his broadsword exhibiting complex patterns that came from every direction at once. High, low, thrust, slash, each strike blended seamlessly into the next as the Red Knight unleashed a masterwork of swordplay that belonged in the halls of legend.

Frantically working Cindlar's Blade to intercept attacks that came faster than he thought possible, Thomas was forced to steadily give ground. His drakhem blade echoed with each impact, its enchantments the only thing preventing both blade and wielder from breaking under the relentless assault.

A feint toward his wounded shoulder drew Thomas' guard high, leaving him open for the genuine deadly attack—a rising cut catching him across the ribs, parting his armor like cloth. Thomas gasped, stumbling sideways as steel bit into flesh. Blood welled, flowing freely from the pernicious wound.

Ironside pressed his advantage without mercy, driving Thomas back until the backs of his thighs hit the side of the well in the center of the courtyard. Trapped, with nowhere left to retreat, Thomas raised Cindlar's Blade to desperately guard against the Red Knight’s onslaught as he closed in for the kill.

Ironside raised the broadsword high. Thomas had only one chance to avoid the lethal blow. As it descended, Thomas threw himself forward in a last ditch gambit. He knew Ironside would land a blow across his back, but as luck would have it, it was nothing more than a glancing blow sliding off his armor. He also benefited by positioning himself inside Ironside's reach.

He thrust Cindlar's Blade upward, seeking the gap beneath the Red Knight's arm, another spot where rust had eaten away at his armored protection. The deadly drakhem found its mark, punching through the weakened metal to bite deep into Ironside’s flesh. He roared in pain and fury, his elbow slamming down with crushing force on the back of Thomas' bleeding head. Stars exploded again across Thomas' vision as he crumpled to his knees, Cindlar's Blade slipping from his nerveless fingers.

The Red Knight staggered backward, bright red blood flowing from the wound to his side. He clutched at the wound, but he still held onto his weapon in the other hand, standing there while Thomas knelt defenseless on the ancient stones. “Regain your weapon, Sir Dragon,” Ironside said, his voice heavy with both pain and respect. “We shall finish this as true knights, not with me dishonored by striking an unarmed opponent.”

His vision swimming as consciousness threatened to abandon him, Thomas didn’t say it, but he was grateful for the momentary respite. He found Cindlar’s Blade on the stone beside him, closed his fingers around the grip, and pulled himself upright, using the weapon as support. He shook his head, the world still whirling around him in a dizzying diorama. Blood filled his mouth from where his teeth had gashed the inside of his mouth. He tried to spit it out.

“Are you ready?” Ironside asked.

His honor was all that had given Thomas precious moments to steady himself. Even so, he wasn’t ready, but he knew it would be equally dishonorable to delay. He nodded. “Yes.”

They faced each other once more, both warriors pushed beyond their limits. Blood flowed freely from multiple wounds to both men, their breathing labored, their movements showing the strain of prolonged combat.

But neither would yield.

Both warriors committed fully to their attacks, they came together in a fresh clash of blades. They danced back and forth across the courtyard, their weapons meeting with a resounding crash that sent shockwaves reverberating through their arms while Thomas’ crew—his friends—watched helplessly from the sidelines.

Finally, they came together, meeting in a blade lock. For a moment they were static as each warrior poured his remaining strength into the contest. Then Thomas felt something give way in his grip, a subtle shift that told him his strength was finally failing beyond the ability of Arthur’s essence to compensate. Despite Thomas’ desperate resistance, Ironside’s broadsword began to push Cindlar’s Blade slowly aside.

No! The thought flashed like lightning across Thomas’ mind. Not like this. Not when I'm so close.

But his body had reached its limits. The accumulated damage from the long battle, the blood loss, the sheer physical exhaustion had all combined to betray him at the crucial moment. His guard collapsed, leaving him exposed as Ironside's broadsword swept through the gap.
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Ironside felt the moment of victory approaching like sunrise after a long night, sweet and inevitable. Sir Dragon's defenses had crumbled. Lancelot’s training hadn’t been enough. Arthur’s essence wasn’t enough. The younger man's strength was finally failing after their prolonged battle.

Guided by centuries of experience and the desperate hunger of a legend refusing to fade, Ironside’s broadsword met minimal resistance as it swept Thomas’ blade aside, seeking to deliver the killing blow. This was what he had been created for, the moment of triumph when skill and will converged to claim victory from the jaws of defeat.

Sir Dragon stumbled backward, his balance compromised as exhaustion finally claimed him. Ironside followed relentlessly, his broadsword weaving through the air. The younger man tried to raise his guard one final time, but his sword trembled in his grip, too heavy for an arm that had given everything it had to give, the other one useless.

The Red Knight's fayrilite blade swept aside the feeble defense like a scythe through wheat, seeking the weak points in Sir Dragon’s armor with unerring accuracy. There, between the breastplate and pauldron, where the joint left flesh exposed. The perfect target for a killing thrust.

Ironside committed everything to the strike, pouring the last of his strength into the blow that would end both the duel and his long quest for validation. The broadsword's point drove forward, aimed directly at Sir Dragon’s heart.

Thomas tried one last desperate parry, his blade moving to intercept the thrust, but he was too slow, too weak, too broken by the sustained battle. His drakhem sword barely deflected the attack, changing its angle by a mere two or three inches rather than stopping it entirely.

But those inches made all the difference.

Instead of piercing Sir Dragon’s heart, the broadsword's point caught him in the shoulder, punching through armor and flesh to emerge from his back in a spray of crimson.

Thomas gasped and dropped his sword. His knees buckled as shock and exhaustion sapped the last of his strength.

Ironside wrenched the blade free and stepped back, watching as Sir Dragon collapsed to the ancient stones. The duel was over. Victory belonged to the Red Knight, as it always had.

As it always would.

But as he stood over his fallen opponent, broadsword dripping with Sir Dragon’s blood, Ironside felt no satisfaction. Only emptiness, vast and cold as the void between stars. He had won, but what had he truly gained? Another borrowed moment of glory? Another hollow echo of past greatness?

Sir Dragon lay motionless on the courtyard stones, blood beginning to pool beneath his arm. Around them, his crew stood frozen in shock, their faces reflecting the sudden and brutal reality of their leader's defeat.

The Red Knight raised his bloodied blade toward the dying light of afternoon, claiming his victory before witnesses who could carry word of it across the galaxy. But the gesture felt hollow, meaningless, a pretense of triumph that could not fill the aching void where purpose should have resided.

He had won the duel. But in that moment of victory, Ironside wondered if he had lost something far more valuable—the chance to be more than just an echo of what he had once been.

The Red Knight stood victorious, but utterly alone.
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Thomas lay gasping on the stones, each breath coming harder than the last. Inside him, Arthur's essence continued struggling to heal his wounds, the efforts beginning to flicker within him like a candle in a storm.

Through failing vision, he could see the rest of his crew, their faces reflecting horror and disbelief. Halvy stood frozen, Arthur's shard dim around his neck, tears streaming down the young wizard's pale cheeks. Norsp trembled with barely contained rage, one hand gripping his sword hilt, the other on Halvy’s quaking shoulder, offering comfort.

Beside them, Thorgrim’s face was beet red with fury and fear, but he couldn’t act to save his captain. None of them could. Honor bound them as surely as chains, the sacred laws of single combat preventing any intervention, any attempt to save him despite their anguish. Thomas had agreed to those terms, had accepted the consequences of defeat, and now they all had to live with the results.

Thomas’ eyes finally settled on Kaelithan’s. His friend’s face had paled, a single track of moisture trailing down his jaw. The blood spreading beneath him carried with it the hopes of a galaxy that had dared to believe in redemption. Around him, the courtyard spun in his vision, the weathered walls blurring together as shock claimed more and more of his awareness. Only grim thoughts remained.

So this is how it would end. All of it. The rebellion, the hope, the dream of a better galaxy. Why Aelan? Is this what you foresaw? Will my death lead to a brighter future for Avalon? If so, it was the only silver lining he could find. If so, then perhaps it would all be worthwhile.

Ironside stepped closer, his bloodied broadsword gleaming in the fading afternoon light. The Red Knight's wolf-helm shrouded his borrowed features, but Thomas saw something unexpected in those familiar mismatched eyes—not triumph, but a hollow emptiness that spoke of victory's bitter taste.

The broadsword's point came to rest against Thomas's chest, the fayrilite pressing through his armor as though it were cloth to touch the skin above his heart. One more thrust, delivered with what might be all that remained of Ironside’s strength, would end everything Thomas had fought to accomplish.

"Any final words?" Ironside asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Thomas tried again to speak, but only blood emerged from his lips. Arthur's essence was still trying valiantly to help him. In moments, he would be gone, and with him the last hope for Avalon's redemption.

He thought of Lancelot, trapped somewhere within his own flesh. His friend had remained silent throughout the duel, bound by honor not to interfere despite the cost. But Thomas knew Lancelot could see everything that had happened. He would be forced to witness the failure of everything they had worked to achieve.

I'm sorry, Thomas projected the thought with the last of his strength, hoping somehow Lancelot could hear him. I tried. I'm sorry I wasn't strong enough.

You did all you could, Merlin replied as the only one who could hear him. You fought as bravely as Arthur ever did. I’m sorry I failed you, my boy. Your Majesty.

The broadsword pressed deeper, its tip finding the gap between his ribs where it could reach his heart with minimal resistance. His quest would end in failure on the stones of a forgotten keep.

Ironside stood motionless above him, the weapon poised to deliver death, victorious but somehow diminished by the very completeness of his triumph. The Red Knight had reclaimed his legend, had proven his superiority through strength of arms, but the hollow expression in his eyes suggested the price of victory might have been higher than he'd anticipated.

Around them, as the fayrilite blade hovered at the threshold between life and death, the ancient stones of Olenwynd held their breath, waiting to witness the conclusion of a duel that would reshape the fate of the galaxy.

Time hung suspended in that instant, balanced on the knife's edge of destiny, one heartbeat away from the end of hope, one breath away from the victory of despair.

The tip of Ironside's blade pressed against Thomas's chest, promising an end to everything he'd fought to accomplish.

Merlin hadn’t failed him.

He had failed them all.
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Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed the book! For more information on the next installment in the series, please visit mrforbes.com/thestarshipinthestone10


OTHER BOOKS BY M.R FORBES


Want more M.R. Forbes? Of course you do!

View my complete catalog here

mrforbes.com/books

Or on Amazon:

mrforbes.com/amazon

Starship For Sale (Starship For Sale)

mrforbes.com/starshipforsale

When Ben Murdock receives a text message offering a fully operational starship for sale, he’s certain it has to be a joke.

Already trapped in the worst day of his life and desperate for a way out, he decides to play along. Except there is no joke. The starship is real. And Ben’s life is going to change in ways he never dreamed possible.

All he has to do is sign the contract.

Joined by his streetwise best friend and a bizarre tenant with an unseverable lease, he’ll soon discover that the universe is more volatile, treacherous, and awesome than he ever imagined.

And the only thing harder than owning a starship is staying alive.

Wraith (The Convergence War)

mforbes.com/wraith

A retired captain. An experimental starship. A war like no other.

When the research starship Galileo vanishes without a trace, the powers-that-be are quick to bury the incident, eager to prevent escalating tensions that could lead to war. As a former POW, Soren refuses to give the ship up for lost.

His daughter is one of the missing.

Taking matters into his own hands, Soren starts pulling strings and calling in favors, determined to launch a clandestine mission to bring Galileo home. When an old friend offers him a ship for the operation, he expects a rusty relic headed for the scrapyard.

Instead, he's given the Wraith—an unfinished, experimental starship with plenty of potential and just as many problems. A marvel of engineering…if his crew can keep her running. 

They’d better. 

Because Galileo’s disappearance is just the beginning. War is coming to the Federation from the most unlikely of places.

And Soren may be the only one who can stop it.

Forgotten (The Forgotten)

mrforbes.com/theforgotten

Complete series box set:

mrforbes.com/theforgottentrilogy

Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

Until a malfunction forces his wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

Until now.

Man of War (Rebellion)

mrforbes.com/manofwar

Complete series box set:

mrforbes.com/rebellion-web

In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

Earth was lost.

It was never forgotten.

Fifty-two years have passed.

A message from home has been received.

The time to fight for what is ours has come.

Welcome to the rebellion.

Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

Not for long.

The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

Be careful what you wish for.

They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


M.R. Forbes is the mind behind a growing number of Amazon best-selling science fiction series. Having spent his childhood trying to read every sci-fi novel he could find (and write his own too), play every sci-fi video game he could get his hands on, and see every sci-fi movie that made it into the theater, he has a true love of the genre across every medium. He works hard to bring that same energy to his own stories, with a continuing goal to entertain, delight, fascinate, and surprise.

He maintains a true appreciation for his readers and is always happy to hear from them.

To learn more or just say hello:

Visit the website:

mrforbes.com

Send an e-mail:

michael@mrforbes.com

Check out his Facebook page:

facebook.com/mrforbes.author

Join his Facebook fan group:

facebook.com/groups/mrforbes

Follow on Instagram:

instagram.com/mrforbes_author

Find on Goodreads:

goodreads.com/mrforbes

Follow on Bookbub:

bookbub.com/authors/m-r-forbes

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc35W.jpg
Quirky





cover1.jpeg
THE STARSHIP IN THE STONE BOOK NINE
M.R.FORBES





OEBPS/image_rsrc35Y.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc35X.jpg





