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CHAPTER 1


Excalibur emerged from the wormhole near Avalyeth, the tunnel from Gryphon’s Roost through spacetime closing behind them as they returned to normal space. Through the command pod, Thomas felt the shift as the ship stabilized, his expanded consciousness registering every minute adjustment. He sensed the vastness of space unfold before them in a tapestry of stars, punctuated by the blue-green jewel of the Druid planet hanging in the distance.

“Emergence complete,” Tivan reported. "We've exited well beyond the planet's standard sensor range."

"Maintaining minimal energy signature," Garant added. "We're running as quiet as possible."

Thomas directed Excalibur's external sensors in a sweeping sphere around them, searching for any sign of Draconite patrols or surveillance satellites. The data flowed directly through his mind, with no immediate threats detected. The energy signatures of the huge number of vessels in orbit around the planet were only visible at this distance because of their sheer volume.

"I have Arondight," Tryvane announced. "Sir Lancelot's maintaining position approximately thirty thousand kilometers to starboard."

Thomas opened a comms channel. "Lancelot, do you copy?”

A moment passed before the knight's weathered face materialized in their shared consciousness. "Loud and clear, Sir Dragon. I’ll remain here, outside Avalyeth's long-range sensor grid. The orbital traffic is much heavier than I expected.”

"Heavier in what way?" Thomas asked.

“From the energy readings, I’m guessing there are a number of Draconite warships in high orbit. Plus an unusual amount of Druid vessels moving between the surface and low orbit. Something has them stirred up."

A ripple of concern passed through the neural interface, the emotion bleeding from one consciousness to another. Thomas felt Arthur's essence stir within him as well, a warm counterpoint to the cold touch of anxiety.

“It could be a response to Turquine's activities," Gareth suggested, his thoughts sharp with analytical focus.

"Or fallout from our previous visit,” Burl added.

"Either way, it complicates our approach,” Thomas said. "Kael, you mentioned using a glamour to disguise us when we reached Avalyeth. How exactly do you plan to hide a ship this size from that much orbital traffic?"

“If you recall,” Kaelithan replied, a hint of mischief coloring his tone, “I didn’t explicitly mention a glamour on Excalibur. I told you that they wouldn’t see us coming.”

“So what did you have in mind?" Aldrich asked, showing his professional interest in the problem.

"Not a disguise," the wizard answered. "Concealment. Complete invisibility."

“You can do that?” Percival questioned in surprise.

“How?" Burl asked, his obvious disbelief radiating through the interface.

“Arthur's shard makes many things possible that weren't before,” the wizard explained. “The spell is complex, but manageable. And once we're near the collectors in the ancient caves, I can draw on their power to maintain the enchantment for some time.”

“Arondight can be rendered invisible,” Thomas added. “It’s just an enchantment like any other.”

“Not just an enchantment,” Kael corrected. “And not like any other. The spell affects perception itself. It doesn't just bend light, it redirects attention. For lack of a better description, anyone looking directly at us simply fails to notice. Their attention slides away, finding something else to focus on. Sensors operated by sentient beings suffer the same effect. The operators simply don't register the readings."

Thomas considered this. “What about automated systems?”

“They’ll still detect us," Kaelithan admitted, "which is why we'll need to approach carefully and why we can’t land too close to Primaltree. We’ll register on the automated grid regardless, but so long as we don’t appear to be a threat, control will assume it’s a glitch or anomaly and ignore us.”

“Are you sure?” Gareth asked. “Given what’s happened here, they’re likely at a higher state of alert.”

“It’s a risk we need to take,” Kaelithan answered.

"And once we're on the surface?" Tryvane asked. "What then?"

“Business as usual. I’ll disguise us as Druids. We won’t stand out at all.”

Silence fell across the neural interface as each crew member processed the information. Thomas felt their various reactions—Gareth's cautious acceptance, the twins' intrigued curiosity, Burl's lingering skepticism, and Aldrich's professional assessment of the advantages. Through it all ran an undercurrent of tension. They all understood the stakes.

"Kael, how soon can you cast the spell?" Thomas asked.

"We need to approach the edge of their sensor range. I'll be ready by the time we reach it."

Thomas directed Excalibur forward, the legendary vessel responding instantly to his mental commands, before re-establishing communication with Lancelot. "We're proceeding toward the planet. Kael intends to make us invisible. Well, not exactly invisible. Impossible to perceive, I guess. Maintain your position and be ready to respond quickly if we call for help.”

“Of course,” Lancelot replied. "I'll monitor your progress and remain ready to intervene if necessary. Be careful, Thomas. Avalyeth has never been friendly territory, and after your last visit they'll be doubly alert."

"We'll be careful,” Thomas assured him before ending the communication.

As Excalibur moved closer to Avalyeth, the details of the forest world grew clearer through their sensors. Thomas directed additional scans toward the orbital zones, noting the patterns of patrol ships with growing concern. The traffic wasn't just heavier than normal, it was organized with military efficiency, reinforcing the heightened state of alert.

“Approaching sensor range," Garant announced, his thoughts colored with tension.

"Kael? You’re on," Thomas prompted.

"I'm ready. Everyone prepare yourselves. You may feel a little…unusual as the spell takes hold. It’ll pass quickly.”

Through his pod’s clear canopy, Thomas watched Kaelithan lift the shard above his head. As he channeled through the artifact, Arthur's essence resonated again within Thomas. He sensed the crystal shard’s power like a half-forgotten melody suddenly remembered. It was strange but not uncomfortable. Streams of golden energy followed the movements of Kaelithan’s free hand.

What happened next was difficult for Thomas to process. The neural interface transmitted not just the physical sensations but the arcane perceptions accompanying Kaelithan's spell-casting. The strands of energy flowed from the wizard's hands and expanded outward, passing through the bulkhead where Thomas sensed it wrapping around the hull. Excalibur shimmered in Thomas' expanded awareness, reality bending as the enchantment took hold.

“What is this?” Brennan asked, his mental signature flickering with disorientation.

“By the stars,” Percival whispered through the interface, his thoughts tinged with awe and discomfort.

"The spell is taking effect," Kaelithan explained, his voice steady despite the obvious concentration required to maintain the complex enchantment. "What you're experiencing is the sensation of being removed from perception."

Thomas tried to articulate the bizarre feeling. It was as if he simultaneously existed and didn't exist, as if Excalibur had become a blind spot in reality itself. The sensation wasn't painful, but it created a peculiar sense of dislocation, as if they were slightly out of phase with the universe around them.

"Is it working?" Burl demanded, his thoughts sharp with skepticism.

"We're about to find out," Tivan replied grimly. "We're entering their sensor range now."

The crew fell silent as Excalibur continued its approach toward Avalyeth. Through the ship's external sensors, Thomas monitored the patrol vessels ahead, searching for any sign that they'd been detected. A Draconite destroyer moved across their projected course, while further ahead a cluster of Druid craft maintained a patrol pattern near the upper atmosphere.

"They're not reacting to our presence," Tryvane observed cautiously.

"Not yet," Gareth replied, his thoughts guarded.

Thomas kept his focus on Excalibur's sensors, gathering as much information as possible. The data that flowed back painted a troubling picture of Avalyeth's current state. The increase in Draconite military presence wasn’t limited to additional ships in orbit. As near as he could tell, enemy ground operations had also increased significantly since their last visit.

Thomas guided Excalibur on a careful trajectory, threading between the patrol routes and maintaining maximum distance from both Druid and Draconite vessels. The tension across the neural interface grew as they closed on the planet, everyone acutely aware that discovery would mean immediate conflict against overwhelming odds.

"A Draconite corvette is altering course" Tivan suddenly reported, highlighting a vessel that had broken from its patrol pattern. "It's heading directly toward our position."

“Steady,” Thomas instructed, as much to himself as to the others, a surge of adrenaline coursing through him. Before he could entirely calm himself, the neural interface amplified the sensation, sharing it across the entire crew. Brennan’s urge to change course suddenly filtered through the interface. “Don't make any sudden maneuvers. If Kaelithan's right, they can't perceive us directly.”

Trusting Kaelithan's magic while mentally preparing contingency options if the spell should fail, Thomas kept Excalibur on course. As the Draconite corvette approached, its sleek, predatory design evoking its species' heritage. Thomas noted the weapons ports along its flanks remained closed. It was the active scanning beams sweeping the space around them that concerned him.

"They're conducting an active sensor sweep," Garant reported, his thoughts tight with tension.

"Their sensors are passing right through us," Brennan added with disbelief. "I'm reading the scan energy, but there's no indication they're registering our presence."

The corvette continued on its course, passing so close to Excalibur that Thomas could see individual details of its hull plating through the external sensors. Plates of black metal overlapped in patterns reminiscent of dragon scales, beautiful and threatening in equal measure. The vessel moved past them without slowing, its crew apparently oblivious to the legendary ship in their midst.

"They didn't see us," Burl said, amazement coloring his thoughts.

"The spell is working," Kaelithan announced. "But maintaining it requires constant effort. We should proceed quickly to the surface."

“Adjusting course, Kael,” Thomas said, plotting the most direct path to the planet while avoiding the heaviest concentrations of patrol ships.

As they descended toward Avalyeth's atmosphere, the majestic scale of the forest world became increasingly apparent. “There's Primaltree and the Prime Grove.” Tryvane highlighted a particularly massive tree complex.

“The collectors are a few klicks west of the tree.” Thomas recalled their journey from Wyldentree to the ancient caves. A journey guided by Halvy and Ryn.

The thought of Halvy lit a new fire in Thomas’ gut, further fueled by Arthur’s essence. Halvy had paid dearly for his participation in their effort to recruit Kaelithan. He would do anything to see the boy free of Turquine’s grip and returned to his former self.

“We need to land near the collectors,” Kaelithan reminded them.

“I see a plateau in that area,” Brennan said, marking it for all of them. “One of the few breaks in the trees, and large enough for us to land.”

Thomas displayed the marker on the projection suspended in the center of the pod ring. “Kael, is that close enough?”

“It’s perfect,” the wizard replied.

“In that case, we’re going in.”

Thomas directed Excalibur toward the landing site, the ship descending through Avalyeth's atmosphere. The plateau Brennan had picked out stood like an island in the sea of massive trees, its grayish stone surface mostly bare except for a few patches of stubborn vegetation clinging to cracks in the rock. At its edges, the colossal trunks of Avalyeth's native trees rose like the pillars of some titanic temple, their lowest branches still at least a fifty meters above the ground.

“I think I see landing marks on the stone,” Percival relayed. “We aren’t the first ship to land here.”

”That must be where Sir Lancelot landed before he attacked us in the caves,” Burl offered.

“Lancelot attacked you?” Pervical replied. “And you lived to tell the tale?”

“Only because he spared us,” Thomas answered.

“Because you didn’t shoot him when you could have,” Burl reminded him.

“I’m just glad none of us died that day. And that we cleared up our misunderstandings.”

Thomas carefully positioned Excalibur for landing near one edge of the plateau, directly over Arondight’s prior marks. Excalibur settled in a hover over the stone surface with barely a tremor. As the engines powered down to standby mode, Thomas maintained awareness of their surroundings, monitoring for any sign that their arrival had been detected.

"We've landed successfully. No indication of alarm or response from Primaltree or the orbital vessels."

"The spell is holding," Kaelithan confirmed. "But I need to establish a more permanent enchantment if we're going to maintain the ship’s invisibility during our absence."

"Gareth, you'll remain in command of Excalibur," Thomas directed. "Tryvane, Brennan, and Aldrich will stay with you."

"Understood," Gareth acknowledged.

"Tivan, Garant, Burl, Percival, and myself will form the away team, along with Kael and Merlin. We’ll make our way to Primaltree. Gareth, if we run into trouble, we may need a quick retrieval.”

“We’ll be ready,” Gareth promised. “And we’ll bring Lancelot with us. Just don’t expect me to abandon you again to protect Excalibur.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

As Thomas emerged from his pod, he immediately noted the strain on Kaelithan's face. The wizard's normally composed features showed evidence of the effort required to maintain the concealment spell, and the shard of Arthur's crystal glowed with steady intensity against his chest.

"Are you sure you can keep this spell up?” Thomas asked.

Kaelithan nodded, touching the crystal shard. “It’s not like before. The amulet provides the link between me and the spell, offloading the greatest portion of the effort. But I can’t draw magical energy from it and use it as a proxy at the same time. Now that we’re near the collectors, there’s plenty of arcane power to use. Enough that no one will notice the draw.”

“Which you planned for all along,” Thomas said.

“It’s my fault Halvy is in this mess.”

“How do you figure that?”

“He wanted to come with us. I pushed for him to stay. If he had been on Excalibur…”

“Maybe it wouldn’t be Halvy who joined Turquine, but it would be a different Druid,” Thomas countered. “Probably one of Grenyth’s other students. Whatever they did to him, they can do to others. We need to stop it, not just because it’s Halvy.”

“But it is Halvy, and that makes it more personal.”

“I can’t argue with you there.” Thomas turned to the assembled away team. “Let’s head to the armory.”

The away team exited the bridge, making their way to the teleportal and through it to Deck Four. Thomas could sense the heightened nerves of the others even without the neural interface to pass their emotions on to him. They were all eager, both for and terrified of the mission. Not only because they might get caught, but also because of what horrible things they might discover.

The armory doors slid open as they approached, revealing the racks of weapons and protective equipment.

"Light combat gear and shield bracers,” Thomas instructed as they entered. "We need to remain mobile and inconspicuous, but I want everyone protected in case things go sideways.”

“When don’t things go sideways?” Burl asked.

“We made it to the planet without being seen, thanks to Kaelithan,” Tivan said. “They didn’t go sideways that time.”

“True, but this is all part of the same mission. Just you wait.”

“Such a negative attitude, big man,” Percival said, picking out a suit of light, leather-like armor from one of the racks.

“You only say that because you’re new,” Burl replied. “You’ll see. I’m not saying we’ll end up on the wrong side of fate. I’m just saying things will go sideways. Sir Dragon has a knack for getting us both in and out of trouble.”

Thomas chuckled. “I do have a knack for that, don’t I?”

“What more can I say?” Burl responded.

“Nothing would be a good choice.” This time, Burl chuckled.

Their nerves dispelled with a dose of Burl’s humor, Thomas finished changing into the padded armor, adding a rich crimson cloak before strapping the fayrilite blade to his hip, along with an energy blaster. The others equipped similarly, each gathering their weapons of choice once they’d donned their armor.

The armory doors opened again to admit Merlin's spy GOLEM. The tiny mechanical scurried across the floor and up one of the equipment racks with surprising speed.

"I see you've decided on the minimum configuration," Thomas observed as the small GOLEM reached his eye level.

"Size has its advantages for infiltration," Merlin replied, the GOLEM’s blue eyes glowing with the same intelligence that animated his larger mechanicals. He hopped from the rack to Thomas’ shoulder before vanishing under the cloak. “And you appear to have fighters already,” he added, his muffled voice coming from under the folds of material swept back over Thomas’ right shoulder.

“I trust your judgement,” Thomas replied, looking around the armory at his away team. Kaelithan remained near the entrance, having added only a long, hooded, blade-resistant coat over his simple shirt and pants. The wizard didn’t take a weapon, but he didn’t need one. He was the weapon. “Everyone ready?”

After the others offered acknowledgement, Thomas led them from the armory back to the teleportal. He motioned them to follow him through, stepping into the glowing blue portal and emerging through its sister construct that Merlin had lowered to the rocky plateau.

His first sensory impression was the smell, bringing to mind the rich, damp bouquet of Earth's deepest forests, yet carrying undertones that were utterly alien. He breathed in deeply, a sense of Arthur's memories of the planet and its smells seeping into his consciousness. Thomas realized the king had been a regular visitor here. Although Avalyeth had been quick to surrender to Morgana after Arthur’s disappearance, the Druids had obviously been stalwart allies prior to the loss.

Perhaps they could be allies again with the right motivation.

Thomas and his team stood on the plateau, the stone beneath their feet worn smooth by centuries of wind and rain. Around them, the massive trunks of Avalyeth's titanic trees rose like living skyscrapers, their bark textured in patterns reminiscent of ancient fortifications. Looking up, Thomas expected to see through Excalibur to the sky. Instead, he saw the ship’s hull as plain as day.

“Kael?” he said, a wave of sudden panic passing through him. “What⁠—”

“Relax,” Kaelithan replied calmly. “The enchantment is one of perception. You know Excalibur is there, so you can see her.”

“But the ship is cloaked, right?”

“If it weren’t, we would be surrounded by Druid patrol ships by now.”

Thomas nodded, accepting the truth his eyes couldn’t see.

Kaelithan raised his hands, channeling energy from the shard into a complex pattern of gestures. Thomas felt a tingling sensation—nothing uncomfortable, but distinctly foreign—wash over him. As the spell took effect, it was as if his skin became slightly too loose for his body.

"Anyone who sees us will perceive us as they would any other Druid—unremarkable and easily forgettable."

"How long will the glamour last?" Burl asked, examining his transformed appearance.

"Long enough," Kaelithan assured him.

Trusting Kael knew the limits of his ability, Thomas surveyed their surroundings to get his bearings. In the distance, beyond the dense tangle of roots and undergrowth, he could just make out the massive silhouette of Primaltree—their destination and the center of Druid power on Avalyeth—against the horizon.

"We know the way," he said, drawing on memories from their previous visit. "Stay alert, stay together, and if anyone stops us, let Kael or me do the talking.” With a final glance back at where Excalibur floated just above the plateau, Thomas led his team toward the edge where he found an easy natural path for descent to the forest floor.

As they took their first steps down into the twilight realm, the outcome of their journey remained uncertain but the necessity of it was beyond question. Somewhere on Avalyeth were answers about Halvy and what Turquine had done to him.

And Thomas was determined to find them.


CHAPTER 2


Unlike the unyielding stone plateau where they’d left Excalibur, the forest floor of Avalyeth—a mix of ancient fallen leaves, soft loam, and a network of roots—gave slightly with each step. The damp air settled on Thomas' skin, leaving him coated in dew. His senses, aided by Arthur's essence, detected layers of fragrance—the sweet decay of vegetation, the sharp tang of fungi, and something else uniquely Avalyethian that defied easy categorization.

"Stay close," Kaelithan warned as they moved deeper beneath the canopy. "The light fades quickly under the trees."

He wasn't exaggerating. The colossal trunks surrounding them rose hundreds of meters into the air, the dense interlocking canopy far above their heads already dimming the light from Avalyeth's sun. The lower they got the darker it got, the muted, bluish shafts struggling to reach the forest floor.

"This doesn't feel like a forest," Percival commented quietly, his head tilted back as he tried to comprehend the scale of the trees. "It's more like walking through the support columns of some massive living cathedral."

"That's not far off," Kaelithan replied, his voice low. “The trees house thousands of inhabitants, many of the homes and businesses grown from the wood through years of careful enchantment, mingled with traditional structures built on platforms which are balanced on the branches.”

Thomas led them carefully between massive roots that arched above the forest floor like flying buttresses. Some rose as high as three meters before plunging back into the soil, creating natural archways tall enough to walk beneath without ducking. Bioluminescent fungi clung to the bark in patches, casting eerie blue-green light that supplemented the dim illumination from above.

"How far to Primaltree?" Garant asked, his hand resting on his concealed weapon.

"About twelve kilometers," Kaelithan answered. “We’ll pass Wyldentree first. That’s where I studied magic with Grenyth and Halvy.”

“Quarantine wasn’t in Primaltree, was it?” Thomas asked, referring to the first place Excalibur had landed on the planet. It had only been him, Merlin and Amren back then. Damn, he missed his friend.

“No,” Kaliethan replied. “Quarantine is in the Quartree, so named because it was the fourth tree settled by the Druids. Primaltree, Doubletree, Triumtree, Quartree.”

“How many settled trees are there?” Percival asked.

“Twelve around Primaltree, plus Wyldentree, thus named because it is outside the perimeter of the Druidic center and was home to offworlders and outcasts. That’s only the Prime Grove. There are additional groves on the planet, each with a similar number of trees.”

“How many live on Primaltree?”

“Nearly a quarter of a million.”

Percival whistled. “I can’t even begin to imagine what that looks like. So many beings living in a tree like that.”

“Me neither,” Thomas agreed.

“Maybe we should have parked closer,” Garant commented.

“There was nowhere closer to land,” Tivan replied. “You saw the same thing we did.”

“We'll need to move carefully,” Thomas said. “Judging by the activity we’ve seen so far, it’s safe to assume there are patrols on the forest floor as well as in the trees.”

“I wonder who or what they’re looking for,” Burl said. “It can’t be us. It’s been months since we were here.”

“Unless Morgana suspects we might return,” Merlin said. “If she knows about Halvy and thinks we might know about him.”

“I’m sure the reasons will make themselves apparent in time,” Kaelithan said. “For now, the important thing is not to be caught before we can get to the bottom of this.”

They continued forward, following a narrow path that wound between the massive trunks. The undergrowth was sparser than Thomas might have expected for a forest, likely due to the limited light reaching the floor. Instead of dense bushes, the vegetation consisted primarily of phosphorescent fungi, moss carpets, and occasionally, strange fern-like plants that curled away from their touch as they passed.

Tivan stopped suddenly, raising a hand in warning. "Movement ahead," he whispered, pointing through a gap between two enormous roots.

Thomas signaled for everyone to take cover. They crouched behind the natural barricade formed by the roots, peering carefully through the gaps. About fifty meters ahead, a Draconite patrol moved through the forest with methodical efficiency. Six soldiers in the distinctive black scale armor of the Imperial forces, led by a sergeant whose red shoulder markings caught the dim light as he gestured commands to his squad.

"Standard patrol pattern," Burl muttered, his experienced eye tracking their movements. "They're sweeping the area thoroughly."

"They seem more alert than usual," Percival observed.

Thomas had to agree. The Draconite soldiers moved with heightened vigilance, weapons at ready positions rather than casually carried. Whatever had increased the orbital traffic had clearly affected ground operations as well.

"We wait until they pass," Thomas decided, settling more firmly behind the root.

The patrol moved through their section of forest with painstaking thoroughness, the soldiers checking behind roots and inside hollow trunks. At one point, the sergeant paused, head tilting as if listening for something. The group collectively held their breath as the Draconite's gaze swept across their hiding place.

For a heart-stopping moment, Thomas thought they'd been discovered. The sergeant stared directly at their position, his scaled features impassive in the dim light. Then, almost imperceptibly, his eyes slid past them, focusing on something in the distance before signaling his squad to continue their patrol.

"That was too close," Tivan breathed once the patrol had moved well beyond earshot.

"Kaelithan's glamour worked perfectly," Thomas replied, the rapid pounding of his own heart beginning to slow. "But we need to be more careful. Considering we encountered a patrol already, I doubt it’ll be the last one we come across.”

Kaelithan led them on a winding route between the massive trunks, avoiding the more established paths where patrols would likely concentrate their efforts. The uneven terrain and occasional need to climb over larger roots slowed their progress, but the added security was worth the delay.

It wasn’t long before they encountered their second patrol—this one a mixed unit of Draconite soldiers and Druid guards. Unlike the Draconite-only patrol, this group moved with less military discipline but demonstrated greater familiarity with the forest and gave more attention to their surroundings. The Druids, dressed in supple wood armor and muted green cloaks, used small bursts of magic to illuminate dark corners and crevices between roots.

"Down," Thomas hissed, pulling Percival behind a fallen trunk. The others followed suit, pressing themselves against the decomposing wood as the mixed patrol approached their position. Through a gap in the trunk, Thomas observed the Druids with interest. Their scanning techniques—quick flashes of light rather than sustained spells—weren't as thorough as he'd feared, but the frequency with which they employed them suggested a heightened state of alert.

"They're looking for something specific," Merlin's tiny voice observed from within Thomas's cloak, the mouse GOLEM having remained silent until now.

"Or someone," Burl added in a barely audible whisper.

The mixed patrol passed within twenty meters of their position, close enough that Thomas heard a fragment of interaction between a Druid Guard and a Draconite soldier.

"...third sweep of the same area today," the Druid said, irritation evident in his tone. “Your commander is overreacting."

“Who are you to question?” the Draconite growled threateningly, his voice dripping with contempt. “Your kind’s incompetence let those survivors escape. Now you need us to hunt them down before they cause any more trouble.”

"One attack doesn't make an organized resistance,” the Druid replied, his tone carefully modulated despite the insult.

“What do you know? You’re just a stupid tree-lover,” the Draconite snapped. "The Queen expects results. Those survivors are a festering wound, one that needs to be cleansed before it can infect every…”

The rest of their exchange faded as they moved deeper into the forest, but Thomas exchanged meaningful glances with Kaelithan. The wizard's expression had darkened at the mention of survivors and resistance.

"Survivors?" Kaelithan whispered once the patrol was safely distant. “If they fled the Wyldrentree, that must mean there’s nothing left of it.”

“It was burning when we left,” Thomas said. “And we know Grenyth and Halvy were both captured. At least not everyone suffered the same fate.”

“A glimmer of hope in a sea of despair,” Kaelithan answered. “The Draconite will pay for what they’ve done here.” He paused, regaining control of his obvious anger. “We should be able to see the Wyldentree soon. It's just beyond that rise."

Thomas led them up the gentle incline, taking care to remain within the cover of the massive roots. As they crested the hill, the forest opened up slightly, providing their first distant view of the Wyldentree.

“No,” Kaelithan whispered softly, freezing in response to the sight, making a small, wounded sound in the back of his throat.

Thomas’ breath caught as well, tensing at the scene in the distance. Though vegetation still crowded the path between them and the massive tree, the devastation was clear. Where once a majestic if dying tree had stood, now only a charred skeleton remained, its bark completely burned away to reveal the scorched heartwood beneath. The branches that had once supported homes and businesses, and had provided shelter to its residents were reduced to jagged, fire-scoured limbs reaching toward the sky like accusing fingers. Nothing—no fungi, no moss, no undergrowth—grew on or around it as if the very soil had been poisoned by the terrible conflagration that had consumed the tree.

Kaelithan took a step forward, his hand reaching out as if to touch the distant ruin. "Who would do this?" he whispered, anguish evident in his voice. "The Wyldentree was home to thousands. Outcasts, yes, but still living beings worthy of respect. This...this is beyond even what I thought Morgana capable of. The Wyldentree might have been slowly dying, but it was ancient, its wood resistant to normal fire. To burn it so completely would require sustained magical fire of incredible intensity." He turned to Thomas, his eyes haunted. "What happened to the rest of Grenyth’s students? Did they suffer the same fate as Halvy? Or worse?"

"We'll find out," Thomas promised, his determination hardening as Arthur's essence stirred within him, a warm current of righteous anger at the destruction before them.

“Seeing the Wyldrentree like this pains me, too,” Burl said, his eyes scanning the surrounding forest. “But we should keep moving. Standing on this rise makes us too visible."

Thomas nodded, guiding them back into the cover of the trees. They continued toward Primaltree, the blackened skeleton of the Wyldentree remaining visible through gaps in the canopy, a stark reminder of the stakes of their mission.

The frequency of patrols increased as they drew nearer to Druid civilization, forcing them to take increasingly circuitous routes to avoid detection. During one particularly tense moment, they found themselves caught between two approaching patrols, forced to take cover in a hollow formed by the massive roots of an ancient tree. Pressed together in the tight space, they remained motionless as both patrols passed within meters of their hiding place.

Emerging once the danger had passed, they resumed their cautious journey through the twilight forest. The subtle shift in the quality of light filtering through the canopy suggested several hours had passed since they'd left Excalibur.

Finally, their route between the other inhabited trees led them to a narrow pathway through the vegetation where Thomas got his first full glimpse of the Primaltree. Dominating the landscape, it took his breath away, its colossal trunk wider than any building Thomas had ever seen on Earth. Even from this distance, it showed clear signs of habitation—platforms, bridges, and structures built into and around its enormous bulk, lights glowing from countless windows carved into the living wood. A living skyscraper housing an unbelievable number of residents, it rose—like the other massive trees of Avalyeth—so high its upper branches disappeared into the mist.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Percival mumbled at the sight, joined by Tivan and Garant in his awe.

“It’s beautiful,” Tivan agreed.

“It’s a shame we’re here as infiltrators instead of visitors,” Garant said.

“Is it?” Percival asked. “I’d much prefer to be an enemy of the Draconite.”

“Good point,” Garant conceded.

As they drew nearer to Primaltree, the forest floor became increasingly populated with signs of Druid habitation. Small structures grew from the bases of surrounding trees, their designs organic and flowing, coaxed from the living wood rather than built. Both polished stone pathways and roadways for ground cars wound between the massive roots, connecting the outlying trees to each other and, presumably, to Primaltree itself.

"We'll need to join one of those paths soon," Thomas observed. "Approaching Primaltree through the undergrowth would look suspicious."

"There," Kaelithan pointed to a smaller path that joined one of the main thoroughfares. “That approach will feed into a busier path, which will help us blend in.”

They carefully made their way to the indicated path, emerging from the forest's cover onto the stone walkway with deliberate casualness. Thomas adjusted his cautious stride to unhurried but purposeful, as if he were comfortable in these surroundings. The others followed his lead, Kaelithan's glamour rendering them unremarkable to any observers.

The path brought them to a convergence of several walkways. Druids moved along these routes, some alone, others in small groups, their robes swirling around them as they walked. Most paid no attention to Thomas and his companions, their gazes sliding past them just as Kaelithan had promised.

"We're nearly there," Kael murmured as they followed the main thoroughfare. "The primary access points to the tree are just ahead."

Thomas nodded, keeping his pace steady despite the urge to hurry. The base of Primaltree loomed before them, growing impossibly larger with each step. From this close, he could finally see that what had appeared as a single massive trunk from a distance was actually a complex of multiple fused trunks, creating a structure with the footprint of a city block.

"Most impressive," Percival breathed once more as he took in the scale of what stood before them.

"Wait until you see the inside," Kaelithan replied.

They joined the steady stream of Druids moving toward the entrances at Primaltree's base. The natural arches in the living wood were each large enough to accommodate dozens of people walking abreast. Guards—both Druid and Draconite—flanked these entrances, closely monitoring the traffic.

“There’s no reason for them to suspect anything is amiss,” Kaelithan whispered. “Don’t give them one.”

Thomas did his best not to feel self-conscious about his appearance as they approached. Ignoring the guards, they passed through one of the massive archways without incident, not even earning a glance of suspicion. Once past, Thomas felt a momentary disorientation as his senses adjusted to the interior of Primaltree.

The space was cavernous, the ceiling soaring at least thirty meters overhead. Living wood formed natural vaults and arches, reinforced in places by carved supports growing directly from the walls. Light came from luminescent fungi cultivated in specific patterns along the walls and from crystal fixtures capturing and amplifying their light.

Hundreds of Druids moved through the vast entrance hall, their voices creating a constant echoing murmur. Almost everyone headed toward or away from the massive elevator platforms.

"Those elevators will take us to the upper levels," Kaelithan said, indicating the enormous wooden discs carrying groups of Druids up and down through vertical shafts cut in the heart of the tree.

“Where should we start looking for clues about Halvy?” Thomas asked.

"I already have an idea on that,” he replied with a wry smile. “Follow me.”


CHAPTER 3


They made their way to the nearest elevator platform, joining the small group of Druids already waiting to go up. One Druid—distinguished by his elaborate silver-trimmed robe—stood at a control panel grown from the wood itself, his hands moving over the surface in patterns that seemed more ritual than mechanical operation.

When their turn came, they stepped onto the platform with the others, the silver-robed operator barely glancing at them. "Library," Kaelithan stated simply.

The operator nodded, adding their destination to whatever technological or magical function governed the elevator's operation. The sensation of ascent was oddly gentle despite their surprising speed as they passed level after level of Primaltree's interior. Through openings in the shaft wall, Thomas saw residential areas, commercial districts, gardens, and workshops—all integrated seamlessly into the living structure of the tree—as they passed them by.

"How high up is the library?" Percival asked quietly.

"Near the crown," Kaelithan replied. "The uppermost levels of Primaltree are reserved for the most prestigious and sensitive installations—the Great Library, the High Council chambers, and the Elder's personal quarters."

“Doesn’t that make them easier to attack?”

Kaelithan leaned closer to the former mercenary. “Druids have a saying. If the Primal Crown falls, we all fall. Once our magic is too weak to protect the Primaltree, we’re finished.”

“Do you think you can still protect the crown today?” Thomas murmured, making sure none of the other Druids overheard.

Kaelithan lowered his head. “I hope so.”

The elevator slowed as they approached one of the upper levels, stopping to allow several Druids to exit and others to board. This happened several more times as they continued their ascent, the platform never becoming crowded despite the constant flux of passengers.

Thomas maintained a relaxed posture throughout the journey, but his senses remained hyper-alert as he tried to catalog details—the composition of the guards at each level, the security measures visible at more restricted floors, and the patterns of foot traffic that might indicate important locations—that he thought might prove useful later.

Arthur's essence aided him in the effort, drawing his attention to subtleties he might otherwise have missed. The slight differences in uniform that denoted rank among the Druid guards. The way certain levels featured more obvious Draconite presence than others. The flow of magical energy through enchantments on each level.

After nearly five minutes of ascent, the elevator began to slow as it approached one of the highest levels. The quality of light changed noticeably here, becoming warmer and more natural as they neared the canopy of the tree where sunlight more readily penetrated.

"This is our stop," Kaelithan murmured as the platform came to a gentle halt.

They exited onto a broad circular platform that served as a hub for several branching pathways. The ceiling here was a latticework of smaller branches interwoven with transparent sections of what appeared to be living glass. The natural sunlight filtering through these biological skylights fell in dappled patterns across the polished wood floor, creating a serene and slightly ethereal atmosphere. Druids moved along the pathways with quiet purpose, their voices subdued as befitted what was clearly one of the more distinguished levels of Primaltree.

"The library is this way," Kaelithan indicated one of the broader pathways leading away from the elevator hub.

They followed his lead, moving with the unhurried confidence of those who belonged. Thomas noted the increased security presence here, mainly Druid guards in formal ceremonial armor standing at regular intervals along the primary thoroughfares.

The pathway led them past a series of shops and stalls catering to the scholarly population. Vendors selling writing implements and specialized paper. Others offering refreshments designed to sustain long hours of study. Even a few selling what appeared to be magical focus items and enhancement charms for mental clarity.

"Quite the academic marketplace," Garant observed quietly.

"Knowledge is currency among the Druids," Kaelithan replied. "Especially at this level."

As they continued along the path, the branches overhead gradually spread wider, creating a vast open space. And there, filling that space like a bridge between worlds, stood the Great Library of Primaltree.

Thomas had already seen a few other impressive structures on Avalon like Caerlyon and the palace on Draconia, but the library dwarfed them both with its intricate beauty. Unlike the other constructions within Primaltree, which were grown directly from the living wood, the library appeared to be constructed upon a massive natural platform formed by several enormous branches that had been carefully cultivated to create a level foundation.

The structure itself rose in a series of graceful domes and spires, its walls a seamless blend of polished wood and that same living glass Thomas had noticed earlier. These transparent sections weren’t arranged randomly but formed intricate patterns that cast colored shadows which shifted and changed in an obviously intentional fashion as the swaying branches above affected the sunlight filtering through them.

"It's beautiful," Thomas said.

It's meant to be," Kaelithan replied. "The Great Library houses not only the accumulated knowledge of Druid civilization but also serves as a physical representation of that knowledge. The patterns in the glass depict the fundamental principles of Druid magical theory. The very structure is a lesson for those who know how to read it."

As they drew closer, Thomas could see that the library was even larger than it had first appeared. The main entrance was flanked by massive statues carved from pale wood that almost resembled marble in its grain and polish. These figures, male and female Druids in formal robes with arms outstretched, stood at least five meters tall, their features serene and wise.

Between the entrance and their position on the path stood a final security checkpoint, a graceful arch of living wood where several Druid guards stopped and questioned each Druid seeking entry. They requested everyone to lower the hoods of their robes for closer physical examination.

“They’re looking for the survivors from Wyldentree even up here,” Kaelithan murmured. “Stay calm, follow my lead, and let me do the talking."

They approached the checkpoint, maintaining the casual confidence they'd adopted since entering Primaltree.

“Good afternoon, good fellows,” Kaelithan said warmly, nodding to the guards.

“Good afternoon to you,” one of them replied. “Lower your hoods for visual identification, please.”

“Of course,” Kaelithan replied, doing as he was asked. Thomas and the others followed his lead. “Have you caught any of them?”

“Up here, no,” the guard replied, looking closely at the glamoured group. Thomas remained calm, trusting in Kaelithan’s magic to keep them well disguised. “Word is, one of the ground units captured a shopkeeper from Quadtree the other day. A sympathizer who was helping the Wyldentree survivors. What was her name again, Marleth?”

“Sylana,” the other guard replied. “She owned a shop for enchanted trinkets and baubles. Cheap garbage, but I’m sure the Fae rejects ate those charms up.”

Thomas sucked in a breath, surprised to hear the name of the woman who had helped them find Grenyth. Captured, but at least she was still alive.

“That’s good news,” Kaelithan forced out. “Hopefully, you’ll catch them all soon so things can go back to normal around here.”

Marleth huffed. “With the interest Morgana’s taken in Avalyeth lately, I’m not sure things will ever go back to normal.”

“What do you mean?” Thomas blurted, speaking without thinking.

“Isn’t it obvious?” the first guard said. “Look around. I’ve never seen so many Draconite on Avalyeth. I’m surprised you haven’t noticed.”

“I have noticed,” Thomas replied. “I just wasn’t sure what you meant.”

“What’s the purpose of your visit?” Marleth asked.

"Research into collector harmonics and the relationship between magical energy phasing and carboniferous prosperity,” Kaelithan replied smoothly. “These are my assistants. Junior researchers still under provisional certification."

The guard eyed them all, his expression making it clear he had no idea what Kaelithan was talking about with regards to his research topic.

“They don’t match any of our beings of interest,” Marleth said, checking a datapad as he glanced a second time at each of them. “Though I do sense increased magical energy surrounding you.”

Thomas was ready to panic, but Kaelithan didn’t miss a beat in his reply. “We just came from the Sacred Cave. As I said, our research involves collector harmonics. Of course, we picked up some residue while we were inside.”

“Of course,” Marleth agreed. “That makes sense.”

“Very well,” the first said, waving them through. “Enjoy your visit.”

“Good day to you, fellows,” Kaelithan said.

“Good day to you,” Marleth replied. “Good luck with your research.”

They passed through the archway and approached the main entrance to the library. The massive doors—carved from the same pale wood as the statues and inlaid with intricate patterns of what appeared to be gold and silver—stood open, revealing a glimpse of the wonders within.

“That was close,” Thomas whispered to Kaelithan.

“Not as close as you might think. I expected them to notice the increased magical energy, and prepared accordingly.”

“You could have warned us,” Tivan replied. “I nearly crapped in my armor.”

Kael laughed quietly. “Next time,” he promised.

As they crossed the threshold, Thomas felt a subtle shift in the atmosphere, not just the physical transition from outside to inside, but something more profound. The air seemed charged with a quiet energy, a sense of accumulated knowledge and wisdom that had almost physical weight. Arthur's essence stirred within him, responding to this concentration of learning with something like recognition or respect.

The entrance hall rose three stories above them, its ceiling a marvel of engineering and art. Concentric rings of wood and glass captured and dispersed light in carefully calculated patterns. These aligned arrangements illuminated the space below without damaging the sensitive materials housed within.

Directly ahead, a circular desk of polished wood, staffed by Druids in the formal robes of library custodians, occupied the center of the hall. Beyond that, were the first of what must be countless shelves extending into the depths of the structure. Each was laden with books, scrolls, crystal memory matrices like the one he had picked up at Nimue’s cottage, and other storage media he couldn't identify.

Kaelithan led them up to the desk. One of the Druids turned to him with a questioning glance.

“How may I direct you, young fellow?” he asked.

“I’m looking for Iona,” he replied. “She should be working today. Do you know where I might find her?”


CHAPTER 4


The Druid at the desk considered Kaelithan's request, his brow furrowing slightly. "Iona? And why would you be looking for her specifically?"

"She's assisting me with my research," Kaelithan replied smoothly. "We've been working on a complex transmorphic analysis of enchantment degradation in multi-layered resonance fields as it relates to the physiological adaptation of plant species."

Thomas fought to keep his expression neutral as the convoluted stream of academic jargon flowed from Kaelithan's mouth. The wizard delivered the nonsensical explanation with such casual confidence that even Thomas found himself almost believing it was a legitimate field of study.

Maybe it was.

The Druid's eyes glazed slightly, the universal look of someone who didn't understand but didn't want to admit it. "Ah, yes. That sounds...fascinating." He tapped a few commands into the console embedded in the desk. "Iona is currently working on the fourth-floor in the eastern wing, Enchantment Theory."

"Perfect," Kaelithan said with a grateful nod. "Thank you for your assistance."

They moved away from the desk, Kaelithan leading them toward a spiraling wooden staircase that wound gracefully up through the center of the library. The staircase appeared to be carved from a single piece of wood, each step polished by centuries of foot traffic.

"Why are we looking for your sister?" Thomas asked in a hushed voice once they were safely out of earshot. "I thought we came here to learn about Halvy."

"We did," Kaelithan replied quietly as they began ascending the stairs. "And Iona is how we'll do that. My sister has always been the one with her ear to the ground. She knows everything that happens in and on Primaltree." He glanced back at Thomas. "If anyone can tell us what's been happening here, it's her. Plus, I trust her completely."

"Will she even recognize you through the glamour?" Burl asked.

"No, which is why we’ll need to get her alone before I reveal myself."

They continued their ascent, passing the second and third floors. Each level revealed new wonders—vast open reading areas bathed in diffused natural light and endless shelves of books, scrolls, and crystal data matrices. The entire structure hummed with a subtle energy that Thomas could feel resonating within him, Arthur's essence responding to the concentrated magical power.

"How long has it been since you've seen your sister?" Tivan asked as they reached the third-floor landing.

"Too long," Kaelithan answered, a note of melancholy in his voice. "Nearly five years. We've exchanged messages occasionally, but direct contact became too dangerous after I was exiled to Wyldentree and began studying under Grenyth.”

They reached the fourth floor, emerging onto a spacious landing that branched into multiple corridors lined with bookshelves. Ornate signs indicated different sections of the library. Kaelithan consulted them briefly before gesturing toward the eastern corridor. "This way."

They moved through the stacks, passing a few Druids engaged in quiet research. The eastern wing was less populated than the main floors, with only occasional scholars visible between the towering shelves. The ceiling here rose and fell with the natural contours of the tree's external overhead structure, creating intimate reading nooks in some areas and soaring chambers in others.

As they turned a corner into Enchantment Theory, Kaelithan suddenly froze in place. Thomas nearly collided with him, catching himself at the last moment. Following the wizard's gaze, he saw a young Druid woman standing by one of the shelves, carefully cataloging a series of crystal matrices.

Thomas immediately recognized Iona from Kaelithan’s magical conjurations of her likeness back on Excalibur. She shared his high cheekbones and the same thoughtful set to her eyes, though where Kaelithan's features had hardened over time, hers remained soft, delicate and refined. Her hair, unlike her brother's shorter style, hung in a long brown braid down her back. She wore the formal robe of a library custodian, deep brown with gold stitching.

For a moment, Kaelithan simply stared, a complex mixture of emotions playing across his glamoured features. Thomas placed a hand on his shoulder, bringing him back to the present.

"Remember the plan," Thomas whispered. "She won’t recognize you yet."

Kaelithan nodded, composing himself. "Right. Follow my lead."

He approached her with measured steps, adopting the demeanor of a visiting scholar. "Excuse me," he said politely. "I was told that Custodian Iona might assist me with research materials on enchantment theory?”

She turned, her movements graceful and deliberate. Up close, her face—small and heart-shaped, with intelligent eyes that assessed them quickly—was even more striking.

“Of course. I’m Iona," she replied, her voice soft and melodious yet professional. “I’d be happy to assist you. And you are...?"

"Master Valenth," Kaelithan supplied. "These are my research assistants. We're studying the relationship between enchantment degradation and botanical adaptability in plant species."

Iona nodded, taking a small data tablet from her pocket. "I'm afraid I’m not personally familiar with that field of study. Let me see what we can find for you.” She tapped several commands into the tablet before grinning, her teeth a perfect white line that lit up her entire face. “It appears we have several volumes that might be relevant to your research. I can show you to them."

"That would be most helpful," Kaelithan replied.

"If you'll follow me," she said, gesturing toward a more secluded alcove at the far end of the section. "I can show you our catalog and help you narrow down the specific texts you need."

They followed her through the stacks to a quiet study area partially enclosed by shelves of ancient tomes. The space featured a polished wooden table with several chairs and was illuminated by soft, diffused light filtering down through a small living-glass window. More importantly, it offered privacy from the main library thoroughfares.

Iona set her tablet on the table and began accessing the catalog. "Now, regarding enchantment degradation, we have Meltonus's 'Treatise on Magical Decay' and Viridian's 'Arcane Resonance in Living Systems.' Both might be⁠—"

"Iona," Kaelithan interrupted softly, moving to stand directly across from her. "It's me."

She looked up, confusion crossing her features. "I'm sorry?"

With a subtle gesture, Kaelithan dispelled the glamour that concealed his true appearance. The illusion shimmered and faded, revealing his actual face while maintaining the disguises on the others.

Iona's eyes widened in shock, her tablet slipping from her fingers to clatter on the table. "Kael?" she whispered, her voice suddenly tremulous. "Is it really you?"

He nodded, a smile breaking across his face. "It's me, little sister."

For a heartbeat, she remained frozen in disbelief. Then, with a small cry that she quickly muffled with her hand, she rushed around the table and threw her arms around him. Kaelithan embraced her tightly, his eyes closing as he held his sister for the first time in years.

"I thought you were dead," she murmured against his shoulder, her voice thick with emotion. "When the Wyldentree burned...so many were killed or captured. I heard nothing of you, and I feared..."

"I'm sorry," he said softly, stroking her hair. "I wanted to send word, but it wasn't safe. For either of us."

She pulled back slightly, studying his face with tear-brightened eyes. "What happened to you? Where have you been? And what are you doing here, of all places? It's not safe; patrols are looking everywhere for survivors."

Kaelithan glanced around the alcove, ensuring they remained unobserved. With another subtle gesture, he dropped the glamour on the rest of the group as well. "Iona, I'd like you to meet my friends." He indicated each of them in turn, ending with Thomas. "And this is Thomas Drake, Captain of Excalibur."

Iona's eyes grew even wider. "Excalibur? The legendary vessel of King Arthur?" Her gaze fixed on Thomas with sudden intensity, taking in every detail of his appearance. “I’ve heard the rumors. You're the one they call the Daeardrayke?"

Thomas nodded, somewhat uncomfortable under her scrutiny. "That's what they call me, yes."

A large smile blossomed across her face, transforming her scholarly composure into something more youthful and animated. "The stories have reached even Primaltree, though the Draconite try to suppress them. They say you defeated the Lair.”

“Not single-handedly,” Thomas replied. “I couldn’t have done it without your brother’s help.”

“I bet you’re being modest.” Iona continued to stare at him with undisguised fascination, a slight flush coloring her cheeks. Thomas shifted uncomfortably, acutely aware of her interest.

Kaelithan cleared his throat. "Iona, we need your help. We need to know what happened after the Wyldentree was destroyed. Specifically, what happened to the prisoners the Draconite took."

The mention of the Wyldentree sobered her immediately. She glanced at the entrance to their alcove before lowering her voice. "It was horrible, Kael. After you and the others escaped, they burned it to the ground. Not the Draconite, though. Members of the council, under High Elder Trilthan’s orders.” She shook her head, still in disbelief. “They used fairy fire, Kael. Fairy fire!” She took a steadying breath. “So many died in the blaze. Those who managed to flee were hunted through the forest. Some escaped, forming small groups hiding in the deep woods. Others were captured."

"What happened to the captured survivors?" Thomas asked.

"They were kept in cages in the ruins for weeks," Iona continued, her expression pained. "Public displays of Morgana's punishment for 'harboring traitors,' as they called it. Then Turquine arrived."

Thomas tensed at the name, Arthur's essence stirring within him. "Turquine came here personally?"

Iona nodded. "Everyone knew something significant had happened. He arrived with his personal guard and went straight to the detention area. Master Grenyth was taken away on his ship."

“To the Lair,” Kaelithan said. “I saw him there. He…he gave his life to help us escape Turquine.”

“I’m sorry, Kael,” she replied, shaking her head. “I know how much he meant to you.”

“What happened to the other prisoners, after Turquine left?” Thomas asked.

“They were moved. I don't know where they went initially, except that at some point, Sylana helped some of them escape."

"Sylana?" Thomas exchanged a glance with Kaelithan. "We heard the guards mention her. They said she was recaptured recently."

"Yes, just a few days ago," Iona confirmed. "She'd been helping coordinate the survivors in the deep forest. The Draconite finally caught her and a few others pilfering from a cargo transport.”

Thomas absorbed the news, unsure of what to do with it at the moment. He locked eyes with Iona. “We came to Avalyeth because we need to find out what happened to one of Grenyth’s students. His name is Halvy. He was captured in the Wyldentree, and now he's with Turquine, but he’s…changed. The Draconite did something to him, altered him somehow. He's not the same boy anymore."

“What do you mean, not the same?” she asked, compassion written all over her face.

"He's been enhanced," Kaelithan explained. “Some kind of new nanite technology. He's become Turquine's pet wizard, but there's more to it than simple coercion. When we encountered him, he seemed completely devoted to Turquine, yet at a crucial moment, he hesitated. He could have killed us, but he held back. Something of the original Halvy must still exist beneath whatever they did to him."

“If we can figure out what and pry him away from Turquine, he’ll lose a powerful asset,” Tivan said.

“And we’ll gain one,” Garant added.

Iona's expression grew troubled. "I see. I can try to find out more about what happened to the other prisoners. I have connections that may know something.”

"That would be extremely helpful," Thomas said. "Any information you might uncover could be crucial."

Iona nodded, determination replacing her initial shock. "I'll do what I can." She looked at Kaelithan. “Do you have somewhere safe to stay?”

"Not yet," Kaelithan replied. "We just arrived."

"I know a place where you can stay,” she offered. "Do you need gold? Supplies?"

"We have enough," Thomas assured her. "But a recommendation for lodging would be welcome."

Iona suddenly tensed, her head turning toward the entrance to their alcove. "Someone's coming," she whispered urgently.

Kaelithan immediately reactivated the glamour, his features and those of the others shifting back to their illusory appearances just as the footsteps neared.

A senior custodian appeared at the entrance to the alcove, his silver-trimmed robe marking his authority. "Iona? Is everything alright? You've been away from your station for some time."

"My apologies, Master Folren," she replied smoothly, her scholarly composure instantly restored. "I was assisting these researchers with some specialized texts on enchantment theory. They're studying the relationship between magical degradation and botanical adaptation."

The senior custodian glanced at them with mild interest before nodding. "Very well. When you've finished, please return to cataloging the new acquisitions. The shipment from the Eastern Grove arrived this morning."

"Of course, Master Folren. I'll be there shortly."

He departed, his footsteps fading as he returned to the main corridor.

Once they were alone again, Iona turned back to them with renewed urgency. "You should go to the Twisted Root," she said quietly. "It's an inn in the lower levels, near the base of Primaltree. The owner, Merrith, is sympathetic to those who oppose the Draconite. Tell her you're friends of Selene. That's my name among those who aid the resistance."

"You're part of the resistance?" Kaelithan asked, surprised.

A small, proud smile touched Iona's lips. "Did you think you were the only one in our family with courage, brother? After the Wyldentree burned, many of us who had kept our heads down could no longer pretend nothing was happening. We've been doing what we can."

Kaelithan's expression softened with pride. "The Twisted Root," he repeated. "We'll go there and wait for word from you."

“But please hurry,” Thomas said. “We can only remain on Avalyeth for three days.”

Iona nodded. “I understand. I’ll find you as soon as I learn anything." She glanced toward the exit again. "I should go before Master Folren becomes suspicious."

"Thank you, Iona," Thomas added sincerely. "You're taking a considerable risk by helping us."

"A risk worth taking," she replied. “It’s long been known that the Draconite believe us inferior. But it’s also become painfully obvious our autonomy is eroding faster than the council can shore it up. The time has come to stand against Morgana.” Her eyes found Thomas once more. “And with Excalibur’s return, perhaps true change is on the horizon.” She embraced Kaelithan once more. "Be careful, brother."

“I will,” he promised, returning the embrace. "We'll see each other soon."

Iona stepped back, smoothing her robe. With a final warm smile at Thomas, she said, "It was an honor to meet you, Captain Drake. I hope we'll speak again soon."

"Likewise," Thomas replied, finding himself returning her smile despite the gravity of their situation.

She collected her tablet and, with a final glance at her brother, departed the alcove to return to her duties.


CHAPTER 5


“Your sister is a charming woman,” Percival said once she was gone. “Courageous and strong.” He glanced at Thomas. “And she obviously likes you quite a bit, Daeardrayke.”

“I don’t know about that,” Thomas replied, trying to veer clear of the subject.

“Please,” Tivan said. “The way she looked at you. It was as plain as the nose on your face.”

“The nose on my face isn’t my own.”

“It’s as plain as the nose on any face,” Garant laughed.

“Stay away from my sister,” Kaelithan said, amusement coloring his tone.

“I have no plans to get any closer to your sister than is needed to find out what happened to Halvy,” Thomas insisted. “I have enough to worry about already.”

“Are you saying my sister isn’t good enough for you?” Kael went on, eyes narrowing.

“What? Of course not. She’s…uh…everything Percival said. But…”

The laughter from the group was enough to bring another custodian, a nervous little Druid with a frown almost bigger than he was, running to silence them.

“I’m just having some fun with you, my friend,” Kaelithan said, once he’d calmed the custodian and sent him on his way. “I would in all honesty be honored if you courted Iona.”

“I don’t have time to court anyone right now,” Thomas replied, his face having heated until it felt like a furnace.

Kaelithan chuckled again. “I’ll leave it at that…for now,” he said, turning to include the others. "The Twisted Root is in the southeastern quadrant of the lower levels. We can take one of the elevators down and find our way from there."

They left the alcove, maintaining their glamoured appearances as they navigated back through the library's extensive collection. The enormity of the Great Library—not just its physical size, but the sheer volume of knowledge it contained—continued to impress Thomas as they made their way toward the elevators. Generations of Druid scholarship surrounded them, proof of a civilization that had once stood among the greatest in Avalon before bending to Morgana's will.

As they descended through the levels of Primaltree, Thomas' thoughts turned back to Halvy. The boy had shown such promise and courage during their brief acquaintance. Whatever the Draconite had done to alter him, he was determined to find a way to undo it.

They reached the lower levels, emerging into a much different atmosphere than the rarefied scholarly environment of the upper floors. Here, commerce and everyday life dominated, with shops, eateries, and residences worked into the living structure of the tree. The population was more diverse as well, with occasional Ursan and Sidhe moving among the throng. What Thomas didn’t see were Fae—Sylph, Gnomes, or otherwise—even though they had made up the bulk of Wyldentree’s population.

Kaelithan guided them confidently through the busy thoroughfares. Despite the bustle, Thomas noted the ever-present Draconite soldiers at major intersections and Druid guards patrolling in pairs. He wondered if the other trees were under the same amount of scrutiny.

"The Twisted Root should be just ahead," Kaelithan murmured as they turned onto a slightly narrower pathway.

The pathway opened into a small plaza where several routes converged. Shops and establishments lined the perimeter, their entrances worked seamlessly into the living wood of Primaltree. Among them, Thomas spotted a modest structure with a wooden sign displaying a gnarled root twisted into a circular pattern hanging above its door.

"That's it," Kaelithan confirmed, nodding toward the sign. "The Twisted Root."

"Looks quiet enough," Percival observed. "Not too conspicuous."

"Perfect for our needs," Thomas agreed. "Let's get inside and settle in to wait for word from Iona.”

They crossed the plaza, maintaining their casual demeanor despite the urgency they all felt. Thomas could practically feel the heat of Draconite eyes on his back, but they made it to the inn without being stopped.

The door to the Twisted Root swung open at their approach, inviting them into the warm, dimly lit interior of what would be their temporary sanctuary, a small island of potential safety in increasingly dangerous waters.

Thomas led his team inside, the door closing behind them with a soft thud. They were immediately welcomed with the comforting scents of aged wood and hearty food. Unlike the grand open spaces of the upper levels, this establishment embraced a more intimate atmosphere. The ceiling was low, supported by natural wooden arches that followed the contours of Primaltree's inner structure. Hollow crystal lanterns with bioluminescent fungi cast a warm light over the room, creating pockets of brightness amid comfortable shadows.

The main space featured a dozen or so tables of various sizes, many occupied by Druids engaged in quiet conversation. Along one wall ran a bar crafted from a single massive piece of polished wood, behind which a middle-aged Druid woman arranged various bottles of drink. Her silver-streaked hair was pulled back in a practical braid, her movements suggesting efficiency born of years of experience.

"That must be Merrith," Kaelithan murmured, nodding toward the woman.

Thomas carefully surveyed the room—an automatic assessment ingrained by Lancelot’s training—noting exits, positions of other patrons, and potential threats. Nothing raised immediate concerns. The clientele appeared to be primarily working-class Druids, with a few non-Druid visitors scattered among them. The atmosphere was relaxed but not careless, the conversations measured rather than boisterous.

"Find us a table," Thomas instructed quietly. "I'll speak with the proprietor."

He approached the bar, Kaelithan at his side, the others remaining several steps back. The woman they assumed was Merrith looked up as they neared, her expression politely questioning but guarded. "Welcome to the Twisted Root," she greeted them. "What can I offer you this evening?"

“Selene suggested we might find comfortable lodging here," Thomas replied, using the name Iona had provided.

Merrith's expression remained neutral, but Thomas noticed a subtle shift—a slight straightening of her spine, an increased attentiveness in her gaze.

“Selene’s friends are always welcome," she responded after a moment's consideration. "How many in your party, and how long do you anticipate staying?"

"There are seven of us," Thomas answered. "And perhaps one or two nights, depending on how our business progresses."

Merrith nodded, reaching beneath the counter to retrieve a datapad. "I have two adjoining rooms available on the upper floor. They're simple accommodations but private and secure."

"That would be perfect," Thomas said. "And if possible, we'd appreciate a private space to dine this evening."

"The back room is available," she replied, tapping on her pad. "It's yours for as long as you need it."

“How much do I owe you?” Thomas asked.

“For friends of Selene? No charge.”

Kaelithan’s mouth gaped with surprise. Apparently, Iona was more influential in the resistance than they had realized.

“Thank you,” Thomas said.

Merrith's voice dropped to just above a whisper. "Any friend of Selene’s should also know that conversations in the back room remain in the back room. The walls are enchanted to prevent any sound from escaping.”

Thomas nodded. "We appreciate your discretion.”

"It's a commodity in short supply these days," she replied evenly. "I'll have food sent to the back room shortly. There’s a doorway there." She indicated a hanging tapestry. "Go now, while no one is looking. Second door on the left."

Thomas thanked her, and with a subtle nod to the others, he led them toward the indicated tapestry depicting a stylized representation of Primaltree, its roots extending outward to embrace smaller trees like a mother to her children. Sweeping it aside, they slipped through the arched doorway behind it, the tapestry falling back into place behind them.

The corridor they’d entered was short and dimly lit, with several doors along its length. They found the second door on the left as directed and entered the private dining room.

The space was modest but comfortable, featuring a single round table with placemat settings for eight, surrounded by cushioned chairs. Like the main room, it was illuminated by crystal lanterns, though these could be adjusted to brighten or dim as needed. A small wood-burning hearth in one corner provided additional warmth.

"This will do nicely," Thomas observed as they settled around the table. “Merlin, can you check for anything out of the ordinary?”

“Of course, my boy,” Merlin replied, the GOLEM emerging from the folds of his cloak. It quickly scanned the room. “Nothing suspicious to speak of. The active enchantments are well made.”

A soft knock at the serving door momentarily froze them all in place before Thomas called for the visitor to enter.

A young Druid server appeared, carrying a tray laden with a steaming pot of fragrant herbal tea, a loaf of crusty bread, and several bowls of a hearty stew that filled the room with aromatic spices. "Merrith thought you might appreciate something to eat,” she explained, setting the tray down on the table and unloading it with practiced efficiency. "Is there anything else you require?"

"This looks wonderful," Thomas replied. "Please thank her for us."

The server nodded and departed, closing the door firmly behind her.

“Can we drop the glamour now?” Burl asked, shifting uncomfortably. "It feels strange looking at you all and seeing strangers."

"It should be safe," Kaelithan confirmed. With a subtle gesture, he dissolved the illusion, revealing their true appearances once more.

Burl sighed with relief. "That's better. Never thought I'd say it, but I prefer looking at your ugly mugs to those false faces."

"I rather liked my glamoured appearance," Percival replied with mock indignation.

“Is this Brandwyth stew?” Burl asked, bending down to a bowl and breathing in deeply.

“It sure looks like it,” Kaelithan replied, sniffing it himself.

“I missed home cooking.”

The stew proved to be excellent—rich with vegetables and tender pieces of meat that Thomas couldn't identify but found delicious. The bread was fresh and still warm, perfect for soaking up the savory broth.

"So," Tivan said between bites, "what's our next move? Just wait for Iona to contact us?"

"For now, yes," Thomas confirmed. "We need the information she might be able to provide before we can plan further."

“So we hurried here to wait?” Burl asked.

“We couldn’t exactly contact her ahead of time to have the information ready and waiting,” Kaelithan said. “We’re fortunate we have her to rely upon at all. I’m not sure what we would have to do without her.”

“I can answer that question,” Merlin said.

“You can?” Thomas replied.

“Indeed. In fact, my boy, I’d like to put forth another somewhat risky endeavor for your consideration.”

“What do you have in mind?” Thomas asked.

“Rather than wait an indeterminate amount of time for Iona to come to us, I’d like to advance our information gathering along a parallel route.”

“You’re starting to sound like Kael, spewing out research jargon,” Thomas said. “What’s your idea?”

“I don’t spew,” Kaelithan commented.

“Whatever you said, it wasn’t understandable,” Garant replied.

“What I’m suggesting,” Merlin said, “is that we find out where Sylana is being held so that I can pay her a visit.”


CHAPTER 6


"Are you certain about visiting Sylana?" Thomas asked, keeping his voice low. The small private room at the Twisted Root Inn provided protection from eavesdroppers, but caution had become second nature.

"Absolutely," Merlin replied. "My current form was designed for reconnaissance and infiltration. I can access spaces no humanoid could hope to enter."

"It's not your ability to get in that concerns me," Thomas said. "It's whether you'll be able to get out again if something goes wrong."

"Even if I'm discovered, what would they do? Capture a mechanical? Besides, I’m equipped with self-destruct capabilities if true capture seems imminent."

"Self-destruct?" Burl echoed from his position by the door. "You’ve never mentioned that feature before."

"It's rarely relevant," Merlin replied. "But yes, I can initiate a controlled meltdown of my core that would leave nothing but unidentifiable components."

“That would help you evade capture, but it would also alert the Draconite to our presence on Avalyeth,” Thomas said. “We can’t let them know we’re here.”

“I’ll be sure to slip away at the first hint of capture, and only if no avenue of escape presents itself, I will self-destruct beyond view. This isn’t without risk, my boy, but I believe it is worth the potential reward.”

Thomas wasn’t as confident, but he trusted the digital consciousness. "And you're confident you can locate Sylana once inside?"

"Reasonably so," Merlin said. "Prisons tend to have predictable layouts. I'll search systematically, starting with the highest security areas. If she was helping escapees, she'd likely be considered a high-value prisoner."

“It’s one thing to find her once you enter the prison,” Kaelithan said. “But we need to know which prison she’s in first. There are three detention facilities in the Prime Grove. They aren’t large, but time isn’t on our side. And that’s assuming the Draconite haven’t taken her somewhere outside of the prison system for interrogation.”

Thomas hadn't considered those complications. "You're right. We can't have Merlin searching blindly."

“I suggest we reveal ourselves to Merrith,” Kaelithan suggested. "She's clearly connected to the resistance if she's willing to shelter us based solely on Iona's alias. Which means she’s on our side. and she might know where Sylana is being held."

"That would mean trusting her with significantly more information than we have so far,” Tivan said. “Right now, she only knows we're associates of Selene."

"True," Thomas agreed, weighing the risks. "But we've already committed to this path. If Merrith is part of the resistance network, she's already placing herself in danger by harboring us."

"Captain, if I may?” Percival said, reaching for one of the remaining chunks of bread. “In my experience, clandestine networks of any kind operate on a need-to-know basis. Merrith may have given us lodging without asking questions because that's her role. To provide safe haven without requiring details that could compromise her if captured."

"A valid point," Thomas acknowledged. "Asking her about prison locations means involving her more deeply in our mission."

“Not to mention, if she’s captured for any reason, she could give us away.”

“She’d have to be captured within the next three days for it to matter,” Kaelithan countered. “If that happens, we might already be in deep trouble anyway.”

Thomas considered their options. Time was pressing, and they couldn't afford to waste it searching blindly. Arthur's essence stirred within him, a warm current that urged action rather than excessive caution.

"We'll speak with Merrith," he decided. "Kael, you should be the one to approach her. Bring her here if she's willing, but don't force the issue if she seems reluctant."

Kaelithan nodded, rising from his seat. “Very well,” he said, recasting their glamours before slipping out of the room.

“I know I’m the newest member of the crew,” Percival said after he had gone. “But I just have to say, while I expected some excitement, this is more than I’d hoped for.”

“Do you mean that in a good way or a bad way?” Garant asked.

Percival grinned. “Good way. I’m having the time of my life already.”

“Even if it means capture, torture, and death?” Burl asked.

“I’ve been through worse,” Percival answered.

Before anyone could come up with a reply, a soft knock at the door interrupted them. The door opened a crack. “It's me,” Kaelithan said. “I’ve brought Merrith."

Burl opened the door enough for Kael to step through, followed by the innkeeper. As the door closed behind her, she glanced around the room, taking in each occupant with a quick, assessing gaze. "Kaelithan tells me you need my help," she said without preamble, her voice low and steady.

Thomas nodded. "We do, but before we explain further, you should know who you're really dealing with." He looked at Kaelithan. "Drop the glamours, please."

Kaelithan made a subtle gesture, and the illusions concealing their true appearances shimmered and faded. Merrith's eyes widened as she took in their transformed visuals, but she maintained her composure—until her gaze settled on Thomas.

Recognition dawned in her eyes, not of Thomas personally, but of something else. Something deeper. She gasped, one hand flying to her mouth as she instinctively sank to her knees. "Arthur?" she whispered, her voice trembling with disbelief. "After all this time?"

Thomas stepped forward quickly, shaking his head. "No, I'm not Arthur. My name is Thomas Drake. I command Excalibur.”

Merrith remained kneeling, her eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made him uncomfortable. "But there's something of him in you. I can feel it, like an echo across time.”

"You're right," Thomas acknowledged, extending a hand to help her up. "I carry Arthur's essence within me—a gift given in a moment of need. It guides and strengthens me, but I'm still Thomas Drake.”

She accepted his hand, rising slowly. "Forgive me. I never thought..." Her voice trailed off as she collected herself with visible effort. “I knew Excalibur had returned, but to see proof standing before me…it makes all of what I’ve been doing feel that much more important.”

"We need your help, Merrith," Thomas said gently. "We're looking for a woman named Sylana. She was captured recently. Do you know where she might be held?"

The innkeeper's expression grew solemn. "Sylana. Yes, I know of her capture. She was one of us, of course.” She glanced around the room. "She's being held in the Quadtree Detention Facility. In the enchanted cells reserved for magical practitioners."

"You're certain?" Kaelithan pressed.

Merrith nodded firmly. "One of our people works in records processing there. The information is reliable, at least as of yesterday."

"That's extremely helpful," Thomas said. "We need to make contact with her, to gather information about what happened to a young wizard named Halvy after the Wyldentree was destroyed."

"Halvy?" Recognition flickered in Merrith's eyes. “One of Grenyth’s, wasn’t he?” Her expression darkened when Thomas nodded. "He was among those taken by the Draconite, then?"

"Yes," Kaelithan confirmed. "And now he's with Turquine, serving as his personal wizard. He's been changed somehow—enhanced with technology that's made him more powerful and completely loyal to Turquine.”

"Those monsters," Merrith muttered, genuine anger flashing across her features. "Are you planning to break Sylana out?" she asked, looking back to Thomas. "Because if so, there are people who would help. She's valuable to our cause."

Thomas exchanged a glance with Kaelithan. "No. At least, not right now. I wish we could, but freeing Halvy is more important to the wider cause.”

Merrith looked dismayed, but nodded. “I understand. There’s no sense risking capture to free one when you’ve got a mind to free us all.”

“You’ve been very helpful, Merrith. Thank you."

The innkeeper straightened, meeting his gaze directly. "If there's anything else I can do to assist, you need only ask. I’d give my life to see Morgana’s reign come to an end.”

"I appreciate that," Thomas replied, slightly uncomfortable with the reverence in her tone. "For now, keeping our presence here quiet is the most valuable help you can provide."

"Of course," she agreed immediately. "Your secret is safe with me." She hesitated briefly before adding, "But if you do decide to help Sylana escape, I have connections. People who would be honored to serve."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Merrith bowed slightly, the gesture respectful without the earlier awe. "I should return to my duties."

After Merrith departed, closing the door quietly behind her, Thomas turned to Kaelithan. "Quadtree is where Excalibur first landed on Avalyeth, right?”

"Yes," Kaelithan confirmed. “Quadtree is about four kilometers from here. It's a bit strange to be heading back there."

"It feels like completing a circle," Thomas agreed. "We began our Avalyeth journey there, and now we're returning under very different circumstances."

“Not so different,” Merlin said. “We’re still in hiding, still wanted by the Draconite.”

“But we aren’t running away,” Thomas said. “We’re going toward something.”

“True, my boy.”

Burl snorted. "Let's hope this visit goes better than our first one. I'd prefer not to be running again."

"We'll take every precaution," Thomas assured him. "Kaelithan and I will go with Merlin to get him as close as possible to the detention facility. The rest of you will remain here to wait for Iona.”

"Splitting up?" Percival questioned, doubt evident in his tone. "Is that wise?"

"In this case, yes," Thomas replied. "Two people under glamour will attract less attention than a larger group, and also help Kaelithan conserve his strength. And if something goes wrong, you'll be our backup and our link to Excalibur."

"And if you're captured?" Garant asked.

"Then you contact Gareth and Lancelot to coordinate an extraction," Thomas said matter-of-factly. “But that won't happen. We're just going to release Merlin near the prison, then wait at a nearby pub or inn until he returns." He paused, looking around the room. “Are there any questions?”

“Not a question,” Percival said. “Good luck out there, Thomas. And especially you, Merlin.”

“Thank you, Percy,” Merlin replied.

“Kael, whenever you’re ready,” Thomas said.

Kaelithan reapplied the glamour to himself and Thomas. Merlin's small GOLEM hopped from the table to Thomas’ shoulder and back under his cloak.

"We'll return as soon as Merlin completes his mission," Thomas told the others. "If we're not back in six hours, assume something has gone wrong and contact Lancelot."

Burl nodded grimly. “You’d better make it back.”

With a final nod at his team, Thomas followed Kaelithan out of the room.

The Twisted Root common room was busy with the evening crowd, a mix of Druids of various stations enjoying meals and drinks after a day's work. Merrith moved efficiently between tables, serving food and drink with the practiced ease of someone who'd been running an establishment for decades. She caught Thomas's eye briefly as they passed, giving an almost imperceptible nod of acknowledgment before continuing her duties.

They slipped out the front door into the cool evening air. The lower levels of Primaltree were illuminated by bioluminescent fungi cultivated in patterns along the walkways and building fronts. The effect—a soft, otherworldly glow—was both practical and beautiful, casting everything in shades of blue and green.

"We'll take a skyway to Quadtree," Kaelithan murmured as they joined the flow of foot traffic. "It's faster than descending to the forest floor.”

They boarded another elevator, rising high into Primaltree’s canopy. Exiting far above the ground, they crossed through another commercial area to the skyway, which Thomas discovered was a large platform where enormous branches had been carefully grown and shaped to meet. These massive wooden bridges, wide enough for twenty people to walk abreast, connected the major inhabited trees at various levels, allowing foot traffic to move between them without descending to the forest floor.

A casual security checkpoint marked the entrance to the bridge leading to Quadtree. Two bored-looking Druid guards performed perfunctory visual checks as travelers passed. Thomas lowered the hood of his cloak as he and Kael approached them, avoiding being told to do so and drawing only a disinterested glance from the guard.

The bridge to Quadtree stretched before them, a marvel of botanical engineering. The massive branch had been coaxed into growing flat on top, with railings of living wood forming protective barriers on either side. Bioluminescent paths marked the walkway, pulsing softly with blue-green light.

Thomas couldn't help but marvel at the view. From this elevation—at least three hundred meters above the forest floor—he could see the lights and activity above, below, and all around, including the Primaltree and the smaller trees connecting the skyway to Quadtree.

"It's breathtaking," Thomas murmured, the words escaping before he could contain them.

"It is," Kaelithan agreed, a note of pride evident in his voice despite their circumstances. "For all the Draconite's interference and the council's compromises, the Great Trees of the Primal Grove remain one of the greatest wonders of Avalon. This is what we're fighting to preserve."

The journey across the bridge took nearly twenty minutes at a steady pace. As they approached the Quadtree, Thomas could immediately see differences between it and Primaltree. Where Primaltree had felt vibrant and alive with activity, Quadtree had a more utilitarian, almost institutional atmosphere. The architecture was simpler, more functional, with fewer of the artistic flourishes that characterized Primaltree's construction.

"Quadtree was designed to be the grove’s nerve center,” Kaelithan explained, noting Thomas' observations. “With a focus on daily administration and security. That’s why Quarantine is up on the crown. It was settled over time, as the population of Avalyeth grew. But it maintained its more austere aesthetic.”

They passed through another checkpoint at the end of the bridge. Once across, Thomas’ memories of his first visit to the planet came flooding back, especially hiding from the Draconite in Sylana’s shop. He never would have guessed fate would bring them back together quite in this way.

"The detention facility is on the lower levels," Kaelithan said, guiding Thomas toward one of the external elevators. "We'll take this down, then find somewhere to wait that gives Merlin good access."

They exited the elevator almost at the bottom, on the same level as the detention facility. Thomas immediately noticed an increased Draconite presence, with dark armored dragonfolk in almost greater numbers than the Druids on the streets.

“It’s almost as if they expect someone to try to break her out,” Thomas said quietly.

“I doubt anyone but Lancelot could get through that gauntlet,” Kaelithan replied.

“I don’t know, I think we could do it.”

“I’d rather not.”

“No, me neither.”

"There," Kaelithan murmured, nodding toward a small establishment across the main thoroughfare. "The Copper Leaf. It's the closest tavern to the facility."

Thomas followed Kaelithan's lead, maintaining his casual demeanor. The Copper Leaf was a far cry from the warm, inviting atmosphere of the Twisted Root. Its interior was darker, more utilitarian, with minimal decorations, its tables made of plain wood and metal. The clientele was mixed—both Druid administrators and Draconite security personnel—though each species tended to cluster with their own kind.

They found a small table in a corner that offered a good view of both tavern entrances. Kaelithan ordered two drinks, some kind of fermented tree sap that served as the local equivalent of beer. When they arrived, Thomas spoke quietly. “Merlin, we’re close to the prison. You’re up.”

“Understood,” Merlin replied just as softly, remaining hidden in Thomas’ cloak. "I'll return to this location once I've completed the mission. If you aren’t here, I’ll make my way back to the Twisted Root.”

“Do you know how to get there?”

“Reach the forest floor, look for the giant tree at the center of the grove, and start climbing.”

Thomas grinned. “Good enough. We need to be back at the Root in less than six hours.”

“I should be back well before then.”

“Good luck.”

Thomas felt the GOLEM descend beneath the cloak to his leg and then scrambling down to the floor. From the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of the small GOLEM scurrying along the wall, disappearing through a knot hole to the outside.

"Now we wait," he said quietly, taking a sip of his drink. It was surprisingly pleasant—slightly sweet with an herbal undertone—though with very little alcohol content.

“Now we wait," Kaelithan agreed, turning slightly to maintain a better view of the room, casually stretching his legs out and crossing them at his ankles. "And here’s to Merlin finding…” They clicked steins in a toast. “...what we need without attracting attention."


CHAPTER 7


The tavern grew busier as the evening passed, with more off-duty security personnel arriving after shift changes. Thomas and Kaelithan maintained their low profile, nursing their drinks and occasionally ordering food to justify their continued presence. They kept their conversation minimal and innocuous when others might overhear, discussing fabricated work assignments and bureaucratic complaints that would sound natural to anyone listening.

An hour passed without incident. Then another. Thomas struggled to contain his growing impatience, Arthur's essence stirring restlessly within him. Waiting had never been his strong suit, and the heightened awareness that came with Arthur's presence only made it more difficult.

Near the beginning of the third hour, a commotion at the tavern's entrance drew their attention. A group of Draconite officers entered, their uniforms marking them as higher-ranking than the typical security personnel. The tavern quieted perceptibly as the newcomers made their way to a reserved table near the center of the room.

Thomas observed the officers carefully without appearing to stare. Their bearing and the deference shown to them by both staff and other patrons made their status clear. The lead officer, a female Draconite with bronze-tinted scales, seemed particularly authoritative. She carried herself with the cold precision of someone accustomed to absolute obedience.

"Something's happening," Thomas murmured. "They seem tense, alert. They’re not here to hang out and unwind.”

The officers spoke among themselves in hushed tones, occasionally glancing around the room with suspicious eyes. Thomas kept his attention on his drink, careful not to draw their notice.

After about fifteen minutes, the tavern door opened again to admit a Druid in a formal institutional robe. Based on what he'd seen earlier, Thomas recognized the uniform as belonging to someone from the detention facility administrative staff. The Druid approached the officers' table with obvious nervousness, leaning down to speak quietly to the bronze-scaled commander.

The female's reaction was immediate and alarming. She rose halfway from her seat, her scaled hand slamming onto the table with enough force to make drink mugs jump. Her words, though clearly angry, were too quiet to carry across the room.

"This doesn't look good," Kaelithan whispered.

"No, it doesn't," Thomas agreed, a knot of tension forming in his stomach. "I think we should prepare to leave.”

The bronze-scaled commander barked an order to her subordinates, who immediately rose and began deploying to points throughout the room. Sensing trouble, tavern patrons began to find reasons to finish their drinks and depart. Thomas and Kaelithan remained seated, knowing that sudden movement would only draw unwanted attention to themselves.

“Do you think they spotted Merlin?” Thomas asked.

“If so, they should be at the prison, not here,” Kaelithan replied. “This feels like something else.”

"We need to be ready when Merlin returns. If Merlin returns.”

“I don’t think we can wait that long. Something’s obviously in the wind. It looks like they may lock down Quadtree.”

Before Thomas could respond, the tavern's lighting briefly flickered. A moment later, three deep, pulsing tones sounded throughout the facility, followed by two short ones.

"Security alert," Kaelithan translated, his expression grim as the Draconites posted themselves at strategic points to cover the room—including two at the entrance. They looked as if they were about to draw their blasters. “We need to go. Merlin will have to meet us back at the Twisted Root.”

Thomas quickly evaluated the situation, scanning the tavern hall. The Draconite officers were mobilizing while the security alerts continued to sound throughout the Tree. He wanted to wait for Merlin to return, but Kaelithan was right. If they didn’t go now, it would be too late.

Unless it was already too late.

"Get up slowly," he murmured to Kaelithan, keeping his eyes downcast. "We'll head for the door."

They rose casually from their seats, Thomas placing a gold piece on the table. Moving with deliberate calm, they began making their way toward the exit. Other patrons had similar ideas, creating a small crowd near the doorway.

As they neared the already assembled Druids, the Draconite commander barked an order, and her squad drew their blasters..

"No one leaves!" she announced, her voice cutting through the murmur of the crowd. "By order of the Imperial Guard, Quadtree lower levels are on temporary lockdown. Return to your seats immediately."

“This is a Druid planet,” one of the patrons said. “You have no right to tell us⁠—”

One of the guards punched him in the gut with a gauntleted fist, knocking the air from his lungs. He doubled over and vomited on the floor.

“This is a Druid planet under Morgana’s rule,” the commander growled. “Does anyone else here disagree?”

Warmth flowed through Thomas, Arthur’s essence ready to stand up against this display of Draconite cruelty, but he stood his ground, weighing the costs of disobedience. Meanwhile, the other patrons obeyed without further question, shuffling back to their tables.

"We should comply," Kaelithan whispered, barely moving his lips. "Find another opportunity."

The commander noticed Thomas’ hesitation. She approached them, her scaled hand resting casually on the pommel of her sword. Her vertical pupils contracted as she assessed them, head tilting slightly in that distinctly reptilian manner that made the hairs on Thomas' neck stand up.

"Is there a problem?" she asked, her voice deceptively soft despite the steel behind it.

"No problem," Thomas replied, keeping his tone respectful but firm. “I just really need to return to work. I have an early shift tomorrow, and my wife⁠—”

"Did you not hear me, worm?” she said, taking another step closer. "No one exits until we secure the area. Return to your seat, or you won’t leave at all.”

"May I ask the nature of the security alert?" he inquired, ignoring Kaelithan's warning tug on his sleeve. "I've never seen the lower levels locked down before."

The commander's mouth tightened, forming what passed for a Draconite scowl as she stepped into his personal space, half a head taller than Thomas. "You dare question me?" she hissed, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "Security protocols aren't explained to dirt-diggers like you. Back to your hole." She gestured emphatically toward their vacated table. "Sit down before I sit you down myself.”

Kaelithan’s hand wrapped firmly around Thomas' arm. "We should do as she says.”

Arthur's essence continued to stir, rising like a warm tide. It bolstered Thomas’ confidence and fine-tuned his instinct. “I won’t sit down,” he said, his voice changing subtly. The words emerged with a quiet authority that surprised even him. "I asked you a question, and you will answer it.”

The bronze-scaled commander blinked, momentarily startled by his tone. She opened her mouth, likely to deliver a harsh rebuke, but then she hesitated. Her eyes, usually so confident, showed a flicker of confusion as she stared at Thomas. He returned an unrelenting stare.

"We...received information that resistance elements may attempt to breach the detention facility tonight," she said, the words coming almost involuntarily. "They plan to free one of the prisoners. We've already apprehended one suspect lurking near the eastern perimeter."

Thomas felt a jolt of alarm. Merlin! Had the GOLEM been discovered? But no—they wouldn't refer to Merlin as a ‘suspect.’ It had to be a resistance fighter.

The commander seemed suddenly aware of how much she'd just revealed. Her scales darkened slightly in what Thomas recognized as the Draconite equivalent of a blush. "Return to your seats," she repeated, but her voice had lost its edge. "This is for your own safety."

Thomas continued to stare at her, amazed at the effect his words had produced. It wasn't mind control—nothing so dramatic—but somehow Arthur's essence had compelled her to answer. The knowledge was simultaneously exhilarating…and unsettling.

"We understand," Thomas replied, deciding to press his advantage. "But we really must be going. Our duties are on the upper levels, and we're expected back."

The commander's eyes lost focus for a moment, then cleared. "Of course," she said, stepping aside, "but remain alert. Report any suspicious activity immediately."

"We will," Thomas assured her, amazed at how easily she'd acquiesced.

They walked past her toward the exit. The two guards still blocked the doorway, looking to their commander for instructions.

"Let them pass," she ordered, though she sounded slightly confused, as if unsure why she was making the exception.

The guards hesitated, exchanging glances before reluctantly stepping aside. Thomas and Kaelithan moved through the opening, maintaining their unhurried pace until they were outside the tavern.

"What was that?" Kaelithan hissed once they were a safe distance away. "How did you do that?"

"I'm not entirely sure," Thomas admitted, his heart racing now that the immediate danger had passed. “Arthur’s essence came to my aid. I could feel it flowing through me, into my words.”

"Whatever it was, it was remarkable," Kaelithan said. "She completely changed her demeanor. I've never seen a Draconite officer back down like that."

“She didn’t look like she could believe it herself,” Thomas added.

They moved through the crowd gathering at the security checkpoints. Draconite soldiers were turning people away from the elevators and skyways, setting up a proper cordon around the lower levels.

"We need to get back to the skyway before they completely seal it off," Thomas said, slightly quickening his pace.

"Do you think we should try to help?" Kaelithan asked, glancing back toward the detention facility. "If it's the resistance trying to free Sylana, we could lend a hand."

Thomas considered it briefly. Any resistance operation might create an opportunity for them, but it also presented significant risks.

"No," he decided reluctantly. "Helping them could jeopardize our entire mission. Right now, we need the information about Halvy more than we need to free Sylana. If they can’t save her without our help, she’ll have to wait.”

They approached the final checkpoint before the skyway. Two Druid guards stood there at attention. "Orders from Imperial Command," one guard said, turning away a group of frustrated Druids ahead of them. “No passage until further notice.”

“But I need to get home,” one of the waiting Druids said. A few others agreed with her.

“I understand,” the guard replied. “But if I let you pass, it’ll be my head on a pike in the morning. Please, I’m only following orders.”

The other Druids grumbled but didn’t press the issue, knowing they wouldn’t get anywhere, and an argument could likely mean their own imprisonment.

Thomas exchanged a glance with Kaelithan. “We need to get back to the Twisted Root.”

“The guard is right. The Draconite might kill him if they find out he let anyone pass. He won’t let anyone pass, including us.”

Thomas hesitated, unsure of how to get past them. Would his little trick work as well on Druids as Draconite? Just then, a squad of Draconite soldiers moved onto the skyway, walking swiftly toward the guards.

“You’re relieved of your post,” the Draconite commander said to them. “Return to your barracks. We’ll handle things from here.” The Druid guards didn’t argue, leaving the position to the Draconite.

“Perfect,” Thomas said. He navigated through the throng to the front of the line, Kaelithan right behind him.

Thomas locked eyes with the Draconite commander, allowing Arthur's essence to rise within him once more. "We need to cross immediately," he stated, infusing his voice with quiet but unmistakable authority. "We're on important business."

The Draconite’s eyes narrowed slightly, and Thomas could see the internal struggle between training and the compulsion his words created.

"This is a security lockdown," the Draconite replied, but his voice lacked conviction. "No one is supposed to..."

"You will let us cross,” Thomas insisted.

The commander swallowed, then nodded. "Of course." He stepped aside, gesturing toward the skyway. "Please proceed."

The other Draconite looked shocked but said nothing as Thomas and Kaelithan walked past. The Druids who had been turned away moments before began protesting loudly, but Thomas didn't look back. They needed to put as much distance as possible between themselves and Quadtree.

Measuring their pace, they strode across the skyway fast enough to make immediate progress but not so fast as to appear suspicious to anyone watching from a distance. The massive living bridge swayed slightly beneath their feet, a reminder of the dizzying height.

"That new ability of yours could be extremely useful," Kaelithan observed once they were midway across. "I've never seen anything like it."

"Neither have I," Thomas admitted. "And I'm not sure how I feel about it. Using it feels...invasive. Like I'm overriding their will."

“More like dominating their will with Arthur’s power and charisma,” Kaelithan countered. “It might be the only advantage we have right now. Especially if Merlin has been captured."

Thomas shook his head. "I don't think they've caught him. The guard mentioned a suspect and they wouldn't refer to a mechanical that way. It must be one of the resistance fighters."

"I hope you're right," Kaelithan said. "But that still leaves Merlin out there during a security crackdown."

"He'll find a way back to us," Thomas replied, trying to sound more confident than he felt. "He's resourceful, and small enough to avoid detection."

They reached the Primaltree end of the skyway without further incident. Security here seemed focused almost entirely on preventing people from entering Quadtree rather than leaving it, and they passed through the checkpoint with minimal scrutiny.

The journey back to the Twisted Root was tense but uneventful. The evening crowds had thinned somewhat, but there were still enough people moving through Primaltree's lower levels that they didn't stand out. They maintained their glamoured appearances, taking a circuitous route to avoid areas with heavier security presence.

When they finally reached the inn, Thomas felt a wave of relief wash over him. The warm, amber light spilling from its windows seemed to promise safety, though he knew such promises were often hollow in their line of work.

Merrith glanced up as they entered, a flicker of concern crossing her features before she resumed her duties. They made their way directly to the back room, moving quickly through the common area.

To Thomas's surprise, Iona was already waiting inside the private dining room along with the rest of their team. She rose as they entered, her face lighting up with relief. "Thank the forest, you're both safe," she said, embracing her brother. "We've been hearing rumors of a security incident at Quadtree. I feared you might have been caught in it."

"We were," Thomas replied, closing the door securely behind them. "But we managed to get out before the lockdown was complete."

"What happened?" Percival asked, pushing a mug of ale toward Thomas. "Did you find anything about Halvy?"

"We didn't get the chance," Kaelithan explained, accepting his own mug from Garant. "The Draconite called a security alert before Merlin returned. Apparently, there's word of a resistance operation targeting the detention facility—probably an attempt to free Sylana—tonight."

“So Merlin’s still out there?" Tivan asked, concern evident in his voice.

Thomas nodded grimly. "We couldn't wait for him. The commander said they captured someone near the prison perimeter, but I don't think it was him. Merlin's too small to be noticed unless someone was specifically looking for a mechanical."

"I hope you're right," Percival said. "But if they've heightened security around the prison..."

"Merlin will find a way out," Thomas assured him, though his own worries remained. He turned to Iona, who had resumed her seat at the table. "Did you have any luck with your connections?”

She nodded, leaning forward. "I did, actually. I spoke with one of my contacts—someone I trust completely—in the Druid Guard," she added, seeing Thomas's concerned expression. "He told me something interesting. Turquine returned to Avalyeth a few weeks ago, and apparently he remained on the planet for some time."

"Turquine came back here?" Thomas's pulse quickened. “Do you know what he was doing?”

"That's where it gets murky," Iona replied. "My contact doesn't know why he came or what he was doing, but there's a rumor circulating that two Druids who work in the High Elder’s kitchen encountered him in the forest and barely escaped with their lives. Apparently, he nearly killed them before they managed to flee."

“Turquine lurking around Avalyeth suggests that whatever happened to Halvy, it happened here,” Kaelithan said. “And if it happened here, then someone has to know something more about it.”

“That makes sense,” Thomas agreed. “But who?”

“I don’t know. I suppose it would need to be someone with some standing, like a council member.”

“Or even the High Elder,” Iona suggested.

“No,” Kaelithan countered. “High Elder Trilthan has been in power for decades. The increased Draconite interest in Avalyeth is much more recent. I would be more inclined to think it’s someone of younger blood.”

Thomas turned back to Iona. "Have you come across anything suggesting Draconite involvement with ongoing magical research? Something that might relate to enhancing a being’s magical aptitude with nanite technology?"

“No,” Iona answered. “From what I understand, nanites are traditionally incompatible with magical energy. And Morgana has been working to rid Avalon of the use of magic. That kind of research doesn’t fit her plans.”

“It doesn’t. But I don’t think that means we can rule it out. Maybe Morgana’s interest in eliminating wizards was so she would have the capability all to herself, embedded into beings she fully controls.”

“A frightening thought, if true.”

"The Draconite wouldn't run the research themselves," Kaelithan pointed out. "They'd direct it, but they'd need Druid expertise to execute it—especially if the research involved merging magical capability with nanite technology."

"So we're looking for Druids working under Draconite supervision," Thomas concluded. "Probably somewhere isolated, where they could conduct experiments without attracting attention."

"I can search the library records for anything even remotely related to nanites," Iona offered. "And I can also check for references to Nimue, since she created the original nanites."

"That would be extremely helpful," Thomas said, offering her a grateful smile. “We would be in your debt.”

“Be careful about coming into my debt, Daeardrayke,” she warned with a grin. “You might not like my repayment terms.”

“Or maybe I would,” Thomas answered back, drawing a blush in response.

"I'll start tomorrow morning," she promised. "But I should go. I don't want to be caught down here on a night like tonight.”

Before she could rise, someone—or something—thumped against the door.


CHAPTER 8


“Is that…?” Percival began.

Relief washed over Thomas as he cracked the door open and Merlin’s GOLEM scurried in.

“Thank the stars,” Burl said.

"I was beginning to worry," Thomas said as Merlin climbed up a table leg and onto the tabletop. "Did you run into trouble?"

"Nothing I couldn't handle," Merlin replied, the GOLEM’s blue eyes glowing slightly brighter. "Though I very nearly got caught in the security sweep. I had to hide in a ventilation shaft for over an hour while they searched the area."

"Did you speak with Sylana?" Kaelithan asked eagerly.

"I did," Merlin confirmed. "She's being held in a magically shielded cell in a heavily guarded portion of the prison. I was able to slip in unnoticed through that same ventilation system.”

"What did she tell you?" Thomas asked, taking a seat near the GOLEM.

"Quite a bit, actually," Merlin said. "She told me there have been whispers for years that the Draconite have greater interest in Avalyeth than just controlling it. According to her, they've been increasingly involved in matters that traditionally fell under Druid autonomy, particularly certain fields of magical research."

"Did she know anything specific about Halvy?" Percival asked.

"Not directly," Merlin admitted. "But she confided that all of Grenyth’s former students had disappeared without a trace.”

“All of them?” Kaelithan asked, a quiver in his voice.

“Yes. The way she told it, they stood up to Turquine, with Grenyth’s support, when he came to Avalyeth the first time. Even as Turquine dragged their teacher away, he bid them never to surrender.”

“I miss him,” Burl said.

“Me, too,” Kaelithan agreed.

“Soon after, they were removed from the exposed cells, but they aren’t in any of the prisons, and they didn’t escape.”

“Dead?” Percival asked.

“She has no proof, but she doesn’t believe so, based on everything else she thinks is happening on Avalyeth.”

“You mean research related to infusing wizards with nanites,” Thomas said.

“Not in so many words, but the general idea of using Druids as subjects of experimentation.”

“I don’t care if Grenyth and his students were in the Wyldentree,” Iona said. “They were mostly children. If the main Druid population found out that the Draconite were experimenting on them right under our noses…”

“It could be enough to catalyze open rebellion,” Percival finished for her.

"Sylana also made a related point," Merlin continued. "If such programs do exist on Avalyeth, someone on the council must be supporting them. The Draconite have authority here, but they couldn't establish secret research facilities without high-level Druid cooperation. As you suggest, if the people found out about it, there would be an uprising.”

“Iona, do you have any guesses as to who might be involved?” Thomas asked.

All eyes turned to her. “I can't imagine who it might be. The council members have all served for many years, guiding our people through difficult times."

"We need more information before we start making accusations," Thomas cautioned. "Powerful individuals tend to have powerful protections. If we move against anyone on the council without solid evidence, we won't get a second chance."

"I agree," Kaelithan said. "Iona, your library research could be our best lead. If there are records of this research, even indirect references, they might help us piece together where these experiments took place and who was involved with them.”

“A trail of breadcrumbs leading back to the source,” Garant agreed.

“It might also be helpful for us to find those kitchen workers,” Kaelithan said. “They might have useful information.”

Iona nodded determinedly. "I'll find what I can."

"Just be careful," Kaelithan urged. "Don't take any unnecessary risks."

"I won't," she promised, rising from her seat. "I need to go, before it gets any later."

Thomas stood as well. "I'll walk you to the door," he offered.

They stepped into the corridor together, leaving the others to discuss the implications of what they'd learned. The inn had grown quieter, most patrons having finished their meals and departed.

"Thank you for your help," Thomas said sincerely, his hand moving to take her hand. "You're taking significant risks for people you barely know."

Iona smiled, a quiet determination in her eyes. "My brother trusts you, and after meeting you, I understand why. There's something about you, Thomas Drake—something beyond the legend of Excalibur or the power you carry within you."

"What do you mean?" Thomas asked, genuinely curious.

"You inspire confidence," she replied simply. "Not just through your words or actions, but through who you are. It's a rare quality, and one that Avalon desperately needs right now."

Thomas felt a flush of warmth that had nothing to do with Arthur's essence. "I'm just trying to do what's right," he said, somewhat self-consciously.

"That's precisely what I mean," Iona said with a small laugh. "You say it as if it were simple, when we both know it rarely is." Her expression grew more serious. "I'll return tomorrow with whatever information I can find. With luck, it will be enough to help your young friend."

"I hope so, but be careful," Thomas replied. "The last thing Kael and I want is for something to happen to you."

“That goes both ways, Thomas. Be careful, you and Kael both.”

“We will.”

Thomas watched until she was out the door before returning to the private room.

The others were talking animatedly as he entered, reiterating the latest revelations and discussing what it could all mean. They fell silent once they noticed him, waiting for direction from their leader.

Iona’s remarks resonated in his mind. He had trouble believing he inspired such confidence just by being himself. That had to be Arthur’s essence, even if she didn’t see it. Then again, Arthur had given him the Grail because of seeing that potential in him. Maybe there was something to what she said after all.

“Well, what do we do now, boss?” Burl asked, breaking the silence.

“Lie low and get some rest,” Thomas decided. “Hopefully, Iona will return tomorrow with some useful information.”

They filed out of the private room and up the narrow staircase to the rooms Merrith had provided. The accommodations—two adjoining rooms with basic furnishings and clean bedding—were simple but comfortable. Thomas, Merlin, and Kaelithan took one room, while Burl, Percival, Tivan, and Garant occupied the other.

As Thomas prepared for sleep, he found himself dwelling on the strange ability he'd demonstrated earlier. The way Arthur's essence had allowed him to compel the Draconite commander and the guards. He turned to Merlin’s GOLEM, which had taken a position near the window, and explained how he had used the power to help them escape the Quadtree.

After he had finished his retelling, Merlin's blue eyes glowed thoughtfully in the dim room. "It's a remarkable manifestation," he replied. "Arthur had a similar effect on people, though his was a function of his natural charisma and legitimate authority. What you experienced appears to be a more concentrated version of that influence. Perhaps due to the magical nature of his replica’s essence.”

"It felt like I was manipulating her," Thomas admitted. "Almost forcing her to comply. That doesn't sit right with me."

"The fact that you're concerned about the moral implications is a good sign. Many wouldn't question such an advantage."

"But do you think I should use a power like that?”

“Yes, I think you should use it," Merlin answered. “But you must use it wisely. Like any tool or ability, it's neither inherently good nor evil; it's how and why you employ it that matters. If using this influence saves lives or advances a just cause, that's different from using it for personal gain."

Thomas nodded, though his discomfort remained. "It's strange to think that Arthur's essence has abilities I'm only just discovering. It makes me wonder what else it might be capable of."

"I suspect we'll find out in due time," Merlin replied. "For now, you should rest. Tomorrow may bring answers, but it will almost certainly bring new challenges as well."

Removing only his boots, Thomas settled down on the bed beside Kael, who’d already dropped off. His mind however still raced with the day's events and revelations. There was something happening on Avalyeth, something that had transformed Halvy and potentially others like him. Someone in the Druid hierarchy knew about it, possibly even sanctioned it.

As sleep gradually claimed him, Thomas's thoughts turned to their upcoming meeting with Mordred. They had two days left before they needed to depart for Caerlyon Station. Whatever information they hoped to find about Halvy, they needed to find it quickly.

Time was running out.


CHAPTER 9


Thomas paced the confines of the private dining room at the Twisted Root, his restless energy a stark contrast to the forced stillness of their situation. The morning had crawled into early afternoon with no sign of Iona, and the tension in the room had become a lead weight pressing down on them. Each passing hour heightened their collective anxiety, not just for the information they desperately needed, but for Iona's safety.

Kaelithan sat at the table, fingers drumming a nervous rhythm on the wooden surface. His typical meditative calm had gradually eroded as the morning progressed, replaced by an obvious concern for his sister.

"She should have been here by now," he said for perhaps the third time in the past hour. "The Great Library opened at dawn. Even accounting for thorough research, she should have returned with something by mid-morning.”

"Maybe she's being extra cautious or she hasn’t found anything yet," Burl suggested from his position at the table, where he nursed a mug of a mushroom concoction that tasted a lot like coffee. "After last night's security incident, the Draconite are bound to be more vigilant."

“As if they weren’t already vigilant enough,” Percival remarked. He remained the calmest member of the group, his boots up on the table, crossed at the ankles as he leaned his chair so far back, gravity could exert its force at any moment.

"Or maybe she found a promising lead and is following it," Tivan offered. "You said yourself she's resourceful."

Kaelithan nodded, though the gesture lacked conviction. "She is, but she's also careful. I suspect she would have sent word if she expected to be delayed this long."

"I'm worried she might have been detained," Garant voiced the fear they'd all been carefully avoiding. "If someone noticed her research patterns, especially whoever is helping the Draconite…”

"Don't say that," Kaelithan snapped, then immediately softened his tone. "I'm sorry. I just...I can't think about that possibility right now."

Thomas paused in his pacing, placing a reassuring hand on Kaelithan's shoulder. "We don't know that anything's happened. Let's not jump to conclusions."

Arthur's essence stirred within him, a warm current that both calmed and strengthened him. Thomas welcomed its presence, drawing on it for the patience he found increasingly difficult to naturally maintain.

"Perhaps we should speak with Merrith," Percival suggested. "She might have heard something."

Thomas nodded. "Good idea." He left the dining room and went to the door behind the tapestry, opening it just enough to surreptitiously catch Merrith's attention in the common room beyond. With a discreet gesture, he invited her to join them.

The innkeeper appeared moments later, slipping through the door. "Is everything alright?" she asked, her voice low.

"We're concerned about Selene," Thomas replied, using Iona's code name as a precaution. "She hasn't returned, and we wondered if you might have heard anything."

Merrith's expression grew thoughtful. "No messages have come for you. I know it can be hard to wait, but Selene is known among us to be both cautious and resourceful.”

"What about increased Draconite activity?" Kael asked, trying and failing to keep the worry from his voice. "Any reports of arrests or detainments?"

"None that I've heard," Merrith assured him.

"Have you heard anything more about what happened at Quadtree last night?" Thomas asked. “Do you know if they rescued Sylana?”

Merrith glanced toward the door, ensuring it was fully closed before answering. "From what I've gathered, they had planned a coordinated extraction. A small team to breach the detention facility while several diversionary incidents drew guard attention elsewhere."

"But something went wrong," Thomas guessed.

"Yes," Merrith confirmed. "One of their scouts was captured while mapping guard positions. After that, the leadership called off the attempt.”

“A wise choice,” Percival said. “It wouldn’t have ended well for them.”

"Do the Draconite know we're here?" Thomas asked directly. "Has there been any indication that they're looking for outsiders?"

Merrith shook her head firmly. "No. I promised your presence would remain secret, and it has. There have been no unusual inquiries, no suspicious patrols in this area beyond the standard increase after a security incident."

“One more question. According to what Selene heard, two Druids who work in the High Elder's kitchen encountered Turquine in the forest and barely escaped with their lives. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

"I'm sorry, but I don't," Merrith replied with an apologetic shake of her head. "I help move people through Primaltree when needed, provide safe haven, and pass along messages, but I deliberately avoid knowing too many details. In my position, knowing too much can be as dangerous as knowing too little."

"A smart precaution," Garant commented.

"Is there anything else you need?" Merrith asked. "I can have food brought if you're planning to continue waiting here."

"That would be appreciated," Thomas replied. "And if you hear anything—anything at all—about unusual activity at the Great Library, or if you receive word from Selene…”

"You'll be the first to know," she promised before slipping back out to the corridor.

As the door closed behind her, Thomas resumed his pacing. The waiting was becoming intolerable, but their options were limited. Venturing out to search for Iona would only increase their visibility and the risk of capture.

"What about sending Merlin to speak with those kitchen workers?” Percival suggested, gesturing to the small GOLEM that sat quietly on the table. "He managed to infiltrate the detention facility without being detected. Perhaps he could do the same at the High Elder's residence."

Thomas considered the suggestion. It was risky, but they were rapidly running out of options. "What do you think, Merlin? Could you make it to the High Elder's residence undetected?"

The GOLEM's blue eyes brightened slightly. "In theory, yes. The physical infiltration would be challenging but feasible. The greater risk would be in identifying the correct kitchen workers and establishing communication. If they aren’t sympathetic to our cause, they’ll just as easily reveal our presence on Avalyeth as help us.”

"It's risky," Kaelithan said, "but we're running out of options. If Iona doesn't return soon..."

"I don't like the idea of sending Merlin into an unknown situation with such limited information," Thomas admitted. "But we can’t wait here forever. If we haven't heard from Iona by sunset, we may have no choice."

They debated the merits of the plan for several minutes, weighing the potential benefits against the considerable risks. The discussion had just begun to cycle back on itself when a subtle shift in Burl's posture caught Thomas's attention. The big man had gone suddenly alert, head tilted slightly as if listening.

"Someone's coming," he said, moving to the door. He cracked it open just enough to peer into the corridor. He exhaled with obvious relief. "It's Merrith...and she's not alone."

He opened the door wider, allowing Merrith to slip inside. “Selene is here," she said simply, stepping aside to let her enter the dining room.

Kaelithan rose immediately, embracing his sister. "You had me so worried," he said, pulling back to examine her face. "Are you alright?"

Iona looked exhausted but triumphant. Her normally neat braid had partially unraveled, wisps of hair framing her face in a way that spoke of a day spent in frantic activity. Thomas noticed how the look softened her features.

"I'm fine," she assured her brother, though her voice carried a note of strain. "But it's been an interesting morning.”

"What happened?" Thomas asked, pulling out a chair for her.

"The Draconite decided today would be a good day to visit the library,” she explained, sinking gratefully into the seat.

Thomas sank down in a squat beside her, his hand resting on the back of her chair. ”Did they suspect something?” he asked, concern creasing his brow.

“I’m not sure. They questioned the senior custodians.” She paused to accept a cup of water from Merrith, drawn from a pitcher on the table. She drank deeply before continuing. "I don't think it was related to my research, but it certainly complicated matters."

"Did you find anything useful?" Kaelithan asked eagerly. He stood on the other side of her chair, his spread fingers tapping impatiently on the table.

Iona's tired expression brightened. "I did, actually. That's why I'm so late; I wanted to be thorough."

"What did you discover?" Thomas questioned.

"I started by looking up books on nanite technology, as we discussed," Iona began, her voice taking on a more scholarly tone. "There were understandably few references in the main collection, mostly historical accounts of Nimue's original work. But when I cross-referenced those with more recent research into magical enhancement, a pattern began to emerge."

“What kind of pattern?” Kaelithan asked.

“As I’m sure you know, brother, most magical research focuses on external applications—spells, enchantments, artifacts—but there's a smaller field of study concerned with enhancing a practitioner's internal capabilities. It's considered somewhat controversial, even taboo in some circles."

"Why?" Percival asked.

"Because it involves fundamentally altering a being's natural magical affinity,” Kaelithan explained. “Such genetic manipulation can be unpredictable and dangerous."

Iona nodded. "Exactly. The Great Library has tomes related to cases of what we call 'magical energy sickness.' Essentially, they tell of practitioners who damaged themselves through attempting to artificially enhance their abilities.”

"And you found something connecting this research to nanite technology?" Thomas pressed.

"Not directly," Iona admitted. "But the same name kept appearing in connection with all of the interconnected fields of study. A Druid scientist named Kalthor."

The name hung in the air between them, the first concrete lead in their search.

"Kalthor," Kaelithan repeated thoughtfully. "I've heard of him. He's published several works on magical theory."

"Yes," Iona confirmed. "He's quite respected in academic circles, or was, until recently. His more controversial experiments were largely theoretical until about five years ago, when he began submitting papers suggesting practical applications."

"What kind of applications?" Thomas asked.

"Methods of enhancing magical capability through physical alterations to a practitioner's body," Iona explained. "Initially, he focused on herbal and alchemical solutions, but his later work began hinting at something more invasive, though he never explicitly mentioned nanite technology in his published research."

"What made you connect him to nanites, then?" Burl asked skeptically.

"Approximately three years ago, he gained access to reference materials that include fragments of Nimue's original work on nanite creation," Iona replied. "Shortly after that, his public research output declined dramatically. He stopped publishing in academic journals altogether about eighteen months ago."

"Did you find any indication of where Kalthor might be conducting his current research?" Thomas asked.

Iona shook her head. “That’s the interesting part. I visited his lab within the Prime Academy. None of the researchers there have seen him in months. He also hasn’t been to the library in some time, which is unusual for someone with his academic background."

"How do you know that?" Percival asked curiously.

"I checked the access logs," Iona explained. "All researchers with credentials to access restricted collections have their comings and goings recorded."

“We need to find Kalthor," Kaelithan concluded. "Do you know where he lives? Could we speak with him directly?"

"I already tried that," Iona said, a hint of pride in her voice. "After I finished at the library, I went to his residence in the upper levels of Primaltree. He wasn't there, but I spoke briefly with his wife under the pretense of delivering an academic communication."

"And?" Tivan prompted when she paused.

"She told me he's been away on a special research assignment for nearly six weeks now," Iona continued. "When I pressed for details, she became evasive, but she did mention that the assignment came directly from the High Elder's office."

“If the High Elder is directly involved," Burl said, "that will really complicate things.”

"Significantly complicate them," Kaelithan agreed grimly. "High Elder Trilthan has held his position for over fifty years. His authority is absolute in Druid matters."

"We were just discussing the possibility of sending Merlin to the High Elder's residence," Thomas told Iona, "to locate those kitchen workers who supposedly encountered Turquine."

A smile broke across Iona's tired face. "That won't be necessary."

"Why not?" Burl asked, brow furrowed in confusion.

"Because they're waiting outside," Iona replied, her smile widening at their surprised expressions. "That's the other reason I'm so late. After speaking with Kalthor's wife, I decided to pursue the kitchen worker lead. I was already near Trilthan’s mansion, and I know one of the women who works as a maid there. She helped me locate the pair.”

"They're here? Now?" Kaelithan asked, clearly impressed by his sister's initiative.

“Waiting in the common room. They're understandably nervous."

"Iona, you're amazing," Thomas said, genuine admiration in his voice.

She flushed slightly at the praise. "I just used the resources available to me. Being a library custodian has its advantages. People trust you, and they rarely question why you're looking for information."

"Modesty doesn't suit you, sister," Kaelithan said with a fond smile. "This is impressive work by any standard."

"Should I bring them in?" Merrith asked, already moving toward the door.

"Please," Thomas replied, excitement building within him as Merrith left the room. Finally, they were making tangible progress.

"I should warn you," Iona added, "they're terrified. They believe speaking about what they saw could cost them their positions or worse. I had to promise that you could help protect them from retaliation."

"Of course," Thomas assured her. "They have my word. Kael, can you glamour us?”

“With pleasure,” Kaelithan replied, casting a fresh glamour on the group.

“You do that so easily,” Iona remarked in admiration.

“I’ve needed to cast the spell so often, it’s becoming second nature,” he replied.

Merrith knocked on the door, providing warning of her return.

“Bring them in,” Thomas called.


CHAPTER 10


The door opened to admit Merrith, followed by two young Druids—a male and female—both appearing no older than fifteen or sixteen. Merrith closed the door for privacy. The two teens hung back near it, nervousness evident in their rigid postures and wide, darting eyes. The female clutched at the sleeve of her companion as if drawing strength from the contact.

"This is Lorath and Aylinn," Iona introduced them, gesturing first to the young man and then to the woman. "They work in the High Elder's kitchens."

Thomas stepped forward, offering what he hoped was a reassuring smile. "Thank you for coming. I know this must be difficult for you."

The pair exchanged uncertain glances, neither speaking. The young man—Lorath—stood partially in front of his companion, his thin shoulders squared protectively despite the obvious tremor in his hands.

"Please, sit," Thomas invited, indicating the empty chairs at the table. "You have nothing to fear from us."

Iona placed a gentle hand on Aylinn's shoulder. "It's alright," she assured the young woman. "These people can help. They need to know what you saw in the forest that day."

The mention of the forest sent a visible shudder through both kitchen workers. Reluctantly, they moved to the offered seats, perching on the edges as if ready to bolt at the slightest provocation.

Thomas took his own seat, careful to maintain a non-threatening demeanor. "I understand you encountered something—or rather someone—unusual during an outing in the forest."

"We shouldn't talk about it," Lorath said, his voice barely above a whisper. "The High Elder forbade anyone from discussing what happened. He said it was for our own protection."

“It is,” Iona agreed. “But like I explained to you, these men are part of the Avalyeth Council’s Internal Affairs Division. They believe a member of the council is double-dealing with Sir Turquine, beyond both the High Elder or Morgana’s purview. The information you share could be essential in helping them bring the rogue council member to justice.”

Thomas glanced at her, impressed by the lie. The two kitchen workers clearly believed it, because they marginally relaxed.

Aylinn drew a deep breath, her hands twisting nervously in her lap. "Lorath and I...we sometimes go to the forest floor when our duties allow. It's peaceful there, away from the demands of the kitchens."

"We had permission," Lorath added hastily.

"Of course," Thomas assured him. "Please, continue."

"It was about three weeks ago," Aylinn resumed. "We'd brought a small picnic, some pastries Lorath had saved from the previous night’s dinner service." A ghost of a smile touched her lips. "He knows they're my favorite."

"We found a nice clearing between the roots of an ancient tree," Lorath continued, gaining confidence as he spoke. "It was quiet, beautiful. The fungi were particularly bright that day, casting everything in this romantic blue light."

"We were just enjoying our time away from our duties," Aylinn said. "And then..."

"We heard something moving in the undergrowth." Lorath faltered. "At first, we thought it might be a forest creature, but it turned into heavy, deliberate footsteps.”

"Did you see who it was?" Kaelithan pressed.

Aylinn nodded, her face paling at the memory. "A Draconite warrior—the largest I've ever seen. His scales were midnight black, with strange patterns carved into them. But his eyes..." She shuddered visibly. "They glowed like embers."

"Turquine," Thomas said softly, the name heavy on his tongue.

Both kitchen workers flinched at the name, Lorath reflexively reaching for Aylinn's hand.

"What happened next?" Thomas pressed.

“He looked as though he was ready to pounce on us,” Aylinn continued. "We froze, too terrified to move."

"Then his comm unit activated," Lorath said. "Someone called his name. I couldn't make out what else was said, but he looked irritated by the interruption."

"Did you hear who contacted him?" Thomas asked, leaning forward intently.

Lorath shook his head. "No. I’m sorry.”

“Did you?” he asked Aylinn.

She shook her head. “Everything happened so fast. I don’t know who called his name.”

"What happened after that?" Iona prompted.

“We finally got up enough nerve to run,” Lorath said. “I was sure he was going to chase us, but he didn’t. When I looked back, he was just staring at us with this...this…smile." The young man shuddered at the memory. "It wasn't a normal smile. It was more like a promise that he would come back and finish us one day.” Both Druids came to tears at the memory.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that,” Iona said. “You’re brave for sharing your story with us.”

"Is there anything else you can tell us?" Thomas asked the kitchen workers. "Any other details that might help?"

Lorath shook his head. "We've told you everything we know. And we've probably said too much already." Fear crept back into his voice. "If the High Elder discovers we've spoken about this..."

"He won't," Thomas assured him firmly. "Your names won't appear in our report."

"What will you do with this information?" Aylinn asked, her eyes wide with a mixture of fear and hope. "Will you stop whatever's happening?"

Thomas exchanged glances with his team before answering. "We're going to try.”

"We should return to our duties," Lorath said, rising from his chair. "Our absence will be noticed if we're gone much longer."

“I’m sorry,” Thomas said. “We can’t let you go just yet. We need to see this clearing, immediately.”

Aylinn's face paled. "You want us to go there?"

"Turquine isn't on Avalyeth," Kaelithan assured her.

"We need you to show us exactly where this happened," Thomas insisted. "It could be crucial to our investigation."

"Absolutely not," Lorath said, standing abruptly. "We've already risked too much just by telling you this story."

Thomas stepped closer, allowing Arthur's essence to flow more freely within him. When he spoke, his voice carried that subtle quality of command he'd discovered at Quadtree.

"This isn't a request," he said quietly, hoping his new persuasive ability would work on Druids just as it did on the Draconite. "If Turquine is corrupting members of the council, everyone on Avalyeth is at risk. Including you and your families. It’s your responsibility to help us."

The young Druids wavered visibly, caught between their fear and the compelling force of Thomas's words.

"We...we can show you the path," Aylinn offered reluctantly. "But please, don't make us stay there."

"That's fair," Thomas agreed, easing back on the pressure. "Show us the location, and then you're free to return to your duties."

The boy's shoulders slumped in resignation. "Very well."

“Selene, you and Merrith should remain here,” Thomas said.

“Don’t be gone too long,” Iona replied.

Thomas turned back to the kitchen workers. "Lead the way."

They left the Twisted Root, boarding an elevator and descending in silence from Primaltree's lower levels to the forest floor. Thomas kept close to Lorath and Aylinn, noting their increasing tension as they approached ground level, their fear manifesting in quick, nervous movements and darting glances.

The forest floor stretched before them, bathed in the familiar endless twilight. Massive roots arched overhead, creating natural corridors through the perpetual dusk.

"This way," Lorath murmured, leading them onto a narrow trail that curved away from the main thoroughfares. "The clearing is about thirty minutes from here."

They moved cautiously, alert for patrols. The forest breathed around them with subtle shifts in the air, distant calls of unseen creatures, the occasional rustle of some creature moving through the undergrowth.

"How often do patrols come this way?" Thomas asked in a hushed voice.

"Not often," Aylinn replied. "That's why we chose it."

As they progressed deeper into the forest, the trails became less defined, eventually fading entirely. Lorath navigated by landmarks—a distinctive curve in a massive root, a cluster of iridescent fungi with a unique pattern, a fallen branch that had been there for months.

Approximately fifteen minutes into their journey, the young Druid suddenly halted, raising a hand for silence. They froze in place, listening intently. "What is it?" Percival whispered.

"Thought I heard something," Lorath murmured. After a tense moment, he shook his head. "Nothing. My nerves are just on edge."

They continued forward. The forest closed in around them, the massive trunks creating a labyrinth of shadow and filtered light.

"There," Aylinn whispered a few minutes later. She pointed ahead to where the dense undergrowth appeared to thin. "The clearing is just beyond that thicket."

Thomas gestured for the others to wait while he moved forward to reconnoiter. Sliding between the tangled branches of the thicket, he emerged into a small clearing approximately twenty meters across. Sunlight penetrated the canopy above it, creating a pool of warm illumination that stood in stark contrast to the surrounding twilight of the forest floor.

In the center of the clearing lay a weather-stained blanket, one corner pulled back as if hastily abandoned. Nearby, a wicker basket rested on its side, contents long since scavenged by forest creatures. The scene was exactly as the young Druids had described—a picnic interrupted and never resumed.

Thomas signaled the all-clear, and the others joined him in the clearing. Lorath and Aylinn hung back near the entrance, faces pale as they confronted the physical evidence of their traumatic memory.

"It's exactly as we left it," Aylinn said, voice barely audible.

“Which direction did Turquine come from?" Thomas asked, scanning the perimeter of the clearing.

Lorath pointed to the eastern edge. "From there. Where the undergrowth is thicker."

"And which way did he go after confronting you?"

The boy indicated the same direction. “Back the way he had come. Deeper into the forest, away from any paths I know."

Thomas turned to the young Druids. "Thank you for bringing us this far. You've been extremely helpful."

"We can go?" Lorath asked hopefully.

"Yes," Thomas confirmed. "But keep this entire meeting to yourselves. Tell no one, not even the High Elder. If word reaches the wrong ears that you've guided us here, imprisonment would be the least of your concerns."

Both nodded solemnly, the threat of retribution far more immediate in their minds than any warning Thomas could deliver.

"We'll be silent," Aylinn promised.

"Go now," Thomas instructed.

The young Druids didn't need further encouragement. They hurried back across the thicket, soon disappearing from view.

Thomas turned to his team. “Let’s follow Turquine’s trail.”

They headed in the direction Lorath had indicated Turquine had gone. The undergrowth was dense, but it was easy to discern signs—broken branches, crushed vegetation, and deep clawed footprints in the soft moss—of the large Draconite’s passing.

“Look there,” Percival said, pointing to something in the distance. “What is that?”

They converged on the position where a wooden pike had been driven into the ground. Impaled on the spike was the severed head of a creature like an oversized jaguar with multiple eyes and a jaw that split four ways to reveal rows of needle-like teeth. Thomas had never seen anything like it.

"A burga," Kaelithan identified it, keeping a respectful distance. "Apex forest predator. Extremely dangerous and very difficult to kill."

“Turquine must have killed it,” Burl observed, examining the clean cut that had separated the head from its body. "One strike from the look of it."

"Impressive," Percival said, genuine admiration in his voice despite the grisly display.

"But why display the head?" Thomas wondered. “Showing off? To whom?”

"Possibly," Kaelithan agreed. "Or perhaps a warning to other burga in the area. They're intelligent enough to recognize such signals."

Thomas continued past the pike, following the faint trail deeper into the forest. After about twenty meters, he abruptly stopped. "Kael," he called. "You should see this."

The wizard moved forward, joining him. He frowned at what Thomas had discovered—a section of forest unlike the surrounding area. Three massive trees had been scorched, their bark blackened and peeling. The ground beneath them was similarly burned, forming a rough circle approximately ten meters in diameter.

"Magic," Kaelithan said immediately, his fingers trailing just above the scorched bark without touching it. "Extremely powerful fire magic, but controlled—contained to just this area."

"Could it have been a natural phenomenon?" Thomas asked, though he already suspected the answer.

Kaelithan shook his head. "No. This was deliberate—a magical battle or demonstration of force."

"But why would there be a magical fight out here in the woods?" Garant asked, both he and Tivan stepping forward to join them.

"That's the question, isn't it?" Kaelithan mused, slowly circling the scorched area. His expression grew increasingly troubled as he completed his examination. “What if Turquine brought Halvy here to test him?”

“Why would he bring him to the forest floor?” Percival asked.

“Unless he was already in the forest,” Merlin said. “Perhaps that burga head is as much a marker as it is a trophy.”

“A marker for what?” Burl asked.

“Maybe there’s something hidden in this area,” Kaelithan said. “Concealed by powerful enchantments designed to deflect attention and perception."

"Like Excalibur?" Thomas asked, recalling how the ship had appeared visible to him but remained concealed from others.

"Similar principle, but likely far more extensive," Kaelithan explained. He closed his eyes and lifted his hands, remaining still for so long Thomas was about to ask him if he was okay. Then, he finally spoke. "I can sense...something. A distortion in the magical fabric of this place. But I can't focus strongly enough on it. Between the invisibility spell on Excalibur and the illusion on us, I’m too divided.”

“What if you drop the glamours?” Thomas asked. “We’re alone here.”

Kaelithan nodded, releasing the illusions around them. Closing his eyes again, he remained still for another minute before shaking his head. “It’s not enough, I’m afraid. I can sense the enchantment, but I can’t get a hold on it, so to speak. Whoever created it is quite skilled.”

“A wizard at the level of a council member?” Thomas asked.

“Precisely what I was thinking. I believe I can unravel it with the help of the shard’s pure energy, but Excalibur will no longer be hidden should anyone happen by her.”

Thomas didn't hesitate. "Do it. We're getting close to the answer anyway, and we need to know what's hidden here."

Kaelithan nodded. He grasped the crystal shard, golden light beginning to glow between his fingers. “Now," he murmured, eyes closing in concentration. The crystal's glow intensified, bathing his face in golden light. He extended both hands toward what appeared to be a heavily overgrown area just beyond the scorched earth, fingers spread wide as if physically grasping something invisible.

For several long moments, nothing happened. Kaelithan's brow furrowed with effort, beads of sweat forming at his temples as he channeled power from the shard. The air between his outstretched hands began to shimmer, distorting like heat rising from sun-baked stone.

"I can feel it," he muttered through clenched teeth. "Something massive. Powerful enchantments layered over each other. Very sophisticated concealment."

The crystal's glow pulsed suddenly, flaring bright enough to make Thomas shield his eyes. Kaelithan gasped, staggering slightly before catching himself.

"There!" he exclaimed.

Thomas blinked, adjusting to the aftermath of the brilliant flash. When his vision cleared, he found himself staring, not at empty forest, but at a structure that definitely hadn't been visible moments before. A building, dark and brutal, clearly of Draconite design. Thick moss clung to every part of it, suggesting it had been there for quite some time. A heavy blast door—sealed tight—fronted it.

"By all the stars," Percival breathed. "How did we not see that before?"

"Powerful magic," Kaelithan explained, his voice strained from the effort. "Designed to deflect not just vision but attention itself. Anyone approaching would simply find themselves walking in a different direction without ever realizing it."

Thomas stared at the revealed entrance, mind racing. "This has to be it. A hidden research facility where they experimented on Halvy and possibly other young wizards."

"No obvious guards," Burl noted, hand moving to the weapon concealed beneath his cloak. "But that doesn't mean it's unprotected."

"No way to know how many Draconite might be inside," Tivan added cautiously.

Thomas's gaze hardened as he considered the formidable entrance before them. Arthur's essence stirred within him, a warm current of resolve flowing through his veins. After all their searching, they had finally found what they were looking for—the place where Halvy had been transformed, where the answers to his condition likely awaited.

"Let's go find out what’s in there," Thomas said.


CHAPTER 11


Thomas drew his fayrilite blade, the ancient metal humming softly as it left its scabbard. Around him, his companions followed suit, weapons appearing from beneath cloaks and drawn from hidden holsters.

The revealed facility loomed before them, brutal and unyielding against the soft organic surroundings of Avalyeth's forest floor. "Whatever we find in here," Thomas said quietly, "it won't be pleasant."

They approached cautiously, alert for any hidden defenses or sensors that might betray their presence. The entrance was a massive blast door. A security scanner, inset beside the door at approximately chest height, glowed with a dull red light.

"That's going to be a problem," Tivan muttered, eyeing the scanner.

“We’ve never let a door stop us before," Garant replied.

Merlin's tiny GOLEM scurried up from the folds of Thomas’ cloak to perch on his shoulder. "I believe I can gain us entry," Merlin said, the GOLEM’s blue eyes glowing softly. "Hold your hand up to the scanner, my boy.”

Thomas complied, extending his palm toward the security device. Merlin scurried down his arm and hopped onto his hand, the mechanical’s diminutive form barely covering a quarter of his palm. Thomas held the GOLEM close to the scanner as Merlin extended tiny tools from compartments within its frame.

"Fascinating design," Merlin murmured as he worked. “I’ve never seen its like.”

“You were gone from Avalon for a hundred years,” Thomas reminded him.

“True. But this facility looks to be at least fifty years old. The evolution is greater than I might have expected.”

"Can you bypass the security?” Kaelithan asked, keeping watch behind them.

"Of course," Merlin replied with a hint of pride.

The GOLEM's tools worked with remarkable efficiency, prying open a small maintenance panel beside the main scanning plate to expose the inner workings. Minuscule filaments extended from Merlin's frame, probing the circuitry within.

"This might take a moment," Merlin advised.

Thomas maintained his position, holding Merlin steady. The forest remained quiet save for the ambient sounds of distant creatures and the soft rustle of the surrounding vegetation.

After several tense minutes, a series of soft clicks emanated from the scanner, followed by a fluctuation in the red light that slowly shifted to green.

"There," Merlin said with satisfaction. "A combination of circuit redirection and buffer overflow. The system now believes we are authorized personnel."

The massive door shuddered, then began to slide open with a low mechanical groan. Stale air wafted from within, carrying an antiseptic smell tinged with a subtle metallic scent that Thomas recognized all too well.

Blood.

"Weapons ready," Thomas murmured as Merlin scurried back to his shoulder. "Kael, stay close. We'll need your magic if there are wards inside."

The wizard nodded, his expression tight. The golden shard around his neck pulsed softly, responding to his heightened tension.

Thomas took point, advancing through the opening with his blade at the ready. The entryway opened into a short corridor lined with cold metal walls etched with enchantments. Crystal formations jutted out from the metal, glowing with magical energy.

“Defensive enchantments?” Thomas asked, glancing at Kaelithan.

“Not exactly,” he replied. “They’re intended to keep things in, not out.”

The statement sent a shiver down Thomas’ spine.

The corridor terminated at another door, this one standing partially open. Low voices drifted from beyond, speaking in the guttural hisses of the Draconite language.

Thomas held up a closed fist, signaling the others to halt. He crept forward to peer through the gap in the door. Beyond lay what appeared to be a small chamber with monitoring equipment. Two Draconite guards were engaged in quiet conversation, their backs partially turned to the entrance.

Thomas signaled to Burl, who nodded in understanding.

With a sharp nod, they simultaneously burst through the door, catching the guards completely by surprise. Thomas drove his blade into the first guard's chest before he could even reach for his weapon, the fayrilite metal slicing through the light armor with minimal resistance. Burl moved with unexpected speed for his size, his blade opening the second guard's throat in a single fluid motion. Both Draconite died so swiftly they had no time to register surprise.

"Clear," Burl whispered, wiping his blade clean.

"Only two guards?” a surprised Percival questioned as he entered the room on their heels. "Either they're understaffed or overconfident."

"Or both," Garant suggested.

They passed through the checkpoint, entering a longer corridor that led deeper into the facility. There were no further enchantments on the walls, but the interior maintained the same cold aesthetic—metal corridors with harsh lighting, occasional pipes running along ceilings or walls, and minimal decoration. The contrast between this structure and the organic, flowing designs of Druid construction couldn't have been more stark.

Reaching the first junction in the facility, Thomas signaled caution before slowly approaching the corner. Peeking cautiously in both directions, he spotted a second pair of guards positioned on either side of a secured doorway at the end of the corridor to his left.

“Whatever we’re looking for is probably that way,” Thomas whispered, pointing toward the guarded doorway. “We need to take out two more guards before they can trigger an alarm.”

“Allow me,” Kaelithan said, already drawing magical energy as his hands moved in the air. When they began burning with magical fire, he spun out into the junction, immediately drawing the guards’ attention. Gouts of flame burst from Kaelithan’s hands, bathing them in fire that instantly burned them to ash, their armor collapsing to the floor.

“Where did you learn that?” Burl asked, shocked by the violence of the attack.

“Cartigan,” Kaelithan replied simply.

“I should have guessed.”

They hurried to the door, which had the same security scanner as the first. Merlin quickly disabled it. The door slid open, revealing another short corridor with a third door at the end.

They proceeded cautiously. The antiseptic smell—along with additional, fouler odors—grew stronger as they advanced. The door opened upon their approach, the putrid stench from inside the long, narrow room they discovered nearly knocking them back a step. Barred cells, all but one deserted, lined the length of both walls. Enchantments similar to those at the facility’s entrance etched the bars, each cell containing rumpled sweat-stained bedding, defecation, and bloodstains.

Movement in one of the cells caught his eye. A small, dirty, shivering figure slumped in the cell’s back corner as if trying to hide under his one meager blanket.

“By the stars,” Percival whispered harshly.

Thomas approached the cell, squatting down in front of it. "Hello?" he called softly. “Can you hear me? We're here to help you."

The figure stirred, lifting a haggard face toward the unexpected voice. It was a young Druid, hardly more than a boy, with hollow cheeks and dark eyes that had already seen far too much. His robe hung in tatters from his emaciated frame, and his hair had been roughly shorn, revealing multiple small scars on his scalp.

"Thyreon?" Kaelithan sputtered, still wiping a hand across his mouth as he rushed forward. “Is that you?"

Recognition dawned slowly in the young Druid's eyes. "Master... Kaelithan?" he croaked, his voice raspy from disuse. "I thought... I thought you were dead."

"No, my young friend. Though I feared the same for you.” Kaelithan turned to Thomas. "Thyreon was one of Grenyth's students. We need to get him out of here.”

“Can you open the cell?” Thomas asked.

“The lock is enchanted. It’ll take some time to break it.” He turned to Thyreon. "What happened? Where are the others?"

The youth's face contorted with pain that went beyond physical suffering. "Gone. All gone. Almost all of them died during the experiments. Except Halvy." He swallowed with difficulty. “They took him away.”

"How many survivors were here with you?” Kaelithan asked, his voice tight with controlled fury.

"Fourteen. All Grenyth’s boys.” Thyreon's gaze dropped to the floor. “He…he took Gruslyn not an hour ago. He…he may still be alive.”

“Through there?” Thomas asked, motioning to the door at the far end of the block.”

“Yes. Please, get me out of here.”

“We will,” Thomas promised. “But we need to help Gruslyn first. Sit tight.”

Thyreon nodded, retreating back under his blanket. But this time, he watched them as they turned toward the inner door. They had only taken two steps toward it when it opened.

A young Druid in a formal robe stood there, flanked by a unit of Draconite guards.

"Intruders!" The Druid shouted. "Kill them!"

The guards raised their weapons, but Thomas and his team were already moving. Percival and Burl charged while Tivan and Garant angled for better positions. Thomas targeted the robed Druid, recognizing him as the greater threat.

The first guard fired an energy rifle, the bolt sizzling past Thomas's ear close enough to burn. A second shot might have pierced his skull, but he instinctively shifted to the right just ahead of the blast, evading the killing blow. Percival reached the Draconite before he could fire a third time, his blade severing the rifle in half before plunging into the guard's chest.

The second guard met Burl's charge with more preparation, dropping his rifle to draw his sword. The two warriors clashed, steel ringing against steel as they tested each other's strength and skill.

Meanwhile, the Druid wizard raised his hands, arcane energy gathering around his fingers as he prepared a spell. Kaelithan stepped forward, placing himself between Thomas and the wizard.

"I'll handle him," Kaelithan growled, the shard at his neck flaring with golden light. "This one deserves to face my wrath."

The Druid unleashed a stream of crackling energy that tore through the air toward them. Kaelithan countered with a gesture, the magical energy from Arthur’s shard forming a shield that absorbed the attack before shattering into fragments of golden light that dissipated harmlessly.

"You would betray your own kind?" the enemy wizard snarled, gathering power for another attack. "For these outsiders?"

"You betrayed our kind when you turned children into experiments," Kaelithan replied, his voice cold and steady as he began weaving complex patterns with both hands. "When you perverted our learning and knowledge to serve Draconite masters."

The third guard attempted to flank them, moving along the wall toward Thomas. Tivan intercepted him, his lighter blade dancing in quick, precise strikes that forced the Draconite into a defensive posture. Garant circled behind, looking for an opening.

The dueling wizards escalated their battle, each spell more destructive than the last. The enemy Druid launched a ball of searing flame that Kaelithan deflected into a cell, where the defensive enchantments absorbed the energy. Kaelithan countered with a barrage of golden energy bolts that the Druid barely managed to shield against, the impact forcing him back several steps.

Burl's opponent proved more skilled than expected, his blade moving with surprising speed for his size. A vicious slash caught Burl across the forearm, his shield bracer flaring in response. The big man grunted and pressed his attack, using his superior reach to keep the Draconite at bay.

Thomas circled the magical duel, looking for an opening to aid Kaelithan. The enemy wizard noticed his movement and diverted a portion of his attention, sending a shard of ice hurtling toward Thomas with a flick of his fingers.

Thomas reacted instinctively, Arthur's essence flowing through him as he brought his blade up in a perfect arc that shattered the ice projectile. The wizard's momentary distraction cost him dearly—Kaelithan seized the opportunity to unleash a concentrated beam of energy enhanced by the shard's power.

The beam struck the Druid squarely in the chest, lifting him off his feet and slamming him against the closed door. He slid to the floor, robes smoldering, eyes vacant in death.

By then, Tivan had maneuvered his opponent into Garant's path. The Draconite, focused on Tivan's flashing blade, didn't notice Garant until the twin's dagger plunged into the gap between his armor plates at the base of his skull. The guard collapsed, limbs twitching as life left him.

Burl finally gained the upper hand in his duel with his opponent, feinting left before driving his broadsword forward in a powerful thrust that penetrated the Draconite's armor at the shoulder joint. The guard howled in pain, his weapon clattering to the floor as his arm went limp. Burl didn't hesitate. His follow-up strike took the Draconite's head from his shoulders in a single powerful swing, ending the battle.

Thomas surveyed the carnage. "Is everyone alright?" he asked, panting for breath as he scanned his team for injuries.

“Better than ever,” Burl replied.

"We're good," Tivan answered for himself and Garant.

"Percy?"

"Not a mark on me, Captain," the large man replied with grim satisfaction.

“Me either,” Burl offered.

“Then let’s finish this,” Thomas growled, striding from the cellblock and across the anteroom to the closed door. He stepped over the dead wizard and kicked in the door.

He’d heard how truly violent anger could make one see red, but he’d never experienced it for himself.

Until now.


CHAPTER 12


Thomas stepped through the door into a laboratory, the horrendous scene before him reaching a new level of disturbing.

Sterile metal surfaces gleamed under harsh lighting while monitoring equipment lined the walls displaying readouts he didn't understand. At the center was an examination table fitted with restraints, surrounded by various instruments and apparatus. Tubes and wiring connected to a complex system, its technological hum balanced by the glowing enchantments etched into its sides.

And strapped to the table was a young Druid, barely conscious, his chest rising and falling in shallow breaths. His small hands, strapped down at the wrists, trembled like leaves in the wind. Multiple tubes and sensors were attached to his emaciated body. A metal cap covered with arcane symbols encircled his head, tiny lights blinking across its surface. Small pools of normal blood surrounded the boy, rivulets still running down his pale skin onto the table from where the sensors and tubes were jabbed into him, sucking the life from him like leeches and replacing it with speckled blood. Thomas didn't need Merlin's confirmation to know it was heavy with nanites.

Standing over the boy was an older Druid dressed in a fine robe. He looked up as Thomas and the others entered, hands freezing above a control panel.

"Kalthor," Kaelithan said, his voice dangerously soft. “How could you?”

The scientist's eyes widened, surprised by the interruption, then narrowed with calculation. His gaze swept over the group, lingering briefly on Thomas. “Do I know you?”

"Step away from the table," Thomas ordered, advancing with his blade at the ready.

"Or what?" Kalthor replied, his tone almost conversational despite the tension in his posture. "You'll kill me? Then who would safely disconnect the subject from the apparatus? One wrong move and he ceases to breathe."

Thomas' jaw clenched at the way he referred to the boy as the subject. "Release him. Now."

"I can't simply shut everything down and let him go," Kalthor said, slowly raising his hands. "Let's be civil about this. I'm sure we can come to an understanding."

"An understanding?" Kaelithan spat, fury breaking through his usual composure. "After what you've done? Look at him!" He gestured to the unconscious Druid. "And what about all of the others you took? Children, Kalthor. They're children!"

Kalthor's face remained impassive. "Necessary sacrifices for the greater good. You wouldn't understand. You’ve never had to make the hard choices. You wouldn’t have the courage to make them."

"Is this what you call courage?" Thomas demanded, gesturing toward the now unconscious boy on the table. "Experimenting on helpless prisoners? Turning them into weapons for the Draconite?"

"I did it for Avalyeth," Kalthor replied, a hint of defensive heat entering his voice for the first time. "These experiments kept Morgana from fully conquering us and taking away all of our freedoms. We maintain our autonomy through cooperation, and that cooperation demanded this research."

"Autonomy? You call that freedom?" Kaelithan laughed bitterly, jabbing his finger at the cells they'd just left. “Licking Morgana's claws while she uses you to create abominations from children, by the hells!”

"You simple-minded fool," Kalthor hissed. "What would you have us do? Stand proudly against her forces and be annihilated? Watch our beautiful world burn like the Wyldentree? Compromises had to be made to ensure our survival!"

When Kaelithan took a threatening step toward Kalthor, Thomas moved between them, "Kael, stop.” He placed a restraining hand against his friend’s chest. "We need him to safely disconnect the boy."

Kaelithan trembled with barely contained rage but nodded stiffly.

Thomas turned back to Kalthor. "Who put you up to this research?" he demanded. "Who authorized these experiments?"

Kalthor's lips twisted in a humorless smile. "Who do you think? High Elder Trilthan, of course."

"Trilthan?" Burl repeated, shock evident in his voice.

"Who else has the authority to sanction such work?"

"And you expect us to believe that torturing and mutilating children was necessary?" Kaelithan demanded, his voice shaking with fury.

"I expect nothing from you," Kalthor snapped. "It doesn't matter what you know or what you do now. Even if you kill me, even if you expose this place and turn the people against Trilthan, the only thing you'll accomplish is to convince Morgana to attack Avalyeth directly and kill us all."

Thomas fixed Kalthor with a steady gaze. "You're wrong. Morgana won't attack Avalyeth. At least not anytime soon. She's got bigger things to worry about."

Kalthor's expression shifted subtly, curiosity overcoming his defiant posture. "What do you mean?”

"Your experiments created something you didn't intend and Morgana couldn't control," Thomas explained, pleased to see uncertainty creeping into the scientist's eyes. "Turquine has gone rogue, taking Halvy with him. He's no longer serving Morgana. He's pursuing his own agenda, and with Halvy's help, he's become powerful enough to threaten even her."

"Impossible," Kalthor whispered, but his confidence had visibly wavered. "The nanite programming ensures loyalty..."

"The nanites are evolving," Thomas countered. "They're adapting, changing, becoming something neither you nor Morgana anticipated. You helped her create monsters, and now those monsters are loose."

Suddenly, alarms began blaring from the monitoring equipment. The boy on the table arched his back, his body going rigid as violent convulsions seized him.

"What's happening?" Thomas demanded, rushing forward.

"The nanites," Kalthor said, his clinical detachment momentarily giving way to genuine alarm. "They're destabilizing. His system is rejecting integration."

Kaelithan pushed past Thomas, reaching the table first. "Do something!" he shouted at Kalthor, already attempting to channel healing magic into the boy's trembling form.

Kalthor's hands flew across the control panel, his movements frantic yet precise. "I'm trying to flush the system, but the nanites have already entered his bloodstream in too high a concentration."

The boy's eyes shot open, pupils dilated to pinpoints. His mouth opened in a silent scream as his back arched impossibly high. Blood began to seep from his ears, nose, and even his eyes, dark and speckled with the same metallic sheen they'd observed in the tubes.

"Shut it down!" Thomas ordered, his voice rising above the wailing alarms.

"I can't!" Kalthor shouted back, genuine panic replacing his earlier arrogance. "The integration is complete. The nanites are attempting to bond with his magical core, but his body can't withstand the strain."

Kaelithan's hands glowed with golden light as he desperately poured healing energy into the boy, but Thomas could see it wasn't working. The magic scattered on contact, unable to penetrate whatever was happening inside the young Druid's body.

"Gruslyn," Kaelithan whispered. "Hold on, please."

But it was too late. The convulsions reached a crescendo, then abruptly ceased. The boy's body went limp, slamming back onto the table with terrible finality. The monitor tracking his heartbeat flatlined, its steady tone cutting through the cacophony of other alarms.

"No!" Kaelithan roared, slamming his fist against the table. "No, no, no!"

Kalthor stepped back from the controls, his face ashen. "There was nothing I could do," he said quietly. "The process was too far along."

Thomas grabbed Kalthor by the front of his robe, slamming him against the nearest wall. "You did this," he growled, Arthur's essence burning through him with righteous fury. "You killed him!”

"I...it was an unforeseen complication," Kalthor stammered, his scientific detachment crumbling in the face of Thomas's rage. "His magical signature was incompatible with the nanite structure. We couldn't have predicted⁠—"

"Couldn't have predicted?" Kaelithan's voice cut through the room like ice. "You're forcing experimental technology into children without knowing what it will do to them." He turned from the table, his eyes burning with a cold fire Thomas had never seen before. "How many others have died like this while you stood there taking notes?"

Burl and Percival moved to flank Thomas, their expressions equally murderous. Tivan and Garant circled to cut off any potential escape route, though Kalthor seemed to have lost all will to resist.

"It was necessary," Kalthor whispered, no longer sounding convinced of his own words. "For the greater good of⁠—"

"There is no greater good that justifies this!" Thomas shouted, releasing Kalthor with a disgusted shove. The scientist slumped against the wall, unable to meet anyone's gaze. "You're going to answer for what you've done here."

Thomas turned to the table, where Gruslyn's body lay still. With gentle hands, he removed the metal cap from the boy's head and began disconnecting the tubes and sensors. Each puncture mark on the small body fueled his rage, but he forced himself to remain steady.

"He deserved better than this," Thomas said quietly, closing the boy's eyes. "They all did."

Kaelithan placed a hand on Gruslyn's forehead, murmuring a brief Druid prayer. When he looked up, his eyes were dry but filled with an implacable resolve.

"Now," Thomas said to Kalthor, "we're going back to free Thyreon. And you're taking his place in that cell."

"You can't do this," Kalthor protested, though his earlier defiance had diminished considerably. "The Draconite will find me. They'll kill me."

"You should have thought of that before you started helping them experiment on children," Kaelithan replied coldly. "Before you murdered Gruslyn and who knows how many others."

They returned to the cellblock, Percival and Burl each holding one of Kalthor’s arms in a death grip.

"Give me the key," Thomas ordered the scientist.

"Please," Kalthor said. "I⁠—"

"Give me the key!" Thomas repeated, drawing on Arthur's essence. Kalthor's eyes glazed, and he robotically reached into a pocket of his robe and handed over the key to the cell.

Thyreon stumbled out as soon as Thomas opened the cell door, rushing as fast as he could to Kaelithan and wrapping his arms around his waist.

"In you go," Thomas said.

Kalthor didn't argue. He stepped into the cell, and Thomas slammed the door shut, locking it behind him.

"I hope you rot in there," Burl hissed. "Though that's better than you deserve."

"Gruslyn?" Thyreon asked softly, looking past them toward the laboratory door.

Kaelithan shook his head, placing a gentle hand on the boy's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Thyreon. We were too late."

Thyreon's face crumpled, but he fought back tears. "I told him to be strong," he whispered. "I told him we'd both make it out."

"What now, Captain?" Percival asked. All eyes turned to Thomas.

Arthur's essence stirred within him, a warm current that resonated with a deep sense of justice and purpose. In his mind's eye, Thomas saw the faces of all those who had suffered here—Thyreon, Gruslyn, Halvy, and countless others whose names they would probably never know. He thought of the corruption that had allowed such horrors to occur, the complicity of Avalyeth's highest leadership.

And he made a decision.

"We're going to bring the truth of this place to light," he answered. "The people of Avalyeth deserve to know what's been done in their name."

"That will mean confronting Trilthan," Kaelithan said, his expression hardened by grief and rage. "Challenging the High Elder of the Druids."

"Yes," Thomas confirmed. "But after what we've seen here, we have to do something. I swear on Arthur's essence that by the time this day is over, Avalyeth will be free."


CHAPTER 13


Kalthor had lost his earlier bravado, avoiding eye contact with all of them as he slid down the wall to slump against the cell wall. Rage like nothing Thomas had ever felt before coursed through him, Arthur's essence roiling within him like a storm tide. He could feel the warmth in his chest urging him toward action—not raw, violent vengeance, but justice—the need only magnifying the weight of their mission. He turned to his team. "We came here to learn about Halvy, and we need that information now more than ever."

Kaelithan stood with his hand still on Thyreon's shoulder, the boy leaning into him for support. "We should search the laboratory," he agreed. "There must be records of the procedures they used, documentation of the experiments."

"Shouldn't we just get out of here?" Burl asked, casting a wary glance back toward the entrance. "More guards could arrive at any time."

“They won’t,” Thyreon said quietly. "The guards come in shifts. We should have at least four hours."

"You've been keeping track," Tivan observed.

Thyreon nodded. “It’s like Master Grenyth always said. You can either plan to die or plan to live. I always planned to live, at least until that monster dragged me away.” He glared accusingly at Kalthor, who didn’t look at him.

"We still need to move quickly," Thomas said. "Tivan, Garant, keep watch at the entrance, just in case anyone shows up unannounced. The rest of us will search the lab.”

The twins nodded and hurried away to guard the entrance while Thomas followed Kaelithan into the laboratory. Gruslyn's body still lay on the table, small and fragile in death. Thyreon immediately approached him, eyes moist as he whispered what sounded like a prayer.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t save him,” Thomas said.

“I know,” Thyreon replied.

“Thomas,” Merlin said, his GOLEM perched on Thomas’ shoulder. “Over there.”

“What is it?” Thomas asked, his eyes landing on a computer terminal.

“No doubt, Kalthor kept records of the work he was doing here. Perhaps the information he gathered would implicate High Elder Trilthan directly.”

“Good thinking,” Thomas replied, approaching the terminal. “Can you access the data?”

Merlin’s GOLEM scurried from Thomas’ shoulder and down his arm to the console, eyes glowing as it examined the security measures. “It’s more complex than the door system. I'll need time to bypass it."

Thomas glanced back toward the cellblock, an idea forming. "Maybe we don't need to bypass it.”

“You mean release Kalthor?” Merlin said. “I’m not sure that’s wise.”

“He seems spineless enough,” Thomas answered.

“He’s still a Druid,” Kaelithan said. “He has some level of control over magical energy.”

“Is he a full wizard?” Thomas asked.

“Not that I’m aware.”

“Then I’m not worried about him. We need his access codes.”

Thomas returned to Kalthor’s cell, using the key to unlock it. The scientist glanced up, suspicion and defiance in his eyes.

"On your feet," Thomas ordered.

Kalthor remained seated where he’d slid to the floor, glaring up at Thomas. "I think I prefer it here," he said coldly.

Thomas stepped into the cell, Arthur's essence surging within him. "This isn't a request," he stated, his voice resonating with quiet power. "Get. Up. Now."

The scientist's eyes widened slightly at Thomas's tone. Reluctantly, he rose to his feet, but his posture remained resistant. "What do you want?"

"You're going to give us access to your research files," Thomas stated. "All of them."

"I will do no such thing," Kalthor spat. "My work is sanctioned by the High Elder himself. You have no authority here."

Thomas nodded to Percival, who grabbed Kalthor by the collar, dragging him from the cell and slamming him back against its bars.

"Let me be clear," Thomas said, his voice dropping dangerously low as he glared over Percy’s shoulder, noting the beads of sweat gathering on Kalthor’s brow. "You’ll cooperate, or I’ll let Kaelithan decide what happens to you. He's eager to demonstrate some of his own experimental techniques after what you did to his young friends.”

Fear flickered briefly in Kalthor's eyes before his resistance reasserted itself. “If you want to kill me, then kill me. But I’m not giving you access to my work. Not now. Not ever.”

Percival pulled Kalthor off the cell bars and slammed him back against them hard enough to knock the wind from him. "There are fates worse than death," the former mercenary said coldly. "Just ask the children you experimented on."

The scientist's resolve wavered visibly, but he held firm. “Do your worst.”

Percival was ready to take him up on the offer when Thomas drew forth Arthur’s essence, speaking quietly and simply. “You…are…going…to help us.”

Kalthor’s eyes narrowed, but he nodded at last. “Fine," he muttered. "But understand this—what I've done here will eventually be recognized as revolutionary. History will vindicate me."

"Save it for your trial," Thomas replied. “Percy, bring him.”

Percival kept his grip on Kalthor's collar and forcibly marched him back into the laboratory. Kaelithan's face hardened at the sight of the scientist.

Thomas directed Kalthor toward the terminal. "Give us access," he demanded. "Now."

Kalthor hesitated, his eyes darting around the laboratory as if seeking an escape route. Finding none, he reluctantly approached the terminal. "I need both hands," he said stiffly.

"Let him go, Percy," Thomas ordered, maintaining a close position behind Kalthor as Percival shoved the scientist so hard against the terminal the Druid had to grab hold of it to keep from falling.

Kalthor's fingers moved grudgingly across the interface, entering a complex sequence of commands with obvious reluctance. The screen shifted, new windows appearing in succession.

"There," he said tersely. “Access granted. Now take what you want and get out of here."

"Merlin, can you download all of this?" Thomas asked, not taking his eyes off Kalthor.

The GOLEM’s head bobbed in affirmation. "Yes. The system appears to use a standard data interface. I can extract everything to my temporary storage.”

"Do it," Thomas ordered.

"It will take some time,” Merlin advised. "The database is extensive."

“Can you narrow down the retrieval?” Thomas asked. “Focus on Halvy?”

“I can, but it would be valuable to collect all of the research.”

“Start there, just in case we run out of time.”

“Of course, my boy.”

"What about the nanites themselves?" Thomas asked, directing the question to Kalthor. "Are there samples here in the lab?"

The scientist's jaw tightened, his reluctance to cooperate growing more evident with each request. "Why would I tell you that?"

Thomas stepped closer, letting Arthur's essence flow through him once more. "The nanites. Where are they?"

Kalthor's resistance crumbled under the pressure of Thomas' enhanced presence. "Secure storage," he muttered, gesturing to a refrigerated storage unit across the laboratory. "Keep in mind they're extremely dangerous if mishandled."

Kaelithan moved to investigate the storage unit, finding several vials containing a silvery liquid that shifted and rippled of its own accord.

"How many of these did you put into children?" Kaelithan asked, his voice thick with disgust as he extracted one vial for examination.

Kalthor looked away, refusing to respond, his attention returning to the terminal where Merlin continued extracting data.

"Once we have what we need," Thomas said to the Druid scientist, "we're taking Thyreon and leaving this facility exactly as it is. Evidence of what you and the High Elder have been doing. The people of Avalyeth will know the truth."

Something shifted in Kalthor's expression—a subtle tightening around the eyes, a new tension in his jaw. With a sudden burst of movement that caught Thomas by surprise, the scientist shoved him aside and bolted across the laboratory toward the storage unit.

"Stop him!" Thomas shouted, regaining his balance.

Kalthor’s hands swept through the air, gathering magical energy as he ran. Within milliseconds, flames erupted from his fingertips, directed at the storage unit containing the nanite samples.

"No!" Kaelithan shouted, reacting almost instinctively to counter the spell. Drawing power from Arthur’s shard, a shimmering barrier materialized between Kalthor's flames and the storage unit, absorbing and dissipating the fire.

Thomas and Percival converged on Kalthor from opposite sides. The Druid’s hands shifted to a new pattern, and Percival suddenly froze in place, lifted slightly off the ground as an invisible force seized him by the throat.

Thomas didn't hesitate or waste time with warnings or challenges. His sword sang from its sheath, and in one fluid motion he drove it through Kalthor's back, the blade emerging from the scientist's chest, dripping with blood.

Kalthor's spell dissipated instantly, dropping Percival to the floor, gasping for air. The scientist looked down at the bloodied metal protruding from his sternum with an expression of pained smugness before collapsing to the floor, blood pooling around him.

Kaelithan moved quickly to check on Percival. "Are you alright?"

Percival nodded, massaging his throat. "Been better," he rasped. "But I'll live." He glanced at Kalthor. “Bastard wanted a quick death.”

“I wasn’t going to let him kill you,” Thomas replied, removing his sword from the Druid and cleaning it on his robe. “Kael, we need to burn him.”

“You think he may be infused with nanites?”

“We can’t rule it out. Better safe than sorry.”

Kaelithan nodded, raising a hand and gathering magical energy.

“Wait,” Thyreon said. “Let me do it. For Gruslyn and all the others.”

“Very well,” Kaelithan replied.

The young Druid gathered the energy, hands shifting in the air before he aimed them at Kalthor. Magical fire launched from his fingers, bathing the body in flames and quickly burning it to ash.

"The data transfer is complete," Merlin announced. "I've secured everything—research logs, experimental protocols, subject records, and video documentation spanning the entire operation.”

"Good," Thomas said, turning to Kaelithan. "Gather a few nanite samples and destroy the rest.”

Kaelithan collected several vials of the nanite suspension, carefully packing them in a protective case he’d found in the storage unit. "These should remain stable long enough for us to study them." He passed the case to Percival before releasing more magical fire, controlled enough to burn only the remaining vials and their contents.

Thomas surveyed the laboratory one final time, ensuring they had everything they needed. "Let's move," he ordered. "We’ll leave everything else intact. The people of Avalyeth need to see what was done here in their name."

“Is everything okay?” Tivan asked when they reached the entrance.

“Mostly,” Thomas replied. “Kalthor tried to destroy the nanites and attacked Percival. I had to kill him.”

“Good riddance,” Garant said.

“Agreed,” Thyreon replied.

“Let’s get out of here,” Thomas said. “We still have work to do.”


CHAPTER 14


Thomas and the others exited the facility into the twilight world of the forest floor. The entrance sealed behind them as Kaelithan recast the glamour over their group, transforming their appearances back into unremarkable Druids.

They reached the edge of the forest near Primaltree without incident, the early evening crowds providing perfect cover as they made their way back to the Twisted Root. Merrith spotted them immediately as they entered, her expression shifting from professional neutrality to concern when she saw the boy with them.

“This way," she murmured, leading them quickly to the private room in the back.

Iona was waiting for them. Her face lit up with relief when she they entered, then registered shock at the sight of Thyreon. She grew even more upset when Kaelithan removed the glamour, revealing the boy’s true condition.

"By the ancient trees,” she whispered, rushing forward to help settle the exhausted boy into a chair. "What happened? Who is this?"

“I’m Thyreon,” the boy replied softly. “I was a student of Master Grenyth.”

“We found him imprisoned in a hidden Draconite facility in the forest,” Thomas explained, turning to Merrith. “Could you get him something light to eat? Some soup and crackers perhaps.”

“Of course,” she replied.

"Imprisoned?" Iona repeated, horror dawning on her face. "Why?"

"Experimentation," Thomas said grimly. "They were experimenting on young wizards, trying to enhance their magical abilities with nanite technology.”

“But why?”

“To turn them into weapons they can use against their own people."

"No," Iona whispered, shaking her head in disbelief. "That's impossible. The council would never allow⁠—"

"The council didn't just allow it," Kaelithan interrupted, his voice hard with anger. "They authorized it. High Elder Trilthan himself sanctioned these experiments."

Iona's face paled. "You can't be serious. Trilthan would never—he's always protected Avalyeth's autonomy, our way of life!"

"By sacrificing its children,” Thomas countered. "By allowing the Draconite to turn young wizards into weapons.”

"We have proof," Burl added, gesturing to Merlin. "Recordings, research logs, everything including a sample of the nanites that killed all but Halvy."

“I’m probably only alive because they didn’t get to use them on me yet,” Thyreon added. “Gruslyn…” He trailed off, stifling tears.

Iona sank into a chair, visibly struggling to process this revelation. "If what you're saying is true...this changes everything. The people would never stand for this."

"Exactly," Thomas said, leaning forward intently. "Which is why we need to expose Trilthan and the complicit members of the council immediately, before they can cover this up."

“Don’t be too hasty, my boy,” Merlin said.

“What do you mean?” Thomas replied. “If they suspect we know about the lab, they’ll alert the Draconite and try to cut us off before we can expose them.”

“I understand. What I mean is, I’m sorting through some of the data I collected. It’s unclear if anyone else on the council is involved. We need to be careful not to throw too many accusations around and damage our credibility.”

“I see,” Thomas said. “But we know Trilthan is involved. Kalthor said so himself.”

“We need to organize the resistance," Merrith said. "If you’re going to challenge the High Elder directly, you’ll need support."

Thomas nodded in agreement. “Good idea. I don’t suspect Trilthan will react quietly. Tell them to meet us at the High Elder's mansion. We'll confront him there."

"He's not at his mansion,” Iona said. “Not today."

"Where can we find him, then?”

"The council chambers," she explained. "All of the council is there. They’re in special session today.”

“What are they meeting about?” Kaelithan asked.

“I don’t know. I suspect the effort to free Sylana.”

“If that’s the case, the Draconite will be there, too.”

Warmth flowed through Thomas in response to the exchange, Arthur’s essence helping him focus his thoughts. “Perfect,” he said. “All of the pieces in one place. If we do this right, maybe we can end it quickly.”

"You can't just walk into the council chambers!" Iona protested. "It's heavily guarded, and only authorized persons are allowed entry during official sessions."

"Can you take us there?" Thomas asked her directly.

“I have access to most parts of Primaltree, including the administrative levels, but getting you into the actual chambers during a session would be nearly impossible."

"Impossible isn't something we worry much about," Burl remarked dryly.

Thomas turned to Merrith. "Direct the resistance to the council chambers instead. Tell them to be ready, but to wait for our signal."

Merrith nodded, her expression resolute. "I'll spread the word immediately and get the cook to fix Thyreon something to eat." She slipped out of the room, purpose in her every step.

"Merlin," Thomas said, turning to the GOLEM perched on the table, "search those recordings we recovered. Find something that directly implicates Trilthan. Something undeniable. And do it quickly."

"I'll begin immediately," Merlin replied, his mechanical eyes glowing brighter as he accessed the stored data. "There's a tremendous amount of information to parse."

"Also, I need you to contact Gareth," Thomas added. "Tell him to be on standby with Excalibur. And have him alert Lancelot as well. If this goes badly, we’ll need extraction."

“Of course, my boy.”

Thomas turned back to Iona, who still looked shell-shocked. “This will be dangerous. I understand if you’d rather stay here.”

She glanced at Thyreon, slumped in exhausted sleep in his chair, then at her brother, whose face showed unwavering determination. Finally, she met Thomas's gaze. “I’m with you, Daeardrayke,” she said softly, then repeated it with growing conviction. “I’m with you. What Trilthan has permitted goes against everything the Druids stand for. If he has truly sanctioned these experiments, he must answer for it."

“Thank you,” Thomas replied. “Do you have a plan?”

"The council sessions are recorded for the historical archives," Iona explained. "As a library custodian, I occasionally assist with the documentation process. I could potentially bring you in as acolytes learning about the process.” She glanced at Kaelithan. “You’d just need to glamour yourselves a bit younger.”

“I can do that,” Kaelithan replied with a smile.

"That might get us through the door," Pervical mused, "but not close enough to confront Trilthan."

“We just need to get close to the chamber doors,” Thomas said. “Once we’re inside, I don’t plan to be subtle.”

Percival chuckled. “I like the sound of that.”


CHAPTER 15


Iona led Thomas and the others through Primaltree, her steps confident, but her eyes darting nervously around, keeping a constant lookout for any sign of opposition. Thyreon walked among them, wearing clean clothing Merrith had provided. Now that he was free and had eaten, the young Druid moved with renewed purpose, his eyes no longer exhibiting the haunted emptiness they'd held from his ordeal.

"The council hollow is halfway up Primaltree," Iona explained in hushed tones as they approached an elevator platform. "It's one of our most beautiful spaces, like the Great Library but with more ceremonial significance."

"How much farther?" Percival asked.

"Three more levels," Iona replied. "Remember, let me do the talking when we reach the guards."

The elevator platform rose smoothly, carrying them past levels bustling with Druid activity. Thomas caught glimpses of workshops, residential spaces, and gathering halls, all seamlessly integrated into the living structure of the massive tree.

As they ascended, the quality of light changed, shifting from the artificial illumination of the lower levels to a warmer, more natural glow filtering through sections of translucent wood—the living glass he had first seen during their visit to the library.

"This is our stop," Iona said as the platform slowed.

They stepped onto a wide, circular landing. Unlike the utilitarian efficiency of the lower levels, this area displayed obvious ceremonial importance. The floor was polished to a mirror shine, inlaid with intricate patterns of darker wood swirling in complex geometric designs. The ceiling soared overhead, supported by natural columns that had been encouraged to grow in precise, aesthetically pleasing arrangements.

"The council hollow is just ahead," Iona whispered, gesturing toward a pathway that branched out from the main thoroughfare.

Thomas felt his breath catch as the hollow came into view. Before them stood a place of breathtaking beauty—a space grown from the tree itself, yet displaying unmistakable architectural intention in every curve and angle.

The walls were composed of living wood polished to a golden sheen, with sections of stained glass integrated seamlessly into the gaps and knots. These vibrant panels depicted scenes from Druid history, filtering the natural light into kaleidoscopic patterns that danced across the pathway. A huge, living dome formed the roof, carved with delicate perfection to resemble leaves, branches, and flowing water.

"It's magnificent," Percival murmured, his glamoured face unable to conceal his awe.

"It should be," Iona replied softly. "It was cultivated for over four thousand years by generations of our greatest artisans."

Thomas nodded, remaining focused on their purpose. "And inside that beautiful space is a Druid who authorized the torture and murder of children," he growled quietly.

Iona's expression hardened. "And he’s about to get his just dues.”

As they approached the entrance, Thomas noted the increased security presence. Two Druid guards in formal ceremonial armor flanked the massive doorway, while a pair of Draconite soldiers stood at attention slightly behind them—a visual representation of the power dynamic on Avalyeth.

"Keep your heads down," Iona instructed. "Look interested but intimidated, like proper acolytes."

Thomas and the others followed her lead, adopting postures of deference as they approached. The Druid guards straightened as they neared, one stepping forward with a raised hand.

"Halt," the guard commanded. "The council is in closed session. No visitors permitted."

Iona bowed slightly, the perfect picture of respectful authority. "Master Keridwen sent us from the Great Library," she explained, producing an official-looking pendant from within her robe. "These are my acolytes, learning the documentation process. We're here to oversee the recording of today's proceedings."

The guard examined her pendant carefully, then looked over the group with narrowed eyes. "I wasn't informed of any documentation team."

"The request came directly from Archives," Iona replied smoothly. "Perhaps the communication hasn't reached you yet? If you'd prefer, I can return to the Library and have Master Keridwen send formal confirmation, though I'm sure the delay would displease him greatly."

The guard hesitated, clearly weighing the risk of denying legitimate library staff against the possibility that they were unauthorized. The Draconite soldiers watched impassively, apparently content to let the Druids resolve their own procedural disputes.

"Very well," the guard relented after a moment's consideration. "But you'll remain in the outer documentation chamber."

"Of course," Iona agreed with another respectful bow. "We understand the protocols."

The guards stepped aside, allowing them to enter the building. Thomas felt a slight tingle as they passed through the doorway—some form of magical scanning, he guessed. He glanced at Kaelithan, who touched Arthur’s shard beneath his shirt, indicating the raw magical energy of the source had allowed him to keep their glamour intact and unnoticed.

Inside, the council hollow was even more impressive than its exterior suggested. The entrance hall rose several stories above them, its ceiling a masterpiece of interwoven branches that formed natural arches and vaults. Carefully placed illuminated crystals created pools of light that highlighted the ornate carvings and living sculptures grown directly from the walls.

Iona led them confidently through this grand space, past additional guards and administrators who barely glanced at their small group. Her credentials appeared to grant sufficient authority for few to question their presence.

"The documentation chamber is this way," she murmured, guiding them down a side corridor. "From there, we'll need to find a way into the main chamber."

The corridor widened as they proceeded, branching into multiple pathways. Iona chose one that curved gradually to the left, bringing them to another security checkpoint. Here, four Druid guards stood at attention, their armor more functional than those at the entrance. They held enchanted staves in one hand, glowing with energy at their tips, enchanted wooden shields in the other hand.

“That way leads to the perimeter outside of the main chambers,” Iona whispered. “We need to get you through there.”

“Do you have any ideas on how to accomplish that?” Thomas asked.

She smiled lightly, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “One. Be ready.”

“What do you…” Thomas started to ask when Iona cried out as if she had been stabbed. The sound drew startled, natural reactions from Thomas and the others, as well as the Druid guards. Especially when she collapsed to the floor, still screaming and clutching her chest.

“Somebody help!” Kaelithan cried.

Thomas turned to the guards. “Help, please! I don’t know what’s wrong with her!”

The guards, concerned for Iona, rushed from their post, quickly coming to render aid. As they arrived, one of them calling for a medic, Thomas, Kaelithan, and the others surged forward, pushing past them toward the doorway leading to the main council chamber perimeter.

"Hey!" one shouted, reaching for Thomas as he passed. "Stop immediately!"

The guards turned as one, bringing their staves to bear on the advancing group, energy gathering at the weapons’ tips. Behind them, Iona's pained expression transformed instantly as she straightened, channeling magical energy through her hands. The magical energy of the staves suddenly faded, drawn away by Iona. The guards hesitated in their chase just long enough for Thomas and the others to slip through the doors. Kaelithan quickly cast a spell that slammed the doors shut behind them.

“Iona will be arrested for that,” Kaelithan said. “We’d better make this count.”

“We will,” Thomas assured him as he sprinted ahead, leading the charge toward what he assumed must be the main chamber doors. Behind him, he could hear the door forced back open as the guards continued their pursuit.

"There!" Kaelithan shouted, pointing to an ornate set of double doors at the end of the corridor. Four more guards stood at attention before them, already alerted by the commotion and moving to intercept.

Thomas didn't slow his pace. Arthur's essence flowed through him, filling him with unwavering purpose. As the guards drew their weapons—ceremonial staves charged with magical energy—Kaelithan raised his hands, golden light erupting from the wizard's fingertips. The tendrils of magical energy whipped forward at astonishing speed. The spellbinding force wrapped around the guards, slamming them against the walls before they could unleash their own spells.

"Clear!" Kaelithan called.

Thomas was first to reach the massive doors, throwing his weight against them. They swung open with surprising ease, revealing the council chamber beyond.

The vast circular room fell silent as Thomas burst through the doors. Tiered seating rose around a central speaking platform, each level occupied by robed Druid Elders representing the Trees of Avalyeth. Nearly one hundred faces turned toward them, expressions ranging from shock to outrage.

At the center of it all, standing on a raised dais, stood a Druid in an elaborate orange robe. His face was weathered with age, yet his eyes were sharp and clear as they fixed on the intruders. In mid-sentence when they’d entered, his hand raised in an emphatic gesture, he froze, mouth slightly open in surprise.

"What is the meaning of this interruption?" he finally demanded, his voice carrying impressive power despite his ancient appearance.

Kaelithan and the others filed in behind Thomas, spreading out to prevent easy containment. Thomas stepped forward, Arthur's essence flowing through him and lending his voice a depth and authority that transcended his youthful appearance.

“Are you High Elder Trilthan?" Thomas asked.

The elder's eyes narrowed slightly. "I am," he confirmed, studying Thomas with growing suspicion.

Both Druid and Draconite guards alike appeared at doorways around the chamber, but Thomas paid them no mind. He stood his ground, focusing entirely on Trilthan.

"Merlin," Thomas said softly. "Do you have the evidence I requested?"

The GOLEM scurried out of hiding under Thomas’ cloak to his shoulder, its blue eyes glowing brightly. "I found several files, but they will be difficult to watch," Merlin replied.

"Prepare it anyway," Thomas instructed, then nodded to Kaelithan. "Drop our disguises."

Kaelithan gestured, dispelling the glamours that had concealed their true appearances. A collective gasp rose from the council members as Thomas, Kaelithan, and the others were revealed.

The High Elder's face darkened with apparent recognition. "Outsiders," he hissed. “Guards! Seize them immediately!"

The guards assembled at the entrances to the chamber turned in their direction, ready to apprehend them. Or at least try. Arthur's essence surged within Thomas, spreading warmth throughout his body. He looked directly at them and spoke again. "Before you seize us, I suggest you hear what I have to say." The resonance of his voice stopped them in their tracks.

He turned to address the entire council, his gaze sweeping across the assembled Elders. “My name is Thomas Drake, Captain of Excalibur."

Another murmur rippled through the chamber, louder this time. The name of the legendary vessel clearly held significance for many present.

"I come before you today with grave concerns about the state of Avalyeth," Thomas continued, drawing on Arthur's presence within him. "This beautiful world, once a proud and independent member of Avalon, is being pillaged beneath your very noses. For too long, the Druids have been subject to Morgana's whims, taken advantage of by the Draconite, and positioned as a lesser culture rather than an equal partner."

He paced a few steps, maintaining the attention of every being in the room. "I ask you all to consider…what is the price of freedom? Are the Druids of Avalyeth truly free?"

Trilthan stepped forward, his face a mask of controlled fury. "How dare you question our sovereignty?" he challenged. "We are friends and allies to the Draconite Empire, not subjects. We maintain full autonomy over our affairs."

"Do you?" Kaelithan interjected, stepping forward to stand beside Thomas. The council members reacted with fresh surprise as they recognized one of their own. "Is that why you ordered the Wyldentree burned? Is that why those deemed unworthy were slaughtered or arrested for no other crime than their existence? That’s not the Avalyeth as it’s presented in the tomes of the Great Library. That’s not an Avalyeth to be proud of.”

"Kaelithan," Trilthan acknowledged, his voice cold. "The exile returns. Your presence here only confirms your treason against your own people."

"My treason?" Kaelithan laughed bitterly. "I'm not the one who sacrificed children to Draconite experiments! I'm not the one who turned this world from an open society into an exclusionary one that rejects any who don't fit your definition of acceptable!"

One of the other council members—a female Druid with gold and silver-streaked hair—rose from her seat. "Perhaps you should explain the purpose of this interruption," she suggested, her tone measured but firm. "You've made serious accusations."

"The price of freedom," Thomas repeated, meeting her gaze. "That's what this is about. Do you even know what that price is? Do you know it's being paid in the blood of young Druids?"

The chamber erupted in murmurs. Thomas noted the reactions carefully—some council members looked confused, others worried, and a few seemed genuinely horrified. Some were clearly complicit in Trilthan’s arrangement, but not all.

"Explain yourself," the female council member demanded, though her voice held more concern than anger.

Thomas turned, gesturing to Thyreon who stood quietly behind him. "This is Thyreon. He was born in Wyldentree to parents exiled from the Western Grove for using magic too openly. They both died because Wyldentree didn’t have the medicines they needed. After that, he was taken in by Master Grenyth. We rescued Thyreon from a hidden laboratory on the forest floor. A facility where children with magical talent were being experimented on, tortured, and killed." He thrust his finger toward Trilthan. “All with the High Elder’s explicit approval and involvement.”

A fresh round of gasps and murmurs rippled through the chamber.

“How dare you!” Trilthan cried. “How dare you accuse me of harming children when I’ve spent my entire life in the service of my people.”

“You deny these charges, then?” Kaelithan asked.

“I do,” Trilthan replied.

Thomas turned to Thyreon. “Go ahead.”

Thyreon stepped forward, his young face solemn but determined. “I’m one of only two survivors," he said, his voice stronger than Thomas had yet heard it. "Hundreds of us were taken after the Wyldentree was destroyed. We were brought to a facility shrouded by magic, where we were locked in cells and taken, one-by-one, to be used as part of an experiment. There were so many at first we were ten to a cell. But by the time Captain Drake found me…only Gruslyn and I were left. And Gruslyn…” He trailed off, tearing up once more.

The council chamber fell completely silent, the horror of his words sinking in. Thomas could see shock on many faces—genuine surprise that suggested not all council members knew of these atrocities.

“And who was leading that experiment?” Thomas prodded the boy.

“The scientist, Kalthor,” Thyreon replied. “And him.” He pointed his finger at Trilthan.

Trilthan's expression remained impassive, though a muscle twitched in his jaw. “You lie. These are nothing more than the wild claims of a delusional boy," he said dismissively. "This is clearly a fabrication meant to discredit me and destabilize our relationship with the Draconite."

“I saw you there!” Thyreon cried. “I saw you, but you never saw me! You never saw any of us. You walked right past as if we didn’t exist!”

"We have more proof," Thomas added, his voice steady despite the sad pain of the young Druid’s words. "Merlin, present the evidence."

The GOLEM's eyes glowed brighter as it projected a hologram into the center of the chamber. The three-dimensional image showed the interior of the forest laboratory. In the recording, Trilthan himself stood watching as Kalthor administered an injection to a restrained boy. The young Druid was screaming, his body convulsing violently as the silvery fluid entered his veins.

"Increase the dosage," Trilthan's recorded voice commanded. "We need results, not more failures."

Kalthor adjusted something on the control panel beside him. "The subject may not survive an increased concentration," he warned.

"Then we'll try another," Trilthan replied coldly. "Morgana grows impatient."

The hologram shifted to another recording. Trilthan again, checking with Kalthor on the progress of a young Druid Thomas immediately recognized.

Halvy.

"Finally," Trilthan was saying, “after so many failures, we have success. Morgana will be very pleased. With these new enhanced wizards, her rule—and by extension, my control over the Druids—will be unbreakable."

The council chamber erupted into chaos. Elders rose from their seats, some shouting in disbelief, others in outrage. Several turned accusingly toward Trilthan, while others tried to defend him, claiming the evidence must be fabricated.

Thomas stood firm amid the tumult, watching Trilthan carefully. The High Elder's composed mask had slipped, revealing cold calculation beneath.

Trilthan raised his hands, calling for silence. “Enough!” he shouted, his voice amplified by magic to cut through the din. The chamber gradually quieted, tension hanging heavy in the air.

"These so-called revelations are nothing but clever fabrications," Trilthan declared. “Thomas Drake is wanted by Morgana for fomenting rebellion against the Empire. Against the Queen. He aims to turn you against me—against the very leadership that has preserved our way of life!"

“Perhaps it is you who lies, Trilthan,” the gold and silver-haired woman said, grumbles of affirmation sounding around the chamber. “He commands Excalibur. King Arthur’s ship. It would never accept him if he were as unscrupulous as you claim.”

“He holds more than the regard of Excalibur,” Percival called out. “He’s imbued with the High King’s magical essence. Arthur himself has chosen him as Avalon’s champion.”

Fresh murmurs erupted among the council, angrier and more combative this time as Trilthan’s Druids turned against the others.

The doors around the chamber opened, admitting dozens of Draconite guards who poured in, weapons drawn. They took up positions around the perimeter, effectively cutting off every escape route.

Trilthan's face transformed, the benevolent elder persona dropping away entirely to reveal something colder and crueler beneath. “It doesn’t matter who believes what,” he said, his voice a dangerous growl. “The evidence will never leave this chamber." His gaze swept the room, settling on council members who had voiced opposition. "And those of you who stand against me will perish alongside Arthur’s supposed chosen.”

Arthur's essence burned brighter within Thomas, a tide of righteous fury mixed with tactical clarity. He had expected this reaction—had counted on it, in fact. His hand moved to his side, where his weapon waited beneath his cloak.

The time for words had ended. Now would come the reckoning.


CHAPTER 16


The council chamber descended into chaos as Trilthan's final words echoed through the massive space. Thomas barely had time to draw his fayrilite blade before the first attack—a bolt of magical energy from one of Trilthan's loyal Elders—aimed directly at the silver-haired woman who had spoken against the High Elder. The energy struck a hastily erected defensive barrier, which flared brilliantly before shattering, the force knocking her backward.

The room erupted into a storm of magical energy and shouted commands. council members dove for cover or raised magical barriers as Draconite guards charged forward, their weapons drawn. A place of governance and debate only moments ago, the chamber transformed into a battlefield with terrifying speed.

Kaelithan's hands moved in a blur of patterns, golden light streaming from his fingers to form a protective barrier around Thomas and the others. Three blasts from Draconite weapons struck the shield, causing it to ripple, but it held.

"We need to reach Trilthan!" Thomas called over the rising cacophony of battle.

"Easier said than done," Burl replied, drawing his broadsword and stepping into a defensive stance beside Thomas.

Surrounded by loyal guards and council members, the High Elder retreated to the central platform. From his elevated position, he began weaving a complex spell, his ancient hands tracing intricate symbols in the air that left trails of sickly green energy.

A Draconite guard lunged at Thomas with a curved blade. Thomas parried with his fayrilite weapon, the ancient metal ringing as it connected with the guard's sword. With a fluid counterattack born from hours of training with Lancelot, Thomas slashed across the guard's torso. The Draconite staggered back, dark blood seeping through the gap in his armor plates.

Two more guards immediately converged on him. Thomas ducked beneath a wild swing, feeling the rush of air as the blade passed inches from his face. Arthur's essence surged again, heightening his awareness and reflexes, and allowing him to perceive the flow of battle around him—the movements of enemies and allies alike forming patterns he could read and anticipate—with unnatural clarity. He parried the second opponent’s strike and countered with a quick slash that found the gap between helmet and chest plate, slicing through the Draconite’s throat and leaving him clutching the damage and out of the fight. The first Draconite came at him again, and this time Thomas’ shield bracer caught the blow as Thomas stabbed the guard, his fayrilite blade ignoring the enemy’s protection as it sank deep into his gut.

Percival simultaneously engaged three Draconite guards, his mace sweeping in devastating arcs that kept his opponents at bay. "Don't let them surround you!" he bellowed as he caught a blade on his weapon's shaft, then kicked the guard back with enough force to send him crashing into a row of seats.

Across the chamber, several Druid guards turned against their Draconite counterparts, creating confusion in their ranks.

"The Druids are choosing sides!" Tivan called out as he and Garant fought together, their daggers flashing in deadly movements that created a whirlwind of steel.

"Good!" Thomas replied, spotting a Druid officer directing his subordinates to protect council members who had voiced opposition to Trilthan. He dispatched another Draconite with a thrust through a gap in his scaled armor. "We need all the help we can get!"

The air crackled with magical energy as spells crisscrossed the chamber. council members loyal to Trilthan targeted those who had questioned him, while the opposition fought back with increasing desperation. What had begun as a political conflict had escalated into civil war in the span of moments.

Thyreon had taken cover behind an overturned bench, but Thomas saw the young Druid was not cowering, his hands moving in patterns similar to those Kaelithan used, though with less skill. A Draconite guard who had been advancing on the boy suddenly found his weapon growing unbearably hot in his hand. Crying out, he dropped it and sank to the floor, cradling his blackened hand, burnt to the bone.

Trilthan completed his spell with a thunderous clap of his hands. Green energy exploded outward from the central platform in a sickly, ominous wave. As it hit the surrounding combatants, several Druid guards and opposing council members were caught by the spell. They collapsed to the floor, their bodies contorting in agony.

"His power is immense," Kaelithan gasped, visibly straining from the onslaught. "I've never felt anything like it from a Druid his age." His shield suddenly distorted under the assault as the magic washed over him, his protective barrier barely deflecting the deadly energy.

"How is that possible?" Thomas asked, ducking another swing from a Draconite blade.

"Years of arcane study," Kaelithan replied through gritted teeth. "He's had nearly a century to perfect his craft."

Three more Draconite guards converged on their position, forcing Thomas to break away from Kaelithan to meet the threat. His blade flashed in the chamber's magical light, parrying and striking with fluid economy of motion. One guard fell to a slash across the throat, while another took a crippling wound to the leg. A third proved more skilled, driving Thomas back with a series of precisely controlled attacks. The blade sliced past his cheek, nearly close enough to draw blood. He countered with a feint, then spun inside the guard's reach to drive his blade up under his protective chest plate.

"Thomas!" Merlin's voice called from his shoulder, the small GOLEM clinging to his armor. “I’m going to find the resistance Merrith was to gather here. We need reinforcements!”

Thomas glanced around the chamber. Draconite guards continued to pour in through the entrances, the council members loyal to Trilthan continuing to hold the upper hand. "Go!" he replied. With Arthur’s essence aiding his tactical focus, Thomas could already tell their odds weren’t good without additional aid. "Find Merrith's people and bring them here. And contact Excalibur, tell Gareth we may need extraction!"

The tiny GOLEM leapt from his shoulder, scurrying between combatants just as purple energy shot off the fingertips of a council member loyal to Trilthan, its deadly might aimed directly at Merlin. Golden light erupted from Arthur’s shard, the pendant around Kael’s neck blindingly bright as the beam blazed across the room. It exploded in a shower of sparks as it intercepted the elder’s lethal attack. Merlin darted out through the exit as the intercepted spell ignited the window curtain beside the doorway, along with the padded seats of two chairs.

Thomas ignored the fire as two Draconite guards cornered the silver-haired council woman directly in front of the flames. He charged toward them, his sword a deadly blur as he caught the first guard completely by surprise. The council woman scurried out of the way as Thomas’ fayrilite blade sliced through the guard’s scaled armor. The second guard turned just in time to raise his shield, but Thomas' momentum carried him forward. He slammed the guard back into the flaming curtain, tearing it off the wall and down onto him.

"Behind you!" the council woman shouted.

Thomas dropped to one knee as a sword swept overhead in a failed attempt to behead him. He twirled his blade’s pommel through his fingers until the lethal tip pointed behind him. Driving it upward into the third guard's abdomen, he twisted the blade and then pulled it free. The Draconite collapsed, clutching his wound as he curled into a fetal ball.

Thomas turned back to the guard he had caught in the curtain. Draconite were impervious to normal flame, but not swords. He stabbed the guard through the burning fabric before pivoting back to the Elder.

"My thanks," she said, her voice remarkably steady despite the clash of blades behind her. "I am Elder Ossara of the Plentiful Tree in the Eastern Grove."

"Thomas Drake," he replied.

“I know who you are,” she answered with a grin, her hands already weaving a spell as she turned toward more Draconite guards pushing through the auxiliary doors. A moment later, a mass of thorny vines erupted from the floor, growing impossibly fast. The startled guards cried out, fighting the vines that engulfed them and constricted, silencing their cries in moments.

Trilthan stood on the platform, a swirling maelstrom of green energy expanding around him. Several Druid guards lay motionless nearby, their bodies twisted in unnatural positions.

"His magic feels wrong," Ossara said, her voice tinged with horror. "There's something unnatural about it—corrupted. To think he’s been studying the dark arcane all of this time. All so he can stay in power to aid Morgana.”

“We need to stop him,” Thomas said, his attention moving back and forth between the high elder and the struggles going on across the chamber.

Tivan and Garant darted between larger combatants, their daggers finding vulnerable points in enemy armor with deadly efficiency. They moved like dancers, always in perfect coordination. When one struck high, the other struck low, creating an unpredictable pattern of attacks that confused and overwhelmed their opponents.

Percival and Burl had formed a defensive line with several Druid guards, holding back a wave of Draconite guards attempting to reach the remaining opposition council members. Percy's mace crashed through a Draconite shield, the impact sending the guard reeling backward. Beside him, the powerful sweeps of Burl's broadsword kept more enemies at bay.

"If we can get to Kaelithan," Thomas told Ossara, "the two of you might be able to counter Trilthan's magic long enough for me to get close.”

She nodded. "I'll clear a path."

She cast another spell, and once more the living wood grew and twisted at impossible speed up through the floor—this time ensnaring, immobilizing, and splitting apart a group of Draconite guards—opening a pathway between them to Kaelithan.

Thomas charged through it, ducking beneath an arm extending from one side of the living wood, a slashing blade held in the guard’s hand. Ahead of him, locked in magical combat with another council member, Kaelithan had been forced back toward the chamber's edge. His face pale and shaky on his feet, Thomas could see his friend was tiring. With a precisely timed leap, he vaulted over a toppled bench and landed behind one of Kaelithan's opponents. Before the elder could react, Thomas struck him with the pommel of his sword, sending him crumpling to the floor.

"Kael!" Thomas called. "We need to focus on Trilthan!"

Kaelithan turned, sweat streaming down his face from exertion. "His power...it's unlike anything I've…ever encountered.”

"He can't fight all of us at once," Thomas replied, as Ossara joined them. "Elder Ossara, this is Kaelithan. Together, do you think you two can counteract Trilthan's magic?"

Kaelithan's eyes widened in recognition. "Elder Ossara! I’ve read your treatises on enchantment. Your work is incredible.”

"This is hardly the time for academic admiration, young man," she replied, though a ghost of a smile touched her lips. "But yes…” She turned back to Thomas. “...together we might be able to disrupt his spell long enough for you to reach him."

"Even together, we might not be able to match his raw power," Kaelithan warned, "but with Arthur's shard, we might create an opening for you."

A deafening boom suddenly shook the entire chamber, nearly knocking Thomas, Elder Ossara and Kaelithan off their feet. Thomas whirled around to see a massive wave of magic that had obviously barreled off Trilthan’s fingertips. Nearly half the Druid guards fighting the Draconite, along with four elders screamed as the tendrils of green energy enveloped them, their bodies withering and collapsing before Thomas's eyes. It immediately reminded him of attacks by the Wild Hunt.

"Now!" Thomas urged. "Before he kills anyone else!"

Kaelithan and Ossara stood side-by-side, their hands moving in synchronized patterns. Golden light from Arthur's shard merged with Ossara's silvery blue energy, forming a brilliant green beam that shot toward Trilthan's position.

He somehow sensed the attack and turned, raising a barrier of darker green energy to meet it. The magics collided with a thunderous sound, sending shockwaves throughout the chamber. Windows and crystal sconces on the walls shattered. Everyone threw their arms over their heads, protecting their eyes as the shards rained down on them.

Once the air cleared, Thomas sprinted toward the central platform. "Hold him there!" he shouted, his momentum powering him through the formation of three Draconite guards moving to intercept him. The first guard swung his blade at Thomas. He caught it on his own, deflecting it upward before driving his shoulder into the guard's chest. The next one managed to graze Thomas's arm with his sword, leaving a bloody gash.

Thomas ignored the pain, spinning to slash across the guard's legs. The third, proving more cunning, hung back to assess Thomas' swordplay—the way he moved and retreated, waiting for the opportune moment to attack. He moved with calculated precision, forcing Thomas to give ground, each exchange of blows driving Thomas further from his goal.

Arthur's essence surged impatiently within him; they didn’t have time for this. Thomas feinted right, then spun left in a maneuver Lancelot had taught him. Exactly as Thomas had hoped, the guard anticipated the move, shifting to counter it. At the last moment, he reversed direction, using the guard's momentum against him. All Thomas had to do was stand there, holding his sword firmly in hand as the Draconite guard impaled himself on the black blade. The guard went stone still, staring in shock at Thomas, who simply pulled his sword free and let the guard drop to the floor.

Thomas pressed forward, continuing to fight his way toward the central platform where Trilthan stood. The High Elder was visibly straining now, forced to direct too much of his power against Kaelithan and Ossara's combined assault. The green barrier surrounding him flickered and wavered.

Behind Thomas, in the midst of the raging battle, Tivan and Garant had joined a group of Druid guards protecting injured council members, their quick, deadly daggers complementing the Druids' magical abilities, but they were losing ground at an alarming rate. Injuries were mounting. Burl sported a nasty gash along his right cheekbone, while blood flowed in rivulets down Tivan's left arm to drip off his fingers.

"Where are you, Merlin?" Thomas muttered as he dispatched another Draconite guard. Tiring, he sluggishly swung his blade at the next one. This time, the Draconite moved faster than his sword, dodging the attack. Thomas managed to duck below his parry just as the massive main doors crashed open, torn from their hinges.

The guard jerked toward the sonorous boom as the doors slammed into the floor, and in his loss of concentration, Thomas killed him with one upward thrust through his jaw into his brain.

Dozens of armed Druids—not guards, but ordinary citizens of Avalyeth wielding whatever weapons they could find—poured into the chamber. "It’s the resistance!” Percival shouted triumphantly as more Druid guards, clearly having chosen to support the people rather than follow corrupt orders, rushed in behind them.

The tide of battle shifted instantly. Draconite guards who had been confidently advancing suddenly found themselves attacked from behind. council members loyal to Trilthan who had been safely directing the battle from protected positions now faced threats from multiple directions.

Thomas seized the opportunity. With renewed determination, he fought his way through the remaining guards surrounding Trilthan. A Draconite captain barred his path, wielding a longsword with practiced skill. Thomas engaged him briefly, their weapons clashing in a blur of movement, before a bolt of magical energy from one of the resistance fighters struck the captain from behind.

"Go!" a familiar voice shouted. Thomas glanced around to see Merrith, the innkeeper, directing a group of resistance fighters. "We'll handle these snakes!”

Thomas nodded his thanks and pressed forward. Only two guards now remained between him and Trilthan. They stood shoulder to shoulder, forming a wall of scaled armor and gleaming steel.

Thomas didn't slow his charge. He dropped to his knees at the last moment, sliding on the polished floor until he slipped beneath their slashing blades to pass between them. His fayrilite weapon flashed out, hamstringing one guard as he rolled to his feet behind them. Before the other one could turn, Thomas had already struck him in the side and yanked the blade free.

And then he was there, at the base of the central platform, with only Trilthan above him.

The High Elder's strained features contorted with rage as he maintained his defensive efforts against Kaelithan and Ossara's combined magical assault. Sweat poured down his ancient lined face, the veins at his temples pulsing with the effort of channeling such powerful magic.

"It's over, Trilthan!" Thomas called, his voice carrying over the dwindling sounds of battle. "Your council has turned against you. Your guards have fallen. Surrender now!"

"Fool!" Trilthan snarled, his voice distorted by the energy coursing through him. With a sudden gesture, he redirected the magical energy from one hand directly at Thomas. The green bolt struck with such speed that Thomas had no time to react. The spell hit him with enough force to knock him to the floor, and he had the sudden, frightening sense of his life force being drained away, used to power the continuing necromantic spell in a terrible recursion.

Gritting his teeth, the instant cold began to fade as Arthur’s essence fought against it, pushing it back until the green energy finally died out, leaving Trilthan glaring at him in shock.

“Arthur?” the High Elder muttered in disbelief as Thomas recovered his feet.

"Is this the pride of the Druids?" he challenged, circling the platform. "A corrupt old man who tortures children for power? Who sells his people to Morgana for his own gain?"

"I preserved our way of life!" Trilthan roared. "What I did, I did to ensure our survival!"

"By becoming the very thing you claimed to resist?" Thomas countered, his words causing Trilthan's concentration to waver. "By becoming Morgana's pawn you’ve embraced corruption. Druids are stewards of life, yet everything around you is enveloped in death.”

"I am no one's pawn!"

Another bolt of the elder’s sickly green energy lashed out. This time, it struck Thomas harmlessly, countered by Arthur’s essence, which burned in Thomas’ veins with just fury.

Trilthan's face twisted in anger and fear. For a moment, the green barrier surrounding him flared brighter, then suddenly contracted as he gathered his power for one last attack. It was the opening Kaelithan and Ossara needed. Their combined golden and silver-blue energy smashed through the High Elder’s weakened green barrier, striking and lifting him off his feet. He hung there, screaming and writhing in agony.

Thomas didn't waste the opportunity. He leaped onto the platform and closed the distance to Trilthan in three rapid strides. The High Elder recovered enough to raise his hands, green energy sparking on his fingertips, gathering there for a point-blank attack. Before he could release it, Thomas turned his sword’s pommel in his hand and drove it as hard as he could into Trilthan's chest. The High Elder gasped as Thomas felt the man’s sternum give way, his magic dissipating as he staggered backward.

Thomas pressed his advantage, delivering a hard right hook to Trilthan's jaw that sent the High Elder crashing to the floor. Before he could rise, Thomas placed the tip of his fayrilite blade against his throat. "It's over," he stated flatly. "Yield."

For a moment, Trilthan's eyes burned with defiance and hatred. The fight drained from him all at once. He suddenly looked every one of his many years. "You've doomed us all," he whispered, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. "Without my leadership, without the weapons we were developing, Morgana will crush Avalyeth beneath her claws.”

"No," Thomas replied, his voice steady. “Morgana’s time is coming to an end. Avalon will return to Arthur’s promised glory, whether you like it or not. Avalyeth will be the first to rekindle the fire of hope, but not the last. And not under your rule.”

With Trilthan's defeat, his loyal supporters lost their resolve, the battle behind them drawing to a close. Many surrendered, while others fled, likely to be captured by resistance fighters in the outer corridors.

Kaelithan approached the fallen elder, his face drawn with exhaustion but his eyes bright with triumph. “You could have been a hero among our people,” he observed, looking down at Trilthan. “Instead, you’ll be remembered as nothing more than a monster.”

"A fitting end for a man who abused his gifts," Ossara added, her voice hard with suppressed fury. "Secure him,” she told the two Druid guards behind her. “He'll answer for his crimes before what remains of the council."

The guards moved forward to take custody of Trilthan. The High Elder didn't resist as they bound his hands with enchanted cords designed to suppress magical ability. They pulled Trilthan up and led him away.

Thomas turned to survey the chamber. The beautiful space had been transformed by violence. Benches lay turned over and splintered. Decorations had been shattered, and in many places, the living wood itself had been scorched by magical energy. Bodies of both Draconite and loyal guards lay dead across the floor, alongside too many council members from both sides.

But amid the destruction, Thomas saw hope.

Resistance fighters were helping injured council members to safety. Druid guards who had chosen to protect their people rather than follow corrupt orders coordinated efforts to secure the building. Citizens who had risked everything to stand against tyranny exchanged embraces of relief and triumph.

A warm wave crashed through Thomas, Arthur’s essence alive within him, already beginning to heal his wounds. From the ashes of both Wyldentree and the council chambers, a new Avalyeth would rise.


CHAPTER 17


Percival approached Thomas on the High Council platform. Although sporting several new cuts, he was grinning broadly, his mace resting over his shoulder. "Well, that was invigorating," he remarked, wiping someone else’s blood from his face and flicking it off his fingers. “I’m having so much fun, you don’t even need to pay me.”

“I don’t pay you,” Thomas replied.

“Then don’t start.” Percival laughed.

"You're bleeding pretty good there," Thomas observed, pointing to a particularly nasty gash to Percy’s forearm.

"This scratch?” He raised his arm and shrugged at the blood dripping off his fingertips. “Nothing a few stitches won’t fix. That shoulder of yours looks worse than my arm.” He nodded toward Thomas' shirt.

“Not for much longer. You, however, need some time in the regeneration pod.”

“I’m just angry I let one of those bastard dragons hit me past my bracer.”

Burl joined them, supporting Thyreon with one arm. The young Druid looked exhausted but unhurt.

"The boy fought well," Burl said, a note of pride in his voice. "Used his magic to trip up Draconite soldiers so others could take them down. He’s got a warrior's spirit in him."

Thyreon blushed at the praise and then stood a little straighter.

Tivan and Garant strode up the steps, both bearing minor injuries that didn’t keep them from moving under their own power. They still held their daggers, the weapons continuing to drip dark Draconite blood. Tivan bent down to wipe his blades off on the robe of a dead council member. "Most of Trilthan's supporters have surrendered," he reported, sheathing his weapons.

"Good work, all of you,” Thomas said. “This victory belongs to the people of Avalyeth as much as to us."

Merlin's GOLEM scurried around the dead bodies and debris on the floor to hop up the steps. "I've made contact with Gareth," he reported once he reached them. "Excalibur stands ready, and Lancelot has moved into orbit, but it seems the situation here is under control."

"Tell them to stand down," Thomas replied. "I think we're past the worst of things."

Elder Ossara approached, now surrounded by several other council members who had opposed Trilthan. "Captain Drake," she said formally. "The council of Avalyeth—what remains of it—owes you a debt we can never fully repay."

Thomas shook his head. "I only helped reveal the truth. And I feel responsible for all of this death.” He motioned to the violent outcome of the confrontation.

“I would have preferred to solve Avalyeth’s woes through dialog,” she continued, “but it wasn’t to be, in large part because of Trilthan. He made his choice today, and he’ll suffer the consequences. Your actions here have changed the fate of Avalyeth for the better.”

Thomas nodded, surveying the chamber once more. “I hope so. But this is just the beginning. Things will get worse before they get better."

A shadow crossed Ossara's face. "You mean Morgana." It wasn't a question.

"Yes," Thomas confirmed. "Once word reaches her of what's happened here, she'll respond."

To his surprise, Ossara didn't appear overly concerned. “With what just happened here and the evidence you’ve uncovered, I’m confident I can convince the Druids to stand up for themselves." Her gaze hardened. “The Draconite have long since overstayed their welcome. In the beginning, we accepted them, subjugated ourselves to them, because we had little choice. Avalyeth against the Empire was and is a losing proposition.” She locked eyes with him. “But Avalyeth standing with Excalibur’s commander? As you say, it will get worse before it gets better, but at least there’s a chance things can now get better.”

Thomas nodded, a new thought brewing in his mind. “Perhaps Avalyeth isn’t as vulnerable as it may seem. Morgana’s position isn’t as solid as it was even a week ago. Her options are decreasing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you familiar with Sir Turquine?”

She shuddered visibly in response to the name. “Of course. He’s spent too much time on Avalyeth these last few months.”

“Are you aware that he took a young wizard named Halvy from here, the last time he departed?”

“I am now.”

“Halvy was the one and only success of Trilthan and Kalthor’s experiments. He’s been enhanced with nanites that make him both incredibly powerful and unwaveringly loyal to Turquine. And Turquine, having gained exponential power quickly, has decided he no longer wishes to serve the queen. He’d prefer to overthrow her.”

Sylvie gasped in shock. “You’re saying Turquine has declared war on the Empire?”

“Not in so many words, but essentially, yes.”

To his surprise, the Elder began laughing. “It serves her right. She’s always been arrogant, thinking she could control things that weren’t hers to control.”

“That may be true, but Turquine is our problem as well. If he does usurp Morgana, I can guarantee his rule would be even worse for all of us than hers is. In any case, I’ve agreed to meet Mordred to discuss terms of an alliance against Turquine. I think I can broker Avalyeth’s freedom as part of the deal.”

Ossara’s face darkened. “That you would even consider siding with Morgana and her ill-gotten brood is disconcerting to me, Captain.”

“That’s because you don’t know everything. Morgana has reason and the right to fear Turquine. My goal is to do what’s best for Avalon, and believe it or not, joining forces with Morgana against Turquine may be for the best, at least for now.”

“I have a hard time believing that,” Ossara admitted. “Do you really think Morgana would honor any agreement you make with her?”

"Not out of any sense of honor, no, but out of necessity, yes. She can't afford to fight on multiple fronts or alienate me right now. If I demand Avalyeth’s freedom as part of any deal, she’ll have to accept it, at least for the short term.”

“While we prepare for the long term, I suppose. We could definitely use the reprieve, even temporarily.”

Thomas glanced around the devastated chamber. "How many council members were lost today?"

Ossara's expression grew somber. “Forty-six. Nearly half.” She sighed. "It’ll take time to assess the full extent of the damage, not just to our governing body, but to the trust of our people."

"How will you replace them?" Thomas asked.

“The Trees who lost their leaders will elect new ones. It’s a fairly quick process, by design. Once the elders are sworn in, a new High Elder will be selected. Trilthan was high elder for so long, I’m not sure if anyone even remembers the proper procedure.”

“What if the new elders don't share your vision?" Thomas pressed. "What if they prefer to appease the Draconite rather than stand against them?"

Ossara's mouth quirked in what might have been a smile under different circumstances. "After today? After what you’ve uncovered? After this disaster?” She swept her hand across the chamber. "I can't imagine that happening. The people won't accept it."

Thomas nodded, but before he could say anything more, they were interrupted by the arrival of a Druid guard. His armor bearing the marks of recent combat, he carried himself with the crisp formality of a messenger delivering urgent news.

"Elder Ossara," he said, momentarily bowing his head. "The Draconite forces orbiting the planet have been alerted to the trouble in the hollow. Their commander is demanding to speak with whomever is in charge. I don’t know who that is, but since you’re speaking to Excalibur’s commander…” He shrugged. “In any case, they've established contact through our orbital relay. They're threatening to attack if their demands aren't met." The guard held out what appeared to be a small communications earpiece.

Thomas exchanged a glance with Ossara. The danger was escalating faster than either had anticipated. "Let me speak with them," he said.

Ossara hesitated for only a moment. "Very well, Captain. Perhaps the Draconite will be more receptive to the commander of Excalibur than to a mere council elder."

The guard handed Thomas the communications device. It was surprisingly light, crafted from some material that felt like a hybrid of metal and organic matter—typical of Druid technology. Thomas placed it against his temple, where it adhered gently to his skin.

"This is Captain Thomas Drake of Excalibur," he said, his voice steady and authoritative. “I speak for the Avalyeth High Council, with their permission.”

There was a momentary pause before a response came through. The voice was unmistakably Draconite—deep and slightly sibilant, with the distinctive accent that came from a physiology not fully designed for speech.

"This is Commander Vextral of the Imperial cruiser Dominance," the voice replied, cold and precise. “We’ve received reports of rebellion within Primaltree, confirmed by your apparent installation as the voice of the High Council. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t reduce the Primal Grove to ash from orbit.”

“Gladly,” Thomas replied as Arthur’s essence stirred within him, lending weight and authority to his words. "Planet Avalyeth is now under my protection. Try to reduce any part of it to ash, and find out what happens to you. And I don’t mean by me. I mean from your queen. I’ll wait while you contact Central Command for confirmation.”

The communication fell silent. Thomas caught Ossara's questioning gaze and gave her a reassuring nod. Around them, the chamber had grown quiet, the surviving council members and resistance fighters watching the exchange with nervous anticipation. While they waited, Thomas covered the communications device in his ear with his hand. "Merlin…” The small GOLEM patiently waited on the nearest council desk. “...have Lancelot move into position to engage the Draconite flagship if I order it." he quietly instructed.

"Right away, my boy," Merlin replied. The GOLEM's eyes glowed briefly as it transmitted the command.

After a moment, Merlin nodded. "Sir Lancelot acknowledges the order. Arondight is moving into position now."

Nearly a minute passed before Vextral's voice returned. "I...have received new information," he said, the words seeming to cost him considerable effort. "We will maintain our position but will not engage at this time, pending further orders.”

"A wise decision, Commander," Thomas replied.

"This matter is not concluded," Vextral warned, but the threat in his voice had diminished considerably. “Draconite Central Command will respond to this development when the time comes.”

"I look forward to it," Thomas said simply before removing the communications device and handing it back to the guard.

Ossara was watching him with undisguised amazement. "That was...remarkable," she said. "I've never seen a Draconite commander back down like that.”

“Morgana needs me right now. She isn’t ready to kill me and deal with Turquine alone.”

“Surely she can overwhelm him, just as she can overwhelm us.”

“Only if she knows where to find him. He took something powerful from the Wastes. She doesn’t know what it is or what it’s capable of. But I do. That’s why she needs me.”

“I see.” Ossara pursed her lips, considering how to proceed with the time they had. “We must consolidate our position, gather our resources, and prepare our defenses. We could use your help, Captain. Your position carries weight. Your presence here can help keep things calm while we regroup.”

Thomas nodded. "I can stay here another day, but not any longer due to my meeting with Mordred. In the meantime, I'd like to transfer Excalibur and Arondight to Primaltree.”

“Of course," Ossara agreed readily. "We would be honored to host Excalibur and of course, Arondight. There's a landing zone near the crown you can use." She turned to the Druid guard who had given them the comms device. “Inform control that Excalibur and Arondight have clearance to land at the top of Primaltree.”

“Yes, Elder Ossara,” the guard replied, glancing at Thomas. “It’s an honor, sir.” He hurried away to carry out her orders.

"Thank you," Thomas said to Ossara. "I'm sorry I can't stay longer."

"I understand completely," Ossara assured him. "Your efforts on our behalf have already gone far beyond what we could have hoped for. We should have the council reconstituted and a new high elder elected by mid-morning tomorrow. I hope you’ll attend.”

Thomas nodded. “I’d be honored to⁠—”

A commotion at the chamber's entrance drew their attention. Thomas found Iona trying to enter through one of the doors, but Druid guards were blocking her way. The guards were politely but firmly explaining that no one was being admitted until the chamber could be properly secured and the dead removed with the respect they deserved.

“She’s with us,” Thomas announced, suddenly aware now that the immediate danger had passed, of how exhausted he felt. The adrenaline was fading, leaving behind a bone-deep weariness that even Arthur's essence couldn't completely dispel. “I should go help settle her.”

“Very well,” Ossara replied. “I’ll meet with the remaining council members to begin organizing the transition. I know we’ve all been through an ordeal, but time is of the essence. We have much to do before morning."

“One more thing,” Thomas said as she turned to leave.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Sylana and any other prisoners from the Wyldentree should be released immediately.”

Ossara nodded sharply. “It will be done.” She hurried away, angling toward a group of council members huddled together at the rear of the chamber.

Thomas made his way through the devastated chamber, navigating around fallen debris and the solemn work of those tending to the wounded and the dead. Kaelithan, Burl, Percival, Tivan, and Garant joined him on his way to the entrance.

Thyreon followed close behind, his young face set in lines of determination that made him look older than his fledgling years. The boy who had been imprisoned and tormented now walked with the pride of someone who helped win a significant victory. Thomas couldn’t help but admire his resilience.

As they exited the chamber, Iona rushed forward, her eyes immediately seeking Kaelithan. Finding him alive and relatively unharmed, she embraced her brother with obvious relief.

"Thank the ancient trees," she murmured. "When I heard the fighting, I feared the worst. The guards wouldn’t release me until it was over.”

"We're all right," Kaelithan assured her, returning the embrace. "Trilthan is exposed and defeated. The council is in transition."

Iona pulled back, her searching gaze taking in the entire group. "And the evidence? Did they believe you?"

"They saw it with their own eyes," Thomas confirmed. "The recordings Merlin retrieved from the laboratory left no room for doubt."

A tall Druid in a simple robe approached their group, his bearing confident but without arrogance. He was around Iona’s age, with intelligent eyes and golden hair. From his tired and disheveled look, it was obvious he had been involved in the fighting. Thomas assumed as part of the resistance.

"Iona," he said with a respectful nod.

"Kyron," she replied warmly, turning to include him in their circle. "Everyone, this is Kyron. He's the one who introduced me to the resistance.”

Thomas extended his hand to grip Kyron’s forearm in the warrior greeting he'd become accustomed to using. "Thomas Drake, Captain of Excalibur. This is my crew." He nodded toward them.

Kyron's eyes widened slightly as he accepted the handshake. "It's an honor, Captain.” His gaze moved respectfully to each member of Thomas's team. "All of you—what you've done today will be remembered in Druid history for centuries to come."

"We couldn't have done it without the resistance," Thomas acknowledged. "Your people fought bravely."

"We've been waiting for this moment for years," Kyron admitted. "Many of us believed some in the council were corrupt, working for their own self-interests over those of the people, but we never imagined Trilthan would be one of them, or that he would turn to violence in these very chambers. It’s disgusting.”

“Now that Trilthan is deposed, you should consider running for a seat on the council,” Thomas said. “They need fresh leadership.”

Kyron smiled. “I intend to, Captain.”

“Since you’re free to roam Primaltree undisguised," Iona said, addressing Thomas and his team, "I'd like to invite you all to our home for dinner. Our parents would be honored to meet you.” She locked eyes with Kaelithan. “And ecstatic to see you again after all this time, brother.”

“I never imagined I would have the chance to see them again,” Kaelithan replied, his eyes quickly moistening.

"We'd be honored," Thomas said, a genuine smile breaking through his fatigue. "Though I should warn you, Burl's appetite is legendary."

"Good." Iona returned the smile. "Mother would be deeply offended if any of you left her table with room to spare." She glanced toward the front doors of the council building, where a crowd had gathered behind a security cordon. "Word is spreading fast. Everyone wants to know what happened here today."

“I’m sure the remaining members of the council will address the people once the immediate security concerns have been handled,” Merlin said, climbing up Thomas’ leg and up over his back to his shoulder.

“Merlin,” Thomas said, “please contact Gareth and Lancelot. Let them know they’re cleared to land on Primaltree.”

“Of course, my boy,” he replied.

As they made their way from the council building, Thomas felt the stares of the Druids they passed. Word had clearly spread about their identities. Some looked on with undisguised awe, others with hope, and a few with the wariness that came from lives spent under oppression, unable to fully trust that change was real or lasting.

Thomas understood their caution. One victory, however significant, didn't erase a century of subjugation. Real change would take time, persistence, and continued vigilance. But for the first time since his arrival on Avalyeth, he saw genuine hope—the tentative, fragile beginnings of belief—that things could be different in the faces around him.

Arthur's essence stirred within him, resonating with this nascent hope. It was a start. A foundation upon which something better could be built.

For now, that would have to be enough.


CHAPTER 18


The cool night air of Avalyeth's upper canopy whipped around Thomas as he stood on the Primaltree’s crown landing pad, watching Excalibur's magnificent form descend from the darkness above. The legendary vessel's sleek, sword-like silhouette caught the ambient light from the pad’s bioluminescent markers as it came to a steady hover above the enormous wooden platform. Despite all they had accomplished in the past hours, Thomas couldn't help but feel a sense of relief at the sight of the ship—his ship—coming to him.

Kaelithan stood beside Thomas, his eyes reflecting the blue energy patterns rippling across Excalibur's hull. The wizard had been uncharacteristically quiet since they'd left the council chamber, as if the enormity of what they'd accomplished was still sinking in. Burl, Percival, Tivan, and Garant had spread out across the platform, keeping watch despite Elder Ossara's assurances that they were now honored guests rather than fugitives.

Thyreon, the young survivor they'd rescued, stayed close to Kaelithan's side. "She's beautiful," he whispered, his voice almost lost in the gentle hum of Excalibur's engines, his face a mix of exhaustion and wonder as he gazed up at the ship.

"Yes, she is quite beautiful," Thomas agreed as the ship powered down. Before he could say more, the night sky above them shimmered with another vessel’s approach. “And here comes Arondight," Thomas said, a smile tugging at his lips. Smaller than Excalibur but no less impressive, Lancelot’s ship cut through the darkness with graceful purpose. Its broadsword shape weathered by centuries of service, the ancient starship settled alongside Excalibur, its engines emitting a lower, more gravelly tone as both ships powered down.

A panel in Excalibur’s bow slid open and a cable lowered the teleportal to the platform, releasing it before returning to its housing, the panel closing. A moment later, Gareth, Brennan, Tryvane and Aldrich emerged from the portal.

Almost simultaneously, Arondight's ramp descended to the platform. Regal and imposing, Lancelot stepped out and strode down the steps. The ancient knight's weathered face bore its usual stoic expression, but Thomas caught the hint of satisfaction in his eyes as he joined Excalibur’s crew.

As the five men approached him, Thomas noticed they all wore triumphant though vigilant expressions.

Lancelot reached him first, clasping his forearm. "Well done, Sir Dragon," the ancient knight said, “though I’m coming to expect nothing less from you.”

"I didn’t accomplish this on my own, you know. I had a lot of help,” Thomas replied, nodding toward the rest of their team and the council members behind him. ”We accomplished a bit more than I intended when we landed.”

“I see that,” he said, his eyes taking in their battle-worn appearance. “I’m glad to see you’re all still alive.”

"When we received Merlin's message, I could scarcely believe it,” Gareth said. “Taking on the High Elder of the Druids in his own council chamber? That's either the bravest or the most foolhardy thing I've ever heard.”

"Probably both," Burl grunted, but there was undeniable pride in his voice.

As the others exchanged greetings, movement at the far side of the landing pad—a group of Druid guards escorting several Draconite soldiers to temporary holding cells until their fate could be decided—drew Thomas’ attention. The soldiers moved with the defeated aura of warriors who’d never expected to find themselves captive on a world they had considered theirs.

As they passed, one of the officers looked directly at Thomas, hatred burning hotly in his reptilian eyes. Thomas met his gaze evenly, neither gloating nor apologetic. Rebellion and reckoning was the natural outcome of tyranny.

"Speaking of foolhardy,” Lancelot said, "perhaps you should tell us what exactly happened down here. Merlin's message was unavoidably brief."

"Not here," Thomas replied, aware that they were still very much in public view. Although the Druid technicians and guards maintained a respectful distance, many were watching the legendary figures with undisguised interest. "We've been invited to Kaelithan's parents' home for dinner. We can talk more freely there."

Surprise flickered across Lancelot's face as his attention turned to Kael. "Your parents live in Primaltree?"

The wizard nodded, a complex emotion passing across his features. “I haven't seen them in over five years, not since I was exiled to the Wyldentree for studying the fusion of magic and technology.” He motioned to Iona. “This is my sister, Iona. Sister, this is Sir Lancelot, one of King Arthur’s original knights.”

Visibly awed, Iona’s mouth worked silently as he approached her. Gently taking her hand, he kissed the back of it. “Milady,” he said, his charisma overflowing. “A pleasure to meet you.”

“Sir Lancelot,” she replied, finally finding her voice. “It’s a great honor.”

“The honor is mine, of course. Your brother is quite a talented wizard. I’m sure you’re equally as capable in your own pursuits.”

“Iona’s a member of the resistance,” Thomas said. “She made everything that happened here today possible.”

“Is that so?” Lancelot said. “It seems I had it completely right.”

“Iona,” Kaelithan said, practically needing to physically pull her gaze away from Lancelot. “This is the rest of Excalibur’s crew. Gareth, Tryvane, Brennan, and Aldrich.”

She smiled at each of them. “A pleasure.”

Thomas looked down at his torn and bloodstained clothing, suddenly aware of the state they were all in after their battle in the council chambers. "Before we meet your parents,” he said to Kael, "we need to clean up. We look like we lost a war."

“No, we look like we won a war,” Burl added with a chuckle, examining the nasty tear in his sleeve and the still seeping wound beneath it. “And I should probably spend a little time in the regeneration pod.”

"You're right," Kaelithan agreed. "I'm sure my parents would appreciate guests who don't track blood across their floors."

With Iona along, they made their way back through the teleportal. “I’ve heard so much about Excalibur,” Iona breathed, her eyes widening with wonder as they entered Excalibur and she took in every detail of the legendary vessel. “I never imagined I'd actually set foot in it."

"Would you like a tour while the others clean up?" Merlin asked, his humanoid GOLEM waiting for them just inside the portal. "I'd be happy to show you around."

“Wait,” she said, glancing at the small GOLEM on Thomas’ shoulder and then the humanoid GOLEM standing before her. “I’m confused.”

“I have different mechanical forms for different purposes,” the humanoid GOLEM explained. “I can go into further detail during the tour, if you’d like.”

Iona's face lit up with delight. "I would love that!"

"Excellent," the humanoid GOLEM replied as the smaller GOLEM scuttled down Thomas’ body and hurried to stand in its small alcove, instantly powering down."Please," Merlin continued. "Follow me."

Merlin led Iona down the corridor. The rest of the away team headed directly to the showers, where the ship's facilities made quick work of washing away everyone else’s grime of battle. From there, Burl and Percival separated from the others to take quick turns in the regeneration pod. Thomas returned to his quarters to pick out fresh clothing—simple but fashionable garments that seemed appropriate for a formal dinner—before reconvening with the others an hour later in the main corridor.

"Much better," Thomas said, looking around at his freshly groomed companions. Tivan and Garant had chosen matching outfits, as they often did when the occasion called for a bit more formality. Burl looked distinctly uncomfortable in clothing that wasn't designed primarily for combat, while Percival carried himself with the natural ease of someone with no lack of confidence.

Kaelithan had selected a robe that reflected his heritage over finely crafted garments in deep blue with silver embroidery that marked him as both a scholar and a member of a distinguished Druid family. The transformation from battle-worn warrior to cultured aristocrat was remarkable.

“We should be armed though, right?” Percy asked, patting his side, where Thomas assumed a sheathed dagger hung from his belt, sight unseen under his cloak.

“Within reason,” Thomas replied, sliding his hand under his cloak to rest it on a dagger he’d brought along.

The twins eyed one another knowingly, both of them clearly armed as well although their daggers were well hidden, probably in ankle sheaths.

“I’ll be right back,” Burl said, turning toward the teleportal, intending to take it up to the armory.

“No need,” Percival said, drawing another blade from his boot. “I brought an extra.”

“Good man,” Burl replied, accepting the dagger. “My thanks.” He slipped the dagger into his boot.

Merlin, we’re ready to go, Thomas sent, directing the thought to the digital consciousness.

Excellent timing, my boy. Our lovely guest and I are on our way to you right now.

Moments later, the GOLEM returned with Iona, whose eyes shone with excitement. "Excalibur is even more amazing than I imagined,” she extolled. "The integration of magic and technology is unlike anything I've ever seen. It’s..." She moved her head from left to right, at a loss for words.

“Magical,” Thomas said, remembering his first look at Excalibur’s interior.

“Yes,” she agreed with a wide grin. “Precisely. It’s magical.”

“Are you ready to go?"

She nodded, and they made their way back through the teleportal to where Lancelot waited with Gareth, Tryvane, Brennan, and Aldrich.

"If you'll all follow me,” Kaelithan said, “I’m pretty sure I remember the way home.”


CHAPTER 19


As Thomas and the others walked through Primaltree's upper levels, Thomas found himself marveling once more at the intricate beauty of Druid architecture. Living wood formed arches and doorways, polished to a golden sheen that caught the light from crystal lamps embedded in the walls. Delicate tendrils of luminous fungi stretched along ceiling junctions, providing soft illumination that shifted in color as they passed, from cool blue to warm amber.

While Thomas gawked, Kaelithan's expression grew more wistful with each step. When they reached a junction where several passages met around a small interior garden, he stopped briefly, his eyes drinking in the familiar surroundings.

"I used to play here as a child," he said softly to Thomas.

The garden contained several miniature trees, each no taller than Thomas himself but clearly ancient, their trunks twisted into complex, beautiful shapes. Thomas could easily imagine a young Kaelithan playing among them, honing the talents that would later define his life.

“Growing trees in a tree,” Burl said. “There has to be a joke in there, somewhere.”

Chuckling, they continued past the garden, taking a curving passage that sloped gently upward. The lighting grew warmer, more residential, as they left the public areas behind. Finally, Kaelithan stopped before an intricately carved door set into the living wall of the passage.

“It’s okay, Kael,” Iona said. “They’ll be so surprised and happy to see you.”

Kaelithan hesitated, his hand hovering above the panel. "It's been so long," he murmured.

He placed his palm against the crystal, which immediately began to glow with a soft blue light. The door responded instantly, sliding open to reveal the entrance to a spacious dwelling.

The wizard took a deep breath and stepped inside, the others following close behind. The entrance opened into a welcoming foyer, with polished wood floors and walls lined with plants growing directly from the structure. Recessed lighting cast a warm glow over everything, highlighting the natural beauty of the materials.

"Hello? Anybody home?" Kaelithan called out, his voice carrying a note of uncertainty that Thomas had rarely heard from him. "Mother? Father?"

For a moment, there was no response. Then came the sound of hurried footsteps, and a door at the far end of the foyer slid open. A Druid woman, elegant and poised, with the same high cheekbones as Kaelithan, froze in the doorway. Her eyes widened.

"I can’t believe it! Kaelithan?" she whispered in shock.

"Hello, Mother," Kaelithan replied, a broad smile breaking across his face.

She rushed forward, gathering her son into an embrace so fierce it seemed she feared he might disappear if she let go. "Varieth!" she cried over her shoulder. "Come quickly! It’s Kaelithan!”

Another door opened, and a tall, dignified Druid man entered the foyer. Though his hair had gone completely white, there was no mistaking the resemblance to Kaelithan. He stopped, staring in disbelief at his son.

"Father," Kaelithan said, extending a hand toward him, his other arm still wrapped around his mother's shoulder.

“By the trees’ grace…you’re alive!” Varieth rushed across the distance in three long strides, engulfing both his wife and son in his arms. The three stood locked together for a long moment, five years of separation dissolving in a flood of emotion that made Thomas feel like an intruder on a deeply private moment.

Varieth finally drew back, his eyes sweeping Kaelithan’s face. “When the Wyldentree burned, we thought you were…”

“I’m quite alive, Father, as you can see.”

“It’s a miracle.”

Finally, Kaelithan's mother pulled back as well, her eyes shining with tears as she too examined her son's face. "Let me look at you," she said, cupping his cheeks in her hands. "You've changed so much."

"Not as much as you might think, Mother," Kaelithan replied, his smile softening.

Varieth finally noticed his daughter standing just inside the open door and the others with her, his gaze sweeping over them with growing interest. "And who do we have…?" He trailed off as his eyes settled on Lancelot, recognition dawning. "By the ancient trees," he breathed. "Elara, do you know who’s standing in our foyer?”

"Forgive me," Kaelithan said. "Mother, Father, these are my friends.” He indicated each one as he introduced them. “Sir Lancelot du Lac, Avalonian Knight; Sir Thomas Drake, Captain of Excalibur; Sir Gareth the Second, grandson of Avalonian Knight Sir Gareth; Tryvane, grandson of Sir Tristan; Sir Burl, Sir Tivan, Sir Garant, and the rest of Excalibur’s crew—Aldrich. Percival, and Brennan." He placed a hand on Thyreon's shoulder. "And this is Thyreon, one of Grenyth's students. He was orphaned when Wyldentree burned.”

Elara and Varieth stared at their guests in undisguised awe. Varieth recovered first. “Sir Lancelot, Captain Drake, honored guests—our home is yours. Though I must apologize for our unpreparedness. Had we known we would be hosting such distinguished visitors..."

"The fault is mine, Father," Iona interjected. "There was no time to send word ahead."

"Nonsense," Elara said, her natural warmth reasserting itself. "We’ve waited so long to see you again, Kael. That you bring friends is a joy, not a burden." She turned to the interior door she’d left open and called out. A young Druid servant appeared almost immediately. "Nelanya, please inform the kitchen that we’ll need a proper feast for fourteen prepared with all haste."

"Yes, mistress," the servant replied with a quick bow before hurrying back to the kitchen.

"Please, come in," Varieth urged, gesturing toward the inner chambers.

As they moved deeper into the residence, Thomas was struck by the subtle but unmistakable signs of wealth and position. The furnishings were clearly handcrafted by master artisans, the materials rare and valuable. Crystals that must have taken decades to grow to such size adorned the walls, catching the light in hypnotic patterns. In one alcove, a collection of ancient tomes rested on shelves of polished wood, their bindings made from materials Thomas couldn't identify.

Kael’s parents led them into a large, formal dining hall, with a low, circular table surrounded, in the traditional Druid style, by cushions and small, backless chairs. Servants entered with crystal decanters filled with what appeared to be fruit juices and light wines, along with glassware and small plates of delicate pastries.

"Please, make yourselves comfortable," Elara invited, gesturing toward the seating. "The meal will take some time to prepare, but we can talk while we wait."

As they settled around the tables, Thomas noted that Lancelot chose to remain standing, his warrior's instincts never fully at rest even in these safe surroundings. Gareth also positioned himself where he could observe both the door and the windows.

"Mother, Father," Kaelithan began once everyone was settled, "there is so much to tell you."

"And we want to hear everything," Varieth assured him. "But first, I must ask—what happened in the council chamber? Rumors are flying throughout Primaltree, each wilder than the last. They say Trilthan has been deposed and that there was fighting within the hollow itself."

"They’re not rumors," Thomas interjected. "Trilthan has been removed from power. He was collaborating with the Draconite in experiments that violated every principle the Druids claim to uphold."

Elara gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. "What sort of experiments?"

Kaelithan glanced at Thyreon, who had taken a seat next to him. "They were using young wizards…children…” He rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “...as test subjects, trying to enhance their magical abilities through nanite technology. Most didn't survive. Thyreon is one of only two who did.” He paused, his voice hardening. "Halvy was the other."

"Halvy?” Varieth looked confused. "I don't understand. Where is he now?"

"With Turquine," Thomas said grimly.

“Morgana’s Enforcer?”

“Formerly her enforcer,” Kaelithan said. “He’s on his own now.”

"The experiments were a success with Halvy. He was the only one who lived through them.” Thomas continued. “He's been transformed into something far more powerful than he was, and it’s bound him to Turquine.”

"And Grenyth?" Elara asked softly, clearly dreading the answer.

"Dead," Kaelithan replied, the word hanging heavy in the air. "He sacrificed himself at the Lair to save us.”

Elara closed her eyes briefly, grief etching lines into her face. "He was a good man. One of the few who stood against the tide when it mattered."

"As you did,” Varieth added, pride evident in his voice. He glanced at Kaelithan, his eyes serious. “I…I’m sorry, my son. For sending you away. For not standing up for you when⁠—”

"I understood why you had to send me away," Kaelithan interrupted quietly. “I don’t blame you. In your position, I would have done the same thing. Frankly, if you hadn’t, I wouldn’t be where I am now. On Excalibur, fighting at Captain Drake’s side for what I believe in.”

Thomas understood the complex history in those simple words—of difficult choices made under oppression, of a family torn apart by political forces beyond their control. The exile to Wyldentree had brought Kaelithan to Excalibur—to him—but at the cost of separating the wizard from his family.

"What happens now?" Varieth asked, looking at Thomas. "Trilthan's fall will create a power vacuum. The Draconite will not simply accept this change."

“They will, for now,” Thomas replied. “They don’t have much choice.”

“Do you care to explain why?” Elara asked.

“Turquine’s betrayal has put Morgana in a difficult position.” Thomas answered. “The bottom line is that Avalyeth has a brief reprieve from any potential reprisal.”

"Brief," Elara repeated, her expression troubled. "So this peace we've won today is temporary."

"All peace is temporary," Lancelot observed from his position. "What matters is what you do with the respite."

Servants entered with the first courses of the meal—delicate soups served in bowls carved from a single piece of crystal, accompanied by bread still warm from the oven. The conversation paused as everyone was served, the rich aromas temporarily distracting from the weighty matters they had been discussing.

"This is amazing," Percival commented after his first spoonful, genuinely impressed. "What is it?"

"Sunfruit and brandflower soup," Elara explained with a smile. "An old family recipe."

Thomas sampled his own portion, finding the flavors complex—both sweet and savory—with subtle undertones shifting with each spoonful. It was utterly unlike anything he had ever tasted. Arthur's essence stirred within him, unfamiliar memories of ancient feasts in Camelot rising unbidden to Thomas’ mind.

As they ate, more dishes—platters of roasted vegetables arranged in artistic patterns, fungi prepared in ways that enhanced their natural flavors, and what appeared to be fish but which Thomas learned was actually a type of water plant—arrived. There were also small portions of drayer—a meaty, flightless bird that roamed the forest floor.

Throughout the meal, conversation flowed naturally between personal reminiscences and political discussions. Varieth, it emerged, had once been a council member. His insights into the political landscape of Avalyeth proved invaluable as they discussed the likely aftermath of Trilthan's fall.

"Elder Ossara will almost certainly be elected the new High Elder," he predicted. "She has the support of most of the moderate factions, and after today's events, even some of the more conservative elders will recognize the need for change."

"She seemed competent," Thomas observed, "and committed to Avalyeth's independence."

"She is," Varieth confirmed, "but she’ll face significant challenges. Preparing for war chief among them. We Druids have little appetite for conflict, and at the same time, what you uncovered about those experiments…I believe it’ll change many opinions on that matter.”

"And what of you, Captain Drake?" Elara asked, turning the conversation. "What are your plans moving forward? Will you stay to help Avalyeth through this transition?"

Thomas set down his eating utensils, considering his response carefully. "I wish we could stay longer," he said finally. He didn't want to reveal his upcoming meeting with Mordred—that information was too sensitive, too easily misinterpreted—but he also didn't want to lie to his hosts. "But our mission extends beyond Avalyeth. What started here—the rebellion against tyranny, the reclaiming of independence—needs to spread to other worlds in Avalon. Morgana's power isn’t absolute, especially now. There's a window of opportunity to challenge her control, to remind people of Arthur's vision of a united Avalon."

"A noble cause," Varieth said with a respectful nod. "Though not without its dangers."

"All worthwhile endeavors carry risk," Lancelot added from where he finally took his seat. "As we were reminded today."

The meal continued with the arrival of more elaborate dishes, each presented with the care and attention to detail that spoke of Elara's desire to honor her unexpected guests. Despite the short notice, the kitchen staff had managed to produce a feast worthy of visiting dignitaries, which Thomas realized was exactly what they were.

As the meal drew to a close with sweet confections and a warm, spiced tea, Thyreon spoke up for the first time since they had arrived. "Where will I go now?" he asked quietly, the question directed at no one in particular.

A brief silence fell over the table. In the chaos and triumph of the day's events, the practical matter of the young survivor's future had yet to be addressed.

Elara exchanged a quick glance with her husband before speaking. "You can stay with us," she said firmly. "At least until more permanent arrangements can be made. We have plenty of room, and it’s the least we can do for one of Grenyth’s students, after what Grenyth did for Kael.”

Relief washed over Thyreon's face. "Thank you, mistress," he said with a formal bow of his head.

"Not mistress," Elara corrected gently. "Elara will do.”

As the servants began clearing away the remains of the meal, Kaelithan rose to his feet. "I should show our guests to their rooms," he said. "It has been a long day for all of us."

Thomas glanced at Lancelot, a silent communication passing between them. "Actually," Thomas said, "I think I’d prefer to return to Excalibur for the night." He saw a flash of disappointment cross Elara's face and hastened to add, "Your hospitality has been extraordinary, and I’m more grateful than I can express. But Excalibur is...well, it's home."

“And no offense intended to our gracious hosts,” Aldrich said. “But it’s probably better if we’re in a position to leave in a hurry should anything unexpected happen.”

“No offense taken,” Varieth replied. “I have to admit, we aren’t the most stable society at the moment.”

"And you, my son?" Elara asked Kaelithan, a mother's hope evident in her voice. "Will you stay with us tonight?"

Kaelithan seemed torn, glancing between his parents and Thomas. "I should go with the captain," he began, but Thomas cut him off with a gesture.

"Stay with your family, Kael," Thomas said firmly. "You've earned this reunion."

Gratitude flashed across Kaelithan's face. "Thank you, my friend.”

Thomas and the others prepared to depart. Varieth insisted on personally escorting them back to the landing pad, despite Thomas' protests that they could find their own way.

"It is the least I can do," Varieth said as they left the residence. "Besides, the passageways of Primaltree can be confusing to those not raised here."

As they walked through the now-quiet corridors of the upper levels, Varieth fell into step beside Thomas, slightly apart from the others. "Captain Drake," he said in a low voice, "I must thank you for what you've done for my son. Not just bringing him back to us, but giving him purpose again. When he was exiled, I feared he would be not only lost to us forever, but that he would lose himself.”

"He's an extraordinary person," Thomas replied honestly. "One of the finest men I've ever known. You and Elara should be very proud."

"We are," Varieth assured him. "Though we've paid a high price for standing by our principles. When Kaelithan first started drawing attention, we supported him privately but couldn’t do so publicly. My position in the Druid hierarchy, our family's status—everything—was at risk." He sighed deeply. “I’ve often wondered if we made the right choice."

"You did what you could in an impossible situation," Thomas said. "And it worked out. He found his way to people who valued his skills and his character. He's made a real difference. It’s not hyperbole for me to say that I wouldn’t be here without him.”

Varieth nodded, though doubt still lingered in his eyes. "Perhaps. But a father should protect his son, not send him into exile."

“But what if you protected him by sending him into exile?” Thomas asked.

“I hope that’s the case.”

They had reached one of the massive elevator platforms that would take them up to the crown landing pad. As they waited for it to arrive, Lancelot approached, having overheard the latter part of their conversation.

"If I may, Master Varieth," the knight said, “I’ve known your son only a short time, but in that time I’ve seen him face dangers that would break most men. He’s stood against Morgana's forces, infiltrated the Lair itself, and today, helped topple a corrupt regime that’s stood for decades. The man who did these things was forged by his experiences, including the painful ones. Your choices, difficult as they undoubtedly were, helped create the hero he’s become."

Varieth considered Lancelot's words, then bowed deeply to the ancient knight. "Thank you, Sir Lancelot. Coming from the most gifted of Arthur's knights, that means more than you can know."

The elevator platform arrived. As they boarded, Thomas noticed that the Druid guards who’d been stationed near the elevator earlier were gone. The visible signs of military presence were already being reduced throughout Primaltree in a small but significant indicator of the changing political landscape.

When they reached the crown landing pad, Excalibur and Arondight stood exactly as they had left them. Several Druid technicians moved around the perimeter of the pad, but they kept a respectful distance from the legendary vessels.

"They truly are magnificent," Varieth said softly, gazing up at the ships. "I never thought I would see them with my own eyes." He turned to directly face Thomas. "Captain Drake, before you depart tomorrow, I hope you’ll consider addressing the High Council. Your words would carry tremendous weight as they begin the process of rebuilding."

"I've already promised Elder Ossara I would attend the election of the new High Elder," Thomas replied. "But I'm not sure what I could say that would help."

"Sometimes," Varieth said thoughtfully, "it is not what is said but who says it that matters. You command Excalibur. To many Druids, you represent the return of hope itself. Such symbols are powerful, especially in times of transition."

Thomas nodded slowly, acknowledging the truth in Varieth's words. "I'll consider it."

They said their goodbyes at the base of Excalibur's teleportal. Varieth clasped Thomas in an arm-in-arm farewell, then stepped back with a formal bow. "Until tomorrow, Captain Drake. May your rest be peaceful."

"And yours," Thomas replied. "Please extend my thanks once more to Elara for her hospitality."

As Varieth departed, Lancelot split off, heading toward Arondight, while Thomas and the rest boarded Excalibur through the teleportal.

“We should be well rested for tomorrow.” he said to them. “I have a feeling it will be even more eventful than today.”

“Don’t say that,” Tivan replied. “I don’t think I can handle another day like today.”

“Come on, it was fun,” Percival said.

“Has he always been like this?” Garant asked Aldrich.

“No,” Percival’s former captain replied. “He used to be worse.”

The entire group shared a laugh.

“I think I’m going to turn in,” Thomas said. “I’m beat.”

“Goodnight, Captain,” Aldrich said, his sentiment echoed by the others.

Thomas made his way to his quarters, stripped down to his underwear and settled into bed. As his eyes drifted shut, images from the day flashed through his mind: Thyreon's haunted eyes as they freed him from his cell; Kalthor's cold arrogance as he defended his terrible experiments; the fierce battle in the council chamber; Trilthan's defeat; the reunion between Kaelithan and his parents. So much had happened in such a short time.

And tomorrow, they would leave Avalyeth behind, heading for their meeting with Mordred on Caerlyon Station. A new phase of their mission would begin, one potentially more dangerous than what they had just accomplished.

For now, for this one night, they had won a significant victory. They had struck a blow against Morgana's empire and helped free an entire world from the grip of her tyranny.

It was no wonder he slept better than he had in years.


CHAPTER 20


Thomas adjusted the formal crimson tunic he had found in his closet, no doubt recently fabricated by Merlin. The garment—nothing ostentatious, but clearly of high quality—bore subtle embroidery suggesting a dragon motif. He fastened a shield bracer to his forearm, its power cell having been fully charged since yesterday's battle, and secured his fayrilite blade to his hip. Arthur's essence stirred within him, approving of the formal attire paired with the practical weapon.

The ancient weapon had served him well during the confrontation with Trilthan, its edge still perfectly sharp despite its use. Thomas drew it partially from its scabbard, checking the blade out of habit before sliding it home again with a satisfying click.

A soft chime from his door announced a visitor.

"Enter," Thomas called.

Kaelithan stepped into the room, similarly attired in a deep blue formal robe with silver trim. A subtle glow emanated from beneath the robe’s front fastening where Arthur's shard rested against his chest.

"Are you ready?" the wizard asked, his expression a mix of excitement and solemnity. "The others are waiting in the main corridor."

"As ready as I'll ever be," Thomas replied, taking a final look at himself in the mirror.

The man who stared back at him bore little resemblance to the skinny bicycle courier from Manchester who had stumbled upon Excalibur all those months ago. He had some muscle working for him now, and his cheeks had lost that last little bit of childhood roundness, leaving a firmer, more determined set to his jaw.

"How do I look?"

"Like a king," Kaelithan said simply.

Thomas grimaced. "I'm not Arthur."

"No," the wizard agreed, "but you carry his essence, command his ship, and lead his knights. The distinction becomes academic at some point, don't you think?"

“I wouldn’t go that far. How was it sleeping at home for the first time in five years?”

“To be honest, my bed isn’t as comfortable as I thought it was.” He grinned. “But it was nice to have breakfast with my parents and Iona and Thyreon.”

“How is he holding up?”

“He’s been through so much already. He’s handling the new changes with remarkable resilience.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

Merlin's humanoid GOLEM appeared in the doorway. "The ceremony begins in one hour," he reminded them. "We should depart if we wish to arrive in time to hear the announcement of a new High Elder.”

They made their way through Excalibur's corridors to where the others waited at the teleportal. They were all formally dressed, each wearing shield bracers and their preferred weapons. Even Thyreon had been outfitted in appropriate attire—a junior acolyte’s robe that Elara had procured for him.

"You clean up nicely," Percival commented with a grin as Thomas approached. "Very regal."

"Don't start," Thomas warned, though he couldn't suppress a small smile.

They stepped through the teleportal into the brilliant morning light of Primaltree's crown. The massive landing pad bustled with activity as Druid technicians directed smaller vessels from the other groves to adjacent platforms. Lancelot was already waiting for them, his ancient but immaculate armor gleaming in the sunlight. He wore his broadsword in a simple sheath at his hip rather than across his back—a concession to the ceremonial nature of the day.

"A fine morning for making history," he observed as they approached.

"Let's hope it's the right kind of history," Thomas replied.

They boarded one of the large elevator platforms and descended down through the massive tree toward the council hollow. Thomas marveled at the transformation that had swept through Primaltree overnight. It had been thoroughly cleaned, the somber tension that had gripped the inhabitants yesterday having given way to a palpable sense of anticipation. Druids moved purposefully through the corridors, many dressed in formal attire similar to their own.

Most striking to Thomas was the sight that greeted them as they passed through one of the main residential levels. Long queues of Druids had formed outside what appeared to be voting stations—shops and taverns where officials accepted handwritten ballots.

"How do people know who to vote for?" Thomas asked, watching the process unfold. "There can't have been time for campaigns."

"Druids with aspirations to Council positions spend their entire lives building reputations," Kaelithan explained. "Their contributions to society, their research, their teachings—all are matters of public record. By the time a vacancy occurs, the candidates are well-known to the people. Or at least, they’d better be if they want to have a chance of winning.”

"So they're always campaigning, in a sense," Thomas observed.

"Precisely," Kaelithan agreed. "At least outwardly, they must always present themselves well. It places a high value on consistent character rather than momentary charisma."

“And the ballots? They look like they would be easy to counterfeit.”

“Not at all. Votes are cast with enchanted paper, each one unique.”

As they continued their descent, Thomas noted something else significant—the absence of Draconite guards. Where armed scaled figures had stood at checkpoints and major intersections yesterday, now only Druid guards were visible. They proudly wore their traditional wooden armor, no longer deferring to Draconite authority.

"The Draconite presence has been erased,” Lancelot observed, voicing Thomas's thoughts.

“Either locked up or sent back to their ships, I’m sure,” Burl said. “Licking their wounds and waiting for instructions from Central Command."

The elevator slowed as it approached the level housing the council hollow. When the platform stopped, they stepped out into a broad, circular landing significantly more crowded than the previous day. Druids from all walks of life were gathered here, hoping for a glimpse of the proceedings or simply to be present for this historic moment.

Word of the arrival of Lancelot and Excalibur’s crew spread quickly through the crowd. Conversations hushed as they passed, replaced by whispers and awed stares. Thomas felt uncomfortably conspicuous in his crimson tunic, but Arthur's essence gave him the confidence to maintain a dignified bearing despite the attention.

They reached the council building, its elegant architecture somehow more majestic in daylight than it had appeared the previous evening. The damage from yesterday's battle had been remarkably well-concealed—temporary panels covered broken windows, and the entrance had been cleared of debris. Only the scorch marks on some of the columns remained as a reminder to the prior day’s violence.

Druid guards stood at attention at the entrance, their staves held in formal positions. As Thomas and his companions approached, one guard stepped forward—the same one who had reluctantly allowed Iona to pass the previous day.

"Captain Drake," he said with a formal bow. "Elder Ossara informed us you would be attending." His gaze shifted to the fayrilite blade at Thomas' hip. "However, she’s ordered us to disarm anyone carrying weapons. I must ask that you surrender yours before entering the chamber. Today's ceremony is meant to be peaceful."

Before Thomas could respond, another, older guard stepped forward. "Are you mad, Terlith?" he demanded. "These are the warriors who liberated us from Trilthan's corruption. The ones who fought in that very chamber yesterday. I’m certain Elder Ossara didn’t mean for us to include them in her order.”

Terlith hesitated, clearly torn between protocol and the extraordinary circumstances. “But Commander, I⁠—”

"Their weapons stay with them," the guard commander decided firmly.

"Thank you," Thomas said with a respectful nod to the scarred guard.

"No, Captain," the guard replied. "Thank you. They're waiting for you inside."

The interior of the council hollow had been transformed overnight. The broken benches had been replaced, the floors cleaned of blood, and the central podium repaired. The upper gallery, previously empty during the confrontation with Trilthan, now teemed with Druids, citizens permitted to observe this historic session.

Thomas scanned the chamber, noting the sections where council members would sit, arranged in order of their respective Trees. Many seats remained empty, awaiting the new appointees who would be announced today. Near the front, he spotted a familiar face. Sylana, the elderly Druidess who had helped them navigate Avalyeth during their first visit, sat quietly, her hands folded primly in her lap. She looked remarkably well despite her recent imprisonment, her white hair neatly braided and her green eyes clear and alert.

Thomas and Kael made their way toward her, the others following along. "Sylana," Thomas said, giving her a broad smile.

She looked up, her face brightening with recognition. "Captain Drake! And Master Kaelithan. How wonderful to see you both again, and under such welcome circumstances."

"We heard about your imprisonment," Thomas said. "I'm sorry we couldn't free you ourselves when we first arrived."

Sylana waved away his concern. "You did what was necessary. Freeing Avalyeth is far more important than freeing one old woman." She gestured to the empty benches beside her. "Please, join me. I’m sure the ceremony will begin shortly." As they settled into the seats, she leaned closer to Thomas. "Your actions have catalyzed remarkable changes already. The Draconite have withdrawn to their ships, and the surviving elders who collaborated with Trilthan have come forward to confess their roles, hoping for leniency."

"Will they receive it?" Lancelot asked, his tone neutral but his eyes sharp.

"That will be for the new council to decide," Sylana replied. "But I suspect justice will be tempered with mercy where possible. I have so many reasons to hate them for their complicity, but even I have no desire to repeat Trilthan's mistakes by conducting purges of our own."

The chamber continued to fill as they spoke. Thomas noticed many of the resistance fighters from yesterday among the spectators, including Merrith, who caught his eye and offered a respectful nod. The innkeeper had played a crucial role in mobilizing the resistance, and Thomas made a mental note to thank her properly before departing.

Iona arrived moments later, dressed in the formal robe of a library custodian. Her eyes lit up when she spotted her brother, and she hurried over to join them.

"Made it just in time," she said breathlessly, taking the open seat Kaelithan had saved for her between himself and Thomas.

“Where are Mother and Father?" Kael asked.

"They wanted to attend, but Father thought it best not to draw attention to the family connection as yet. Political considerations," she added with a slight roll of her eyes. "Though they did send their best wishes to all of you."

A hush fell over the chamber as the main doors opened to admit the surviving council elders who had opposed Trilthan. They solemnly filed in, led by Elder Ossara, her gold and silver hair elaborately braided and adorned with small crystal ornaments that glittered in the light. Their formal robes swept the floor as they turned to take their seats on the central platform.

Behind the elders entered a diverse group of Druids—the candidates chosen by their respective Trees. Thomas recognized several faces from the resistance among them, including Kyron.

When all had assembled on the platform, Elder Ossara stepped forward to the central podium. The chamber fell silent, the tension of anticipation almost palpable in the air.

"People of Avalyeth," she began, the acoustics allowing her voice to carry clearly throughout the chamber. "We gather here today under extraordinary circumstances. Yesterday revealed terrible truths about our leadership, truths that have shaken the very foundation of our society. Today, we begin the process of healing and renewal by rebuilding what has been broken."

She gestured to the candidates standing behind her. "Before us stand those who have been selected by their Trees to represent them on the new council. Each has demonstrated through a lifetime of service wisdom, integrity, compassion, and vision. The qualities that we seek in our leaders."

Ossara unfolded a sheet of parchment, a traditional touch in a society that had long since mastered more advanced technologies.

"I will now announce the results of the voting from each Tree, as certified by the independent observers from the Great Library."

One-by-one, she called out the names of the Trees and their newly elected representatives. With each announcement, the selected candidate stepped forward to receive a formal medallion signifying their position on the council. The ceremony proceeded with dignified efficiency, the ancient rituals preserved even in these unprecedented circumstances.

Once all fifty-two positions had been filled, Ossara addressed the chamber once more. "Now comes the most important decision we must make today—the selection of a new High Elder. As tradition dictates, our newly formed council will cast anonymous votes in this selection."

The newly seated council members produced paper ballots similar to those Thomas had observed being used by the general population earlier. Each elder considered their choice briefly before writing a name on their ballot. The process took less than a minute, another testament to the efficiency of the Druid political system.

“They’ll hand the ballots to the Great Library’s Head Custodian,” Iona explained. “He’s independent and impartial, and will record the results and announce the new High Elder.”

Everyone inside the chamber and out waited with bated breath for the results to be announced. Trilthan had been High Elder for so long, the majority of them had never known another, making it an even more momentous occasion.

Thomas could feel the excitement ratchet up when the Great Library’s Head Custodian emerged and approached the dais. Once he reached it, he turned to the assembly.

Absolute silence filled the hollow as everyone awaited his announcement.


CHAPTER 21


“Honored council members and guests,” the Great Library’s Head Custodian began, “it is my duty and a great honor to announce the new Avalyeth Council High Elder.” He held up another piece of enchanted paper with the tally on it. “With forty-seven of the one hundred votes, Elder Ossara has been elected High Elder of Avalyeth."

“I knew it! Yes!” Kaelithan stood and threw his arm in the air, leading the spectators in loud applause that was quickly joined by the other council members themselves. Ossara waved at everyone and then bowed to the crowd before approaching the head custodian.

“It is with great honor and humility that I pronounce you High Elder Ossara, and offer you the mark of your station,” he said, handing her a special medallion, identifying her as high elder.

“And it is with great honor and humility that I accept,” Ossara replied, turning toward her fellow elders. “Thank you all for your faith in me.” More cheers followed as the Head Custodian left the dais. Ossara allowed it to continue for a moment before raising her hands for silence. "My first act as high elder," she continued once the chamber had quieted, "may surprise many of you as it not only contravenes tradition, it will also remind us to never again stand by while others usurp the rule of Avalyeth. I wish to designate a council position for a Tree that is no longer occupied, a Tree whose scourging stands as a permanent scar on our collective conscience.”

Ossara ignored the shocked gasps that spread through the assembly, but she waited a moment before continuing.

”Wyldentree was burned with our tacit approval," she stated, her voice hardening. “Before that, it was a place where we exiled those who were inconvenient to us. Some were from other places in Avalon. Some were our fellow Druids who showed interests in fields of study Morgana didn’t approve of, or spoke out against the Empire. We allowed the Draconite to convince us that a part of ourselves needed to be excised to please them. This went against everything we’ve believed not for centuries, but millennia, and will always be our greatest failure as a people."

The chamber had grown completely still, many faces reflecting shame or discomfort at this direct confrontation with their complicity.

“To that end, I believe those beings deserve a voice on the council now more than ever. Therefore, I name Sylana the first representative of Wyldentree.”

Sylana gasped audibly beside Thomas, her hand flying to her mouth in shock. The elderly Druidess seemed momentarily frozen, unable to process what she had just heard.

Thomas stood and held his hand out to her, palm up. “This is your moment,” he whispered. They're waiting for you.”

She looked up from his hand to meet his encouraging gaze before placing her hand in his. He helped her to her feet, and with visible effort, she composed herself. Thomas assisted her out to the main aisle, and despite her advanced age, she walked with dignity toward the central platform where Ossara waited. A Druid guard assisted her up the steps to where Ossara placed the well-deserved medallion around Sylana's neck.

Still standing in the aisle, Thomas began to clap. Kael stood and joined him, followed by Lancelot and the rest of his crew. Burl whistled loudly and then cheers erupted until everyone in the hollow rose in a standing ovation. The two women embraced briefly before Ossara guided the newest council member to her seat.

As Ossara returned to the podium, the boisterous applause quieted, allowing her to continue. "Avalyeth now stands at a crossroads. For too long, we have allowed ourselves to be subjugated by the Draconite Empire. We have compromised our values, diminished our potential, and betrayed our heritage in the name of survival." She paused, her gaze sweeping the chamber. "But what kind of survival is it when we surrender everything that makes us who we are? When we permit the torture of children? When we burn our own because outsiders deem them unworthy?"

A rumble of agreement passed through the spectators, growing louder as Ossara's words resonated with their long-suppressed frustrations.

“We Druids are lovers of nature and life," she declared. "We are one with the magical energy that surrounds this planet, yet we have allowed the Draconite to choke off our lineage and legacy for far too long. We are scholars and inventors whose tools have dulled but must now be sharpened quickly, if we hope to stand against those who would continue to subjugate us."

The murmurs of agreement had swelled to vocal affirmation, with many spectators again rising to their feet and clapping in support.

"But before we can chart our path forward," Ossara said, raising her voice over their raucous enthusiasm, "we must make a fundamental decision. Will we remain subjects of Morgana's Empire, accepting the continued presence of Draconite forces on our world? Or will we declare a new allegiance, standing with those who would restore Arthur's vision to a united Avalon?"

The chamber erupted into passionate debate, with voices raised on both sides of the question. Thomas could see the pragmatists among the council members arguing for caution, while idealists demanded an immediate declaration of independence. The division wasn't surprising. After a century of oppression, fear had become deeply ingrained in many Druids.

Ossara allowed the debate to continue for several minutes before raising her hands once more for silence. Gradually, the chamber quieted, and everyone slowly retook their seats.

"We have among us today someone uniquely qualified to speak on this matter," she said, her gaze settling upon Thomas. "Captain Thomas Drake commands Excalibur and leads a growing movement to challenge Draconite rule. I ask him now to share his vision for Avalon and the role we Druids can play in it."

Thomas felt every eye in the chamber turn toward him. He wanted to shy away from their recognition with every fiber of his being, even though he had known it was coming. He’d never planned for such attention, but Arthur's essence stirred within him, calming his nerves.

The walk to the central podium, accompanied by sedate clapping in comparison to what Sylana had received, seemed to take both an eternity and no time at all. As he stepped onto the platform and the applause dwindled away, Thomas was acutely aware of the historic nature of the moment. The choices made in this chamber today would reverberate throughout Avalon, potentially changing the course of the galaxy's future.

He bowed to Ossara and then to the assembled council before turning to the podium and facing the spectators as Ossara took her seat. He drew a deep breath. "People of Avalyeth," he began, Arthur's essence lending his voice a resonance and authority that was not entirely his own yet felt increasingly natural. "I stand before you not just as the commander of Excalibur, but as someone who has witnessed both the best and worst of what your world has to offer. I have seen the majesty of your living cities, the depth of your knowledge, and the power of your magic. I’ve also seen the corruption that festers when fear overcomes courage, when compromise becomes capitulation."

The chamber was utterly silent, every person hanging onto his words.

"A century ago, Morgana began her conquest of Avalon by sowing division among its peoples. She turned strengths into weaknesses, differences into conflicts, until what had once been a unified civilization became isolated fragments, each too focused on their own survival to aid the others." Thomas paused a few moments, gathering his thoughts. "This was never Arthur's vision for Avalon. He believed in unity, each culture contributing its unique strengths to create something greater than the sum of its parts. The Druids were vital to that vision, your connection to the living force of nature integral to the peaceful progression of every member world of Avalon.”

He turned toward the council. "You now face a choice that seems daunting but is actually quite simple. Will you remain isolated, hoping that compliance will ensure survival? Or will you reclaim your rightful place in a reborn Avalon, standing with others who seek to end Morgana's tyranny?"

Thomas paused, letting his gaze leave the council and sweep across the chamber.

"I won't pretend the path I offer is without risk. Morgana won’t surrender her power willingly, and those who stand against her must be prepared for resistance. But consider what continuing subjugation has cost you already. Your autonomy. Your magic. Your very identity as a people."

Arthur's essence began burning brighter within him, fueling his words with passion and conviction.

"I believe the Druids of Avalyeth have the courage, the wisdom, and the power to help forge a new future for Avalon. A future where your children can develop their gifts without fear, where your knowledge is honored rather than exploited, where your world takes its rightful place among equals rather than suffering as a subject state."

He turned back to again address the council directly.

"The decision is yours to make. But know this…whether you choose to stand with the resistance now or later, Arthur's dream of a united Avalon will be reborn. The only question is whether the Druids will help shape that rebirth or merely witness it from afar. The choice is yours. You must decide which path to follow. The future of Avalyeth depends on…” His arm swept from one side of the council to the other. “...each and every single one of you.”

Thomas turned and nodded respectfully to Ossara before returning to his seat. The chamber remained silent for several heartbeats, the impact of his words still reverberating through the space. Then, gradually, urgent, animated discussions sparked among the council members by the choice now placed before them. Instead of applause, the audience remained silent, seemingly waiting for the council’s response with bated breath.

Kaelithan leaned toward Thomas as he sat down. "That was...impressive," the wizard said. "Arthur's essence was quite evident."

"Was it too much?" Thomas asked quietly, suddenly concerned that he had overstepped.

"No," Kaelithan assured him. "It was exactly what they needed to hear."

Ossara reclaimed the podium, raising her hands for attention. “Council members," she said once the chamber had quieted, “you’ve heard Captain Drake's proposal. Now we must make our decision as to what next steps to take for the benefit of our citizens. As is tradition for matters of such gravity, we’ll again vote by secret ballot."

Attendants moved among the council members, distributing fresh ballots, sporadic shouts erupting from the audience…

“Down with Morgana!”

“The Draconite are monsters!”

“The subjugation must stop!”

“You hold our destiny in your hands!”

The citizens’ scattered cries continued as each elder considered the matter before writing their answer on the paper.

The process took longer than had the High Elder selection, with many council members visibly wrestling with the weight of the decision. As he watched, tension built in Thomas’ chest. Despite his confident words, he understood what he was asking these people to commit to.

Finally, the last council member wrote down his vote. The attendants collected the ballots and carried them presumably to the Great Library’s Head Custodian in his office.

The silence in the chamber was absolute as they waited. At last, the head custodian emerged and handed the written outcome to Ossara. She took a deep breath, slowly released it, and unfolded the piece of paper. Thomas couldn’t tell if Ossara’s expression was one of relief or disappointment. Finally, she began to speak, her voice gaining power with each word.

"By a vote of fifty-eight in favor, forty-one opposed, and two abstentions, the council of Avalyeth hereby…” Her voice gained volume. “...renounces allegiance to Morgana's Empire and declares its support for the resistance led by Captain Thomas Drake of Excalibur!"

For a heartbeat, the chamber remained silent as the historic significance of the declaration sank in. Then a cheer erupted from the spectators, quickly becoming a standing ovation that shook the very walls of the council hollow, the sound—centuries of suppressed hope finally finding voice in this moment of liberation—deafening.

Thomas exchanged looks with his companions, their expressions mirroring his own complex emotions, mainly triumph tempered by the awareness of the challenges that still lay ahead.

“And so it truly begins,” Lancelot said as he laid a hand on Thomas’ shoulder from behind where he sat. His voice, as he’d leaned down to speak directly into Thomas’ ear, held a note of pride, but also one of urgency. “You’ve effected real change here today, Sir Dragon, but we should prepare to depart. Our window for meeting with Mordred is narrowing."

Thomas nodded, recognizing the practical necessity even as part of him wished he could remain and witness more of this historic day. He rose and began making his way toward the aisle, the others following. Amidst the continuing celebration around them, they moved as discreetly as possible toward the exit, the guards opening the outer doors for them.

Thomas stopped to look before exiting behind the others. He noticed several council members watching their departure with concerned expressions, but none moved to stop them. Whatever reservations they might have had about the sudden exit of their newly declared champion, protocol apparently prevented them from expressing it publicly. Thomas locked eyes with Kyron and smiled at him, giving him a two-fingered salute before walking out.

As they reached the outer corridor of the council hollow, away from the main chamber, they found a quieter atmosphere. Guards stood at attention, maintaining a respectful distance that allowed important conversations to occur without being overheard.

They had nearly reached the main exit when Thomas heard hurried footsteps behind them. Turning, he saw Iona rushing to catch up, her library custodian robe fluttering around her ankles.

"Were you going to leave without saying goodbye?" she asked, slightly breathless and not just a little upset as she reached them.

"Sorry," Kaelithan said, embracing his sister. "We didn't want to disrupt the ceremony."

"As if your departure wouldn't be noticed," she replied with a shake of her head before extricating herself from Kael’s arms and turning to Thomas "Half the chamber is already wondering where the hero of the hour has gone."

"High Elder Ossara will explain," he said. "She understands the importance of our mission."

Iona nodded, then turned to her brother again. "Mother and Father wanted me to wish you well. They say to be safe and return when you can."

"Thank them for me," Kaelithan said softly. "And take care of yourself, little sister. Avalyeth is free, but freedom brings its own challenges."

"I know," she replied. "We’ll be ready for them." She turned to address the entire group. "All of you—thank you for what you've done for our world. Avalyeth won't forget." Her gaze then returned to linger on Thomas. "Especially you, Captain Drake. Or should I say, Daeardrayke?" A smile played at the corners of her mouth. “I hope you’ll return soon. Perhaps we’ll have more time to speak of less grave matters when you do.”

Thomas felt a flush of warmth that had nothing to do with Arthur's essence. "I’ll look forward to it. Take care, Iona," he said. "Your help was invaluable."

She stepped closer, kissing his cheek. "For luck," she whispered before stepping back again.

With final farewells exchanged, they continued toward the exit. The platform outside remained crowded with Druids hoping for news of the council's decisions, many of whom recognized Thomas and his companions immediately.

"Is it true?" someone called out. "Has the council declared independence?"

Thomas raised a hand in acknowledgment and nodded but didn't slow his pace. The news would spread quickly enough through official channels; they had more pressing matters to attend to now.

They made their way to one of the elevator platforms, the crowds parting respectfully before them. As the platform began its ascent toward Primaltree's crown where Excalibur and Arondight waited, Thomas took a moment to appreciate what had just occurred.

A world that had been subjugated for a century had chosen freedom, despite the risks. A major piece in the complex game against Morgana had been moved. Whatever came next—the meeting with Mordred, the confrontation with Turquine, the eventual reckoning with Morgana herself—Avalyeth would stand as proof that the Queen's power was not absolute, that resistance was possible.

The first domino had fallen.

He would see to it that it wasn’t the last.


CHAPTER 22


Turquine gathered his Flayers in what had once been Klingsor's throne room. The massive hall, its black stone walls rising to dizzying heights, now served as their primary meeting chamber. Six days had passed since they'd claimed the fortress as their own, and now they would need to depart for the first time.

“Klingsor has provided a list of materials required for the Telemuter's restoration," Turquine announced without preamble, his deep voice echoing in the cavernous space.

His remaining Flayers—Mogris, Vorlok, and Norsp—stood before him in perfect formation. Each showed the telltale signs of the nanite procedure that had transformed them into their evolved size and shape, though none matched Turquine’s immense stature. He would always be the largest, strongest, and most intelligent of the Draconite.

He wouldn’t allow it any other way.

"What does the necromancer require?" Vorlok asked.

Turquine mentally recalled the list Klingsor had provided. "Specialized metals, primarily. Bronze alloys of specific composition. Crystalline resonators calibrated to particular harmonic frequencies. Parts for machinery capable of manufacturing components to exacting standards. Materials that would have been common during his time but now require specialized acquisition."

"The industrial complexes of any number of the Empire’s military facilities would have nearly everything required," Mogris suggested, his copper-tinged scales shifting with eagerness. "A raid on the manufacturing centers would⁠—"

"...announce our rebellion before we're prepared to enter into direct conflict,” Turquine interrupted, the nanites beneath his scales shifting to a more contemplative harmony. "We need these materials without alerting Morgana to our intentions—at least not yet."

"My Lord," Norsp stepped forward, his vertical pupils contracting with respect as he addressed Turquine directly. "If I may suggest an approach?"

Turquine's gaze fixed on his tactical officer. "Speak."

"Caerlyon Station hosts numerous private enterprises specializing in obsolete technology," Norsp explained. "One particular merchant—an ogre named Frambur—deals specifically in custom manufacturing and restoration of ancient systems. His workshop likely contains many of the components we require, and his fabrication capabilities could undoubtedly produce what isn't immediately available."

"An ogre?" Turquine questioned, his tone revealing skepticism.

"Yes, My Lord. His species gives him the strength necessary for manipulating heavy machinery. More importantly, he operates without significant oversight. Taking what we need from him would draw far less attention than a direct raid on a Draconite facility."

Turquine considered this alternative. His nanites hummed with assessment, weighing tactical advantages against the delay of a more indirect approach. "Caerlyon still maintains a Draconite security presence."

"True, My Lord,” Norsp acknowledged. "But they're primarily concerned with maintaining order. They wouldn't anticipate our presence, and even if they did, they are too few and too weak to stop us from taking what we need.”

“We can exploit them,” Vorlok agreed, his eyes gleaming with anticipation.

Turquine considered the suggestion, recalling his conversation with Sir Ironside. The Red Knight had suggested various tactics for taking on a superior force while building up his own power base. Perhaps this was an opportunity to test Ironside’s advice.

"There's another consideration," he said finally, the nanites shifting to a harmony that reflected strategic calculation rather than immediate aggression. "The Draconite stationed on Caerlyon might include individuals susceptible to...alternative loyalties."

"You mean traitors to the Queen?” Mogris asked.

Turquine’s eyes stabbed into the Flayer, claws curling in anger. Mogris lowered his head in submission, though his fear-scent remained light. Apologetic, but not completely cowed like his original group. He appreciated the response.

"I mean soldiers able to recognize our ascendant power," Turquine corrected, his scarified features twisting into a predatory smile as he turned back to face them. “Our evolution. Those wise enough to ally themselves with the future rather than clinging to the past. Morgana's authority depends on the unquestioning loyalty of her forces. If we can begin turning them to our cause, we may yet undermine the foundation of her rule."

The nanites sang their approval beneath his scales, their harmonics suggesting satisfaction with this more nuanced approach.

“All of this while we attempt to persuade the ogre to see the logic of a direct alliance,” Turquine decided. "Those who demonstrate potential for loyalty to our cause will be given the opportunity to prove themselves." His claws clicked against the stone floor as he stepped closer to his Flayers.

"A wise approach, My Lord," Norsp agreed. Turquine could sense the Flayer’s nanites pulsing beneath his scales in synchronized approval. “Do you think the ogre may be persuaded?”

“If not, he’ll be made an example of, like the rest. Either way, we’ll get the materials we need.”

"What of the little wizard?" Vorlok asked. "Will he accompany us?"

"No," Turquine replied firmly. "Klingsor continues his work, using the boy as a conduit.” A surge of anticipation washed through him. The nanites' song shifted again, pushing now for action rather than further deliberation. "Make ready," he commanded. "We depart for Caerlyon within the hour."

The Flayers acknowledged their orders before turning to prepare for the mission, leaving Turquine alone in the massive throne room. Before departing for Caerlyon, he had one final task. He needed to check on Halvy and, by extension, Klingsor's activities.

Exiting the throne room, he made his way to the spiral staircase leading to Klingsor’s laboratory and quickly descended. The massive doors into the lab swung inward at his approach, revealing a space that had changed significantly over the past few days. Most noticeably, space had been cleared around the Telemuter, the central apparatus now surrounded by workbenches covered with partially disassembled components. Halvy stood at one of these benches.

"Progress?" Turquine demanded.

Halvy turned, but the expression—a cold calculation no child could naturally display—belonged entirely to Klingsor. "Significant, despite the limitations of this form," the wizard replied through Halvy. "The primary resonance circuits have been restored, and most of the other operational components checked and cleaned. I’ve gone almost as far as I can without the materials you promised me you would retrieve.”

Turquine moved closer, examining the disassembled components with clinical interest. His nanites hummed with wariness, both from the magic saturating the chamber and the unnerving juxtaposition of Klingsor's ancient manner speaking through a child's body.

"We depart within the hour to get what you need," Turquine informed him. "How long until completion once we return?"

"Assuming you’re able to acquire everything on the list," Klingsor replied, Halvy's hands continuing to work even as he spoke, "three days to set up the fabrication machine. Three more for component fabrication, another two for integration and calibration. The Telemuter was my most sophisticated creation. Its restoration cannot be rushed without compromising functionality."

“Eight days," Turquine repeated, his vertical pupils contracting. "You have four remaining before Halvy is to be released from your…care.”

A flash of irritation crossed Halvy's face—Klingsor's emotion showing through the boy's features. "Magic and technology have their own requirements, regardless of your impatience. It will go faster if you’re also able to procure me a host, as requested. Then the boy can manifest me permanently into the body, and we can continue the work together. You know what they say. Two heads are better than one.”

“I’ve always preferred no heads are better than one,” Turquine replied.

To his surprise, Klingsor chuckled. “Of course you do. A sentiment I’m sure the Red Knight would approve of. If you can’t find me a proper host, we may need to extend our agreement for use of the boy’s body. That is, if you’d like to add the Telemuter to your arsenal.”

“You still haven’t told me what it does,” Turquine growled. “How am I to judge its worth?”

Klingsor’s chuckle took on an even greater tone of amusement. “I told you, it’s my finest achievement. You possess a fragment of my essence. You understand my motivations and desires. That should be more than sufficient for you to judge the value of this creation.”

Turquine focused his attention inward, deliberately reaching for the cold weight of Klingsor's fragment. For the first time since accepting it, he attempted to use the connection it provided, to verify that the wizard's words matched his true intentions.

The sensation was immediate and unsettling. Cold tendrils spread from the fragment throughout Turquine's consciousness, their touch so profound it momentarily disoriented him. For a heartbeat, Turquine feared he had triggered something dangerous, that the fragment's activation might allow Klingsor to reach into his mind rather than the reverse.

Then the connection stabilized, and Turquine perceived Halvy as if through a frost-covered window. The boy's form remained before him physically, but now Turquine also sensed the layered consciousnesses within Klingsor's dominant presence and, beneath it, Halvy's suppressed awareness.

Most unsettling was what Turquine sensed from the boy's consciousness. Halvy had not been extinguished by Klingsor's possession, merely pushed aside, a spectator trapped within his own form. Through the cold connection of the fragment, Turquine perceived the boy's emotions—confusion, dread, and a desperate yearning for freedom.

Beneath these surface impressions lay something deeper, a surprising resilience in the young Druid's psyche. Despite his current subjugation, Halvy maintained a core of selfhood that remained untouched by Klingsor's domination. This stubborn persistence represented both a concern and a potential advantage. If Halvy's consciousness remained intact despite Klingsor's possession, it suggested the boy might eventually reassert some measure of control, particularly if the wizard's grip weakened.

Beyond Halvy's subjugated consciousness, Klingsor's dominant presence was cold, calculating, and utterly focused on the Telemuter's restoration. The wizard's thoughts remained largely opaque, glimpsed only in fragments of satisfaction with the progress made, impatience with the limitations of Halvy's physical form, and underneath it all a current of anticipation for what the completed device would enable.

There was no evidence of immediate betrayal or deception in these surface impressions, though Turquine harbored no illusions about the wizard's fundamental trustworthiness. Klingsor served Klingsor's interests first and foremost. The alignment of their immediate goals represented convenience rather than loyalty.

Having confirmed what he needed to know, Turquine withdrew his attention. The icy tendrils receded, the fragment returning to its dormant state. The nanites resumed their more harmonious song, though undertones of wariness remained.

“Did you like what you saw?” Klingsor asked, aware that he had used the fragment.

“Even in your essence, you provide no hints of what function the Telemuter performs,” he replied. “But I sense your belief in its ability to help me reach my goals. For now, that’s enough. Continue your work. We’ll return in a few days with the materials you require."

Klingsor nodded Halvy's head, already turning back to the workbench. His single-minded focus on the Telemuter provided further reassurance; whatever ulterior motives the wizard might harbor, his immediate attention remained fixed on their shared objective.

Satisfied, Turquine departed the laboratory, the massive doors swinging closed behind him. He ascended the spiral staircase, the nanites beneath his scales humming with renewed purpose as he reached the upper levels of the fortress. There, he emerged into the main hall where his Flayers awaited.

"Preparations are complete, My Lord," Norsp reported, standing at attention alongside Mogris and Vorlok.

"Then we proceed," Turquine declared, leading them out of the fortress.

Visceral waited, its scaled black hull standing out against the barren landscape of Kheir-Lossan. As they boarded, Turquine felt the nanites beneath his scales shift to a more martial harmony. This mission represented their first step from preparation to actual conquest. The materials they would acquire from the ogre's workshop would bring the Telemuter closer to functionality, significantly advancing their plans.

"Set course for Caerlyon Station," he commanded as they reached the bridge.

"Yes, My Lord," Mogris acknowledged, taking his position at the helm.

“My Lord,” Norsp said from tactical. “How shall we arrive at the station? Visceral is highly recognizable, as are we.”

Turquine considered the problem. “Perhaps it was short-sighted of me to destroy the Sidhe merchant ship,” he admitted. “I have evolved beyond such non-strategic acts of violence since then. Fortunately, there’s no shortage of merchant vessels to commandeer.”

“Of course, My Lord,” Norsp replied, his nanites echoing Turquine’s in satisfaction.

Visceral lifted smoothly from the blasted plain, dust swirling up from the dead world's surface as it lifted off and began its ascent toward space. Through the viewport, Klingsor's fortress diminished rapidly as they left Kheir-Lossan behind, the installation becoming just another dark feature on an already scarred landscape.

Turquine settled into the command chair, his nanites singing with satisfaction. Each piece of his strategy was falling into place, each step bringing him closer to the power that was rightfully his. Morgana's reign approached its end, though she did not yet realize it. Soon, very soon, the entire galaxy would recognize the ascendance of a new ruler.

The ruler Avalon truly deserved.


CHAPTER 23


Space expanded around Excalibur as the legendary vessel emerged smoothly from burst space. Thomas immediately expanded his awareness through the sensor arrays, taking in Caerlyon Station.

It hung before them, its scale and grandeur impressing Thomas for a second time. Its spires and towers extended from its core like the spokes of a gigantic wheel. Docking arms jutted outward from the central hub, many occupied by vessels of various sizes and designs. Civilian traffic—cargo haulers, passenger transports, and private craft—moved with casual regularity between the docking arms and nearby space lanes. The activity appeared completely normal.

For the most part.

“Something’s not right,” Tivan observed, his voice carrying an undercurrent of suspicion as he analyzed the tactical situation through Excalibur's sensors. “Where are all the Draconite?”

Thomas focused Excalibur's sensors on the patrol patterns around the station. Tivan was right. Where they should have seen at least a dozen Draconite military vessels maintaining regular patrol routes, there were only three small patrol vessels making lazy circuits around the station's perimeter.

“It could be a trap,” Aldrich suggested. “Draw us in with reduced visible security, then spring something nasty once we're committed. I’ve seen it before.”

“Not usually from the Draconite, though,” Percival countered. “They tend to prefer more direct confrontation.”

“There’s no evidence of additional vessels hiding in the vicinity,” Tivan reported. “If this is a trap, they've positioned their forces elsewhere.”

"What about Mordred's ship?" Burl asked.

“That monster would be pretty obvious if it were here,” Garant offered. “It’s nearly half as large as the station.”

“It wouldn’t make sense for Mordred to guide Malevolence this close to the station,” Merlin explained. “Not only would it leave all of Caerlyon’s residents and potential incoming traders in a panic, but it would be overtly provocative for a clandestine meeting.”

“He likely decided too many patrol ships surrounding the station would be overtly provocative, too,” Lancelot added from where he stood beside Merlin. They had left Arondight several light-years away so that he could join the meeting, or if needed, help counter whatever else might come from their arrival at the station.

“It looks like there’s some major construction happening in the eastern quadrant,” Garant said, turning Thomas’ attention to a section of the station where repair drones and work crews in pressure suits swarmed over a partially rebuilt section of hull.

Thomas recognized the area immediately. "That's where Amren blew a hole in the station when he helped me escape," he realized, memories of their desperate flight from Caerlyon during their first visit flooding back to him. “That was my first visit here. My first visit anywhere in Avalon, actually. It feels like a lifetime ago.”

“Amren?” Aldrich asked. “Sir Bedivere’s boy?”

“You knew him?” Thomas asked, surprised.

“A long time ago. He couldn’t have been more than three years old.” He paused, a sensation of embarrassment washing through the interface. “I’m sorry, Captain. I remember what happened now. I saw it during my worthiness trial. He was a good man.”

“He was,” Thomas agreed. “He’s sorely missed.”

Gareth’s mental signature shifted suddenly in the neural interface. "Incoming transmission from the station," he reported.

"Put it through," Thomas instructed, his expanded consciousness shifting to incorporate the communication channel.

A voice emanated through their shared awareness, the professional tone of a station controller evident despite the slight static. "Unidentified vessel, this is Caerlyon Control. Please identify yourself and state your business."

"Transparency might be our best approach," Merlin suggested, sensing Thomas's hesitation. "They already know who we are."

Thomas nodded, then directed his response through the communication channel. "Caerlyon Control, this is Captain Thomas Drake of the starship Excalibur, requesting docking coordinates.”

A ripple of unease spread through the interface in response to the admission, along with a readiness to make evasive maneuvers in an instant should the need arise.

A pause followed, slightly longer than would be expected for normal communications protocol. When the controller's voice returned, there was a subtle change in tone—a new deference that hadn't been present before.

"Excalibur, your arrival is anticipated. Please proceed to the far side of the station for landing in the VIP hangar bay. Transmitting coordinates now."

Data flowed through the neural interface—the exact location of the VIP hangar and the approach vector recommended by control. The approach would take them away from the busier sections of the station, around to an area with less traffic and fewer potential witnesses.

"How exactly are we supposed to find Mordred in all this?" Burl questioned, his thoughts tinged with irritation. "The station houses thousands of beings. He could be anywhere."

"I suspect he'll find us," Kaelithan remarked from where he stood near Merlin.

“Or at least he’ll make sure we can find him,” Lancelot added.

"We'll follow their directions, but stay alert,” Thomas said. “Brennan, plot an emergency exit vector in case we need to leave quickly."

"Already done," the pilot confirmed, his thoughts reflecting calm confidence as he mapped multiple potential escape routes through the neural interface.

Thomas guided Excalibur forward. They swept around the perimeter of the station, maintaining a respectful distance from the structure itself while following the coordinates provided by control. The designated hangar bay was positioned between two of the station’s outer towers, difficult to spot until they drew nearer. The massive bay doors began to slide open, revealing a cavernous hangar space.

"Caerlyon Control to Excalibur," the station controller's voice returned. "You’re cleared to land in Zone Four.”

"Acknowledged," Thomas replied, already guiding Excalibur toward the opening.

"Look at those ships," Aldrich commented as they eased through the open doors.

Thomas noticed the other occupants of the bay. Two luxury transports—sleek, gleaming vessels with polished metal hulls and oversized viewports—dominated one section. Their designs—pegging them as expensive civilian toys rather than combat-capable ships—spoke of extraordinary wealth, the kind possessed only by the most successful merchants and highest-ranking officials.

It was the next vessel in line that caught Thomas's attention. Unlike the ostentatious luxury transports, this ship projected an aura of lethal efficiency. Its hull was scaled in matte black plates reminiscent of Draconite design, but its overall silhouette more closely resembled the sword shape of ancient vessels like Excalibur and Arondight. The hybrid design created something both familiar and alien—beautiful in its deadliness.

“Mordred’s,” Lancelot confirmed before Thomas had a chance to ask.

“Where did he get his own swordship?” he questioned instead.

“That one originally belonged to Sir Gawain,” the old knight answered. “Mordred claimed it after defeating him in single combat. He had the exterior modified to better represent Draconite design. I warned Gawain not to put Mordred to the test.” He sighed heavily. “An expected outcome, unfortunately.”

Thomas shuddered at the thought. “Does the fact this ship is here mean he came alone?"

"Oh, he's not alone," Lancelot responded, his voice hardened with disdain. "Every Draconite guard on this station answers to him. He doesn't need to bring soldiers when the entire facility serves as his fortress."

Thomas considered this as he brought Excalibur to a stable hover above the Zone Four deck. The bay was strangely empty of personnel, with no sign of a welcome party. With a thought, he deployed the teleportal, which settled onto the deck with a soft metallic click.

“Okay,” he said. “Lancelot, Kael, you’re with me. Merlin, you too, in your spy GOLEM form. Gareth, Brennan, Aldrich, you’ll remain in the pods, just in case.”

“What about the rest of us?” Burl asked. “Shouldn’t we come, too?”

“Mordred did say you could bring as many people as you wanted,” Tryvane added. “We should all go.”

“No,” Thomas countered. “Bringing everyone along will make me look weak. Mordred won’t respect it, and it’ll make it that much harder to negotiate.”

“Sound reasoning,” Lancelot agreed.

“So what are we supposed to do, then?” Percival asked.

“You’ll all head down to the armory with me,” Thomas replied. “I want the rest of you armed, armored and ready to back us up if things go sideways. Gareth, keep watch while we're gone. If anything suspicious happens, don't hesitate to contact us through Merlin. And be ready to extract us if necessary.”

“Aye, Captain,” Gareth replied.

Thomas disengaged from the command pod, the neural gel sliding off his skin and clothing—a simple crimson shirt and black pants—as if it had never been there. He climbed out, flexing his shoulders to quickly reacquaint himself with the familiar sensation of autonomous movement not augmented by the ship's systems.

The others followed him out of their pods and they filed off the flight deck, making their way through Excalibur to the armory. Kaelithan excused himself along the way, heading to his quarters to retrieve his staff. Once inside the armory, Thomas collected his shield bracer and one of the long, blade-resistant coats, slipping the former on his wrist, the latter over his clothing.

“You don’t want full combat armor?” Tivan asked, watching Thomas' selections.

“I don’t want to show up looking like I expect a double-cross. Besides, I’ve seen what Mordred can do. I don’t think full armor would do much to protect me. I’ll just depend on my weapons, if I need them,” he said, strapping on his fayrilite blade, ensuring the weapon could be drawn smoothly from under his coat.

“Good point,” Tivan agreed.

Already dressed in his lighter, more flexible chain mail rather than full plates, Lancelot waited outside the entrance. His blade hung at his side, the soul stone in its pommel currently dark and devoid of its magical energy.

Once the others completed outfitting themselves with both weapons and armor, they made their way back through Excalibur's corridors to the teleportal. Both Kaelithan and Merlin's small GOLEM waited for them there.

“Merlin…” Thomas scooped him up off the deck.“...have you picked up any valuable scuttlebutt on the station comms?”

“Indeed I have,” the GOLEM announced, scampering up to Thomas’ shoulder. “Courtesy of the codes Taliesin provided that have yet to be replaced. Guards near this hangar bay have been repositioned, and civilian access restricted under the guise of scheduled maintenance.”

"Clearing the stage for our meeting," Kaelithan deduced.

"Indeed," Merlin agreed. "It appears that rather than enlist the Draconite forces on the station for support, Mordred has gone out of his way to keep his visit as quiet as possible.”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good sign or not.”

“That depends on whether or not we were meant to hear those comms,” Lancelot provided. “Perhaps it’s no coincidence that Taliesin’s decryption codes remain functional.”

“I wondered the same thing,” Merlin agreed. “Repositioning the guards to keep up the ruse will buy us a little more time if it is indeed a trap.”

“Just keep your focus on monitoring our surroundings,” Thomas told him. “If there’s any trouble, call in the cavalry before warning me.”

“As you wish, my boy.” The GOLEM scurried down into an inner breast pocket of Thomas’ coat.

Kaelithan and Lancelot followed Thomas out through to the teleportal, and out onto the corrugated metal deck of the VIP hangar. “I thought perhaps a welcoming committee would have arrived by the time we exited the ship,” Kaelithan said.

“Not if Mordred is keeping this whole visit a secret,” Thomas replied. “He must have some other way of letting us know how to find him.”

In confirmation of his statement, a door at the far end of the hangar slid open, spilling warm yellow light onto the deck. No one stood in the doorway. "How accommodating," Kaelithan murmured, the message clear enough.

Thomas stared at the open doorway, Arthur's essence stirring more strongly within him. "Let's not keep our host waiting," he said, leading everyone across the hangar, their footsteps echoing inside the vast space. They paused at the doorway, peering into the corridor beyond. It was surprisingly elegant for a station, befitting the VIP area where they had landed. The walls were paneled with what appeared to be actual wood, and the lighting fixtures were designed to mimic lanterns rather than the utilitarian illumination Thomas had encountered during his first visit to Caerlyon. The lanterns flickered at varying intensities, glowing much more sharply down a corridor as it branched to the left.

“I imagine we’re supposed to follow the bright lights,” Thomas said.

“A clever way for Mordred to lead us where he wants us to go,” Kaelithan replied. “Which hopefully isn’t straight to our doom.”

They followed the lighted pathway through several junctions, each turn taking them deeper into what the decoration suggested was an exclusive and currently unoccupied section of the station. Thomas knew Merlin would be mapping their path in case they needed to quickly find their way back.

After several minutes of walking, they reached a simple door with a small control panel beside it. The panel glowed green as they approached, and the hatch slid open with a soft hydraulic hiss, revealing a private dining chamber.

Thomas paused at the threshold, taking in the scene before them. The room was larger than he'd expected. A long table—a masterpiece of craftsmanship, carved from what appeared to be a single massive piece of dark wood polished to a mirror shine—dominated the room. Thomas guessed it could easily seat twenty people. Thirteen chairs surrounded it, each uniquely designed yet complementary to the overall aesthetic.

Most striking were the platters of meats, both cooked and raw; exotic fruits arranged in artistic patterns; bottles of wine and spirits from across the galaxy; and plenty of delicacies that Thomas couldn't begin to identify. The spread was lavish to the point of ostentation, clearly intended to impress.

Along the bulkheads stood several attendants—Elves, Sylphs, and even a couple of diminutive Goblins—all dressed in matching blue uniforms. They remained perfectly still, eyes downcast, trained to be invisible until needed.

And at the head of the table, rising from an ornate chair that resembled a throne more than dining furniture, was Mordred.

Thomas shuddered unconsciously at the sight of the Draconite hybrid, his mind immediately flashing back to the horrific show of violence the Draconite had put on at the Swords and Scales on Draconia. Every one of his instincts urged him to turn and run. Only Arthur’s essence held him in place, providing him the courage and confidence to step forward into the room and look his enemy straight in the eye.

Those eyes—an almost human glacial blue that seemed to glow in the overhead lighting—held Thomas's gaze across the expanse of the table. They were calculating, measuring, assessing every aspect of Thomas' appearance and bearing. The silence stretched between them, neither willing to speak first in this initial test of wills.

Finally, Mordred's mouth curved into what might have been a smile on a more human face. "Captain Drake," he said, his voice deep and resonant, with a synthesized undertone that carried both power and cultivation. "Commander of Excalibur." He gestured to the spread before him. "Welcome to my table."


CHAPTER 24


Thomas stood motionless, assessing the situation. The massive Draconite hybrid towered over the table, his silver scales gleaming under the ornate lighting fixtures hanging from the ceiling. Unlike most Draconite warriors, who exuded raw aggression, Mordred—a predator comfortable in the trappings of civilization, perhaps owing to his half-Ursan nature—carried himself with unsettling refinement.

"Sir Lancelot," Mordred continued, inclining his head toward the ancient knight. "It’s been a long time since we last crossed paths."

"Not long enough," Lancelot replied, though his tone held more weary resignation than outright hostility.

Surprisingly, Mordred laughed—a sound that seemed incongruous coming from his scaled throat. “On that we agree. To be honest, I’d hoped you would be dead by now.” His gaze shifted to Kaelithan. “And a Druid wizard. Interesting. Are you here to represent Avalyeth?”

“His name is Kaelithan. He’s part of my crew,” Thomas replied. “He’s also a big reason why the Lair isn’t so legendarily impenetrable these days.”

Mordred’s expression tightened slightly at mention of the embarrassing infiltration. Meanwhile, Kaelithan offered a stiff nod but remained silent, his fingers curled around his staff with unmistakable preparedness.

Recovering quickly, Mordred gestured expansively at the laden table. "Please, be seated. I've taken the liberty of having refreshments prepared. Wine from the southern vineyards of the Ursan planet of Gallion. Quite excellent, I'm told. Or if you prefer something stronger, there are spirits from half a dozen other worlds."

Thomas remained where he stood, still processing the bizarre hospitality. This wasn't at all what he'd expected. The Mordred he'd heard about—the monster he’d witnessed slaughtering the New Avalonian Knights—seemed at odds with this cordial host.

"I expected more of your crew," Mordred observed, settling back into his chair. "There's certainly enough food for them all."

"I don’t need my entire crew to deal with you,” Thomas replied, finding his dominant voice at last.

Mordred's features again curved into that not-quite-smile of his. “No, I suspect not. Please, make yourselves comfortable. Eat. Drink. We don’t need to handle this negotiation like uncivilized beasts.”

Thomas opened his mouth, ready to demand they get right down to business. He had no desire to spend more time with Mordred than was absolutely necessary. Arthur's essence stirred within him, a warmth that calmed his racing thoughts and offered guidance. To refuse outright would be an insult that might derail the negotiations before they began.

"Thank you for your welcome," Thomas finally said stiffly before moving to the table. "We accept your hospitality." He chose a seat about halfway down, not so close to Mordred as to seem presumptuous, but not so distant as to suggest fear. Lancelot followed his lead, taking a position to Thomas's right, while Kaelithan settled on his left.

One of the Sylph attendants glided forward, silver hair flowing around her pale face as she poured dark red wine into crystal goblets before each of them. Another servant—a young Elf with sharp, delicate features—chose a selection of foods from the table on small plates and placed one within each person’s easy reach.

Thomas studied the servants as they worked, noting their efficient but mechanical movements, suggesting they were performing by rote rather than with any genuine enthusiasm. One Goblin's hand trembled slightly as he arranged a platter of what appeared to be thinly sliced meats.

Mordred followed Thomas's gaze. “You have a surprising interest in my servants,” he commented.

“I know how your kind tends to treat them,” Thomas replied. “I witnessed it firsthand.”

“At the Swords and Scales,” Mordred said. “I admit, some Draconite can be cruel and arrogant. But tell me that some members of your species aren’t the same.”

“Maybe, but you’re the ones claiming to be so superior and evolved. It doesn’t take much courage to abuse those who are weaker than you. And it certainly isn’t very impressive.”

“It’s important that we remind our subjects of their place from time to time. Some do it more harshly than others. It’s as simple as that.”

Thomas held back his response and reached for his goblet, Arthur's essence guiding him through the unfamiliar protocol of dining with an enemy he would have rather stabbed in the heart. The wine was indeed excellent, rich and complex with a subtle sweetness that lingered on the tongue.

"I understand you've been quite busy since our last encounter," Mordred continued, selecting a chunk of raw, bloody meat from a nearby platter. "Avalyeth has declared its independence. A bold, if foolish, maneuver.”

Thomas set down his goblet, wondering how much Mordred already knew. "News travels fast."

"The galaxy may be vast, but information flows quickly through the right channels." Mordred's eyes held a calculating gleam. "I confess, I had no knowledge of the experiments being conducted there. My mother rarely reveals more to me than she deems absolutely necessary."

"Because she feels threatened by you," Thomas surmised.

Mordred inclined his head in acknowledgment. "She is wise to feel such. She knows that I could usurp her if that were my desire." He leaned forward slightly. “Lucky for her, I have no interest in the throne. I prefer a more active role in Avalon’s future. Like this negotiation. Speaking of Avalyeth, I assume you intend to bargain for the Druid planet’s freedom.”

Thomas smiled before taking another sip of wine, using the moment to consider his approach. “I do. But before we get into that, I'd like to understand exactly why Morgana thinks I can help her with Turquine. Why are we even here, talking about him?” He already believed he knew the answer, but he wanted to hear it directly from Mordred.

“We know about the artifacts acquired from the Wastes. Turquine showed them off to my mother, but he didn’t tell her what they were or what powers they held. His betrayal leads us both to believe they must be quite dangerous. Of course, he also insisted that both you and Lancelot were dead, so that does make him a less than reliable source.”

"And what makes you think I have any more insight into the artifacts than she does?" Thomas asked.

"Because you were there," Mordred replied simply. "You witnessed what Turquine took, what he's capable of doing with whatever it is."

Thomas set his goblet down. “I’m not going to reveal what I know up front, but I can confirm this much—the artifacts are indeed extraordinarily dangerous. With them, Turquine could potentially equal the might of the Draconite military within months.”

“The artifacts aren’t your only problem,” Kaelithan interjected. “The wizard your mother helped create on Avalyeth is as powerful as any I’ve ever seen. More powerful than Merlin.”

“I doubt that,” Mordred said.

“It’s true,” Lancelot replied. “The nanites have immeasurably increased his aptitude. He’s now a force to be reckoned with.”

"In some ways, it would serve her right if her own creations overthrew her," Thomas observed, watching for Mordred's reaction.

A flicker of something—possibly agreement—crossed Mordred's features before being carefully suppressed. "Perhaps. But all sentiment aside, our military resources are vast. The idea that we need your assistance against a rogue enforcer, no matter how enhanced, seems excessive to me. To be honest, if this were purely my decision, we wouldn’t be here talking like this at all.”

“You’re talking about him as if he’s going to make himself an easy target,” Thomas said. “Or be foolish enough to attempt a direct assault on the Empire. That’s not how it’s going to happen. He'll find somewhere quiet to build his power base, strike vulnerable targets, gather followers. When he finally does make his move…you’ll never know what hit you.”

“Just as Arthur didn’t when your mother assaulted Camelot,” Lancelot added.

Mordred considered their words as he stabbed another piece of raw meat with a claw and guided it into his mouth. Blood ran down his face, quickly wiped away by one of the Sylph servants.

“If that’s the case,” he said after swallowing the meat. “Then the key is to locate and eliminate Turquine before he can gather any significant measure of power."

“That’s easier said than done," Thomas acknowledged. “Unless you happen to know where he’s hiding.”

“I had hoped you would be able to tell me.”

“Not at the moment,” Thomas admitted. “But there are ways we can locate him.”

“You're confident in this?” Mordred pressed, his gaze unwavering.

Thomas nodded. "I am."

"Then it seems we’re in agreement on the fundamental issue—Turquine must be stopped as soon as possible. In which case, the question becomes—under what terms shall we solidify a potential alliance?”

“You can start with Avalyeth's continued independence," Thomas answered without hesitation.

Mordred's eyes narrowed. "You begin with an impossibility. I cannot simply cede an entire planet.”

"It's already seceded on its own,” Thomas pointed out. "I'm just requesting that you recognize that fact."

"And if I were to accept, what would prevent every world from declaring its independence?" Mordred countered. "The stability of the galaxy depends on order."

"The stability of the galaxy depends on balance," Thomas corrected, Arthur's essence warming his words. "Morgana's version of order is subjugation."

Mordred leaned back in his chair, studying Thomas with renewed interest. "You speak of ideals. I deal in realities. The reality remains that giving up even a single planet shows every other planet that separation from the Empire is possible when it is not.”

Thomas felt frustration already building within him, but Arthur's essence urged patience. “Let’s hear your offer, then.”

"A full pardon for you and your crew. Position and rank among the nobility of the Empire—a true rarity for a non-Draconite. Guaranteed safety for those you care about." Mordred ticked off the points with casual ease. "These are not small concessions."

"I have no interest in becoming nobility under Morgana's rule,” Thomas replied, unable to keep the distaste from his voice.

“A world of your own then. There are a number of habitable planets currently unoccupied. Morgana can grant you ownership, and allow anyone who wants to be part of your dream of a balanced Avalon to migrate there.”

“And my planet would be separate from the Empire?”

“No. You would have full freedom to run it as you wish, but it would officially be part of our dominion.”

“I’m not agreeing to anything that puts us under your mother’s control.”

Mordred growled under his breath. "Then perhaps a more modest proposal. Amnesty for the rebels on Avalyeth. No reprisals against those who participated in the overthrow of Trilthan and his supporters."

"And what of Avalyeth itself?" Thomas pressed. "Does it return to being a subjugated world, with more Draconite overseers replacing the ones we just removed?"

"Reduced military presence," Mordred offered after a moment's consideration. "Self-governance in internal matters, with Draconite oversight limited to trade and security concerns."

Thomas shook his head. "Not enough. The Druids have tasted freedom. They won't accept partial measures ever again."

"Then we find ourselves at an impasse," Mordred stated, his tone hardening slightly. "I cannot offer what you demand, and you seem unwilling to accept what I can offer."

“You don’t seem to be able to offer anything that doesn’t keep us under your claws. Maybe this is all a waste of time,” Thomas replied, scooting his chair back. “I mean, Turquine is more your problem than mine. Maybe it’s better if we just stand aside and watch you tear one another apart.”

He rose, not quite to his full height when Mordred held up a scaled hand. "Wait.

Thomas paused, sinking back into his seat.

The royal hybrid blew a frustrated huff of air from his short snout. “There may be a middle path we haven't explored." He studied Thomas thoughtfully. "What if Avalyeth were granted special status within the Empire? Not independence, but autonomy.”

"Define autonomy," Thomas challenged.

"Self-governance in all internal affairs. Free trade with other worlds. No Draconite military presence." Mordred enumerated the points carefully. "In return, Avalyeth would acknowledge the Empire's sovereignty and continue paying taxes.”

Thomas considered this. “It’s a good start, but I need more.”

“More?” Mordred roared, slamming a fist against the table. “I’ve offered you a planet, and you think your aid that I don’t even want is worth more than that?”

“Yes,” Thomas answered simply, Arthur’s essence a growing flame within him. “Because I have everything you need. Knowledge of what Turquine possesses and how to find him before he becomes an even bigger threat.”

Mordred’s eyes narrowed. “And what is it you would ask for?”

“A framework for other worlds to seek similar arrangements. Self-governance within Avalonian sovereignty.”

“Too far, regardless of what you possess,” Mordred said sharply. "I didn’t come to negotiate the dismantling of the Empire."

"I'm not suggesting dismantling anything," Thomas clarified. "I'm proposing evolution. Worlds that can govern themselves effectively should have the opportunity to do so."

Mordred laughed at that. “And what then would remain? My mother would become Queen of nothing.”

“If Turquine succeeds, she’ll truly be Queen of nothing,” Thomas countered. “Including her life. Good luck holding onto yours, as well.”

“I don’t fear Sir Turquine.”

“Perhaps you should,” Lancelot said. “He bested me in battle, and I’m ashamed to admit, relatively easily. He nearly killed me. Only his arrogance kept me alive.”

Mordred fell into a frustrated silence. Thomas imagined he had orders from Morgana to get a deal done, but he had run out of ideas on how to make that happen in a way that she might accept.

After what felt like an eternity, Mordred spoke again, his voice carefully controlled. "What exactly do you propose, Captain Drake?”

"Any world that declares independence remains free from reprisal for five years. During that time, they may trade freely with the Empire or not, as they choose. After five years, all bets are off, and you can do what you will with them. Or at least try.”

Mordred's eyes widened slightly, the first genuine surprise he'd shown. "You're asking for a blanket moratorium on us defending our interests? For any world that chooses to rebel?"

"Not rebellion—self-determination," Thomas corrected. "And yes, that's exactly what I'm asking for."

"Impossible," Mordred declared flatly. "It would create chaos throughout the galaxy. Every malcontent and would-be ruler would declare their world independent, regardless of their ability to govern effectively."

“But they wouldn’t, because they’d still need to figure out how to survive after they hit the five year mark. Only those who truly desire freedom might even consider the possibility.”

“They survive by joining forces with the Daeardrayke,” Mordred said. “Isn’t that how you envision it?”

“You need to give something to get something,” Thomas replied. “I’m not going to help you out of the goodness of my heart. Not when I can let you and Turquine decimate one another.”

“No declarations of independence,” Mordred countered after a brief but tense silence. “You would need to directly liberate the planet from the Empire.”

“How do you define liberation?” Thomas asked.

“Destroy whatever Draconite garrison occupies the planet, along with any orbital defense. For our part, we won’t send reinforcements to planets you choose to strike. If you win, the planet can choose its future. If you lose...”

Thomas glanced at Lancelot, who offered a barely noticeable nod of approval.

Merlin? Thomas asked silently, certain the GOLEM had listened to the entire exchange. What do you think?

It’s not the worst compromise. And it puts us ahead of where we were before we landed here.

Thomas turned his attention back to Mordred. “Avalyeth isn’t included in that part of the deal. They remain as they are now for the next five years.”

Mordred’s expression suggested he had thought he could sneak Avalyeth out from under the deal, allowing the orbiting ships to attack the planet immediately. He stared at Thomas for a long moment, then abruptly rose from his seat. "I need to bring this tentative arrangement to Her Majesty. She anticipated many possible demands, but not this particular arrangement." He moved toward a second door at the far end of the chamber. "Please, continue to enjoy the refreshments. I'll return shortly."

As the door slid shut behind him, Thomas exchanged glances with Lancelot and Kaelithan.

"You pushed hard," Kaelithan observed quietly.

"Too hard?" Thomas asked, suddenly uncertain.

Lancelot shook his head. "You needed to establish your position with strong measures. Compromise from weakness is surrender."

"Do you think Morgana will agree to any of this?" Thomas directed the question to Lancelot, who had known both Morgana and Mordred longer than anyone else present.

The ancient knight considered for a moment. "She'll hate the idea of surrendering any control. But if she believes it will help her eliminate Turquine..." He shrugged. "She might agree, but with additional conditions."

They lapsed into silence, the only sounds in the chamber the quiet movements of the servants as they discreetly refreshed platters and refilled goblets. Thomas found himself unable to eat more, his attention focused on the door through which Mordred had disappeared.

Finally, the door reopened. Mordred returned, his expression carefully neutral as he resumed his seat at the head of the table.

“The Queen has considered your proposal," he announced without preamble. "She finds it fundamentally unacceptable in its current form."

Thomas felt disappointment wash through him, though he'd expected this response. "Then we have nothing further to discuss." Again, he started to get up.

"I didn't say that," Mordred countered smoothly. "She has a counterproposal."

Thomas settled back into his seat, gesturing for Mordred to continue.

“She’s willing to accept an amnesty period of three years, not five. Once that time is up, the Empire reserves the right to take whatever action is necessary to regain control of the affected planet.”

Thomas glared at the Draconite. Five years would have already left many of the planets scrambling to build up a suitable defense. Three would make the task all that much harder.

At the same time, it was still three years more than they had an hour ago. He could make it work.

He had to.

“I should mention,” Mordred continued. “This agreement applies only if you lead me and my forces to Turquine and assist in his defeat. Should you fail in either regard, the deal becomes void."

"Defined how?" Thomas pressed, unwilling to leave such an important detail ambiguous. "What constitutes assistance in your mother's view?"

"Active participation in the confrontation with Turquine," Mordred clarified. "Strategic intelligence leading to his capture or elimination. Your personal involvement, not merely pointing us in a direction and disappearing."

“And no harm will come to any of my crew by your hand or the hand of any other Draconite during that time,” Thomas stated. “Plus, we’ll have full access to whatever resources are needed to complete the task.”

“Both reasonable requests,” Mordred agreed.

Thomas nodded slowly, his confidence in his decision bolstered by Arthur’s essence. "In that case, I accept those terms."

“Excellent,” Mordred said, sincerely pleased. “Then we have a deal.” He rose from the table once more. “Give me time to have the formal document drawn up. I’ll return shortly.”

Mordred once more left the room. This time, Thomas turned to the servants waiting along the walls. “Are you okay?” he asked them.

“Master?” one of the Goblins replied, confused. “Would you like more wine?”

“No, thank you. I just want to make sure you’re okay. All of you. Mordred is paying you, isn’t he?”

“He is,” one of the Sylphs confirmed. “Standard rate, with a threat to cut our tongues out if anyone learns of his presence on Caerlyon or of anything you discuss here.”

“Otherwise, he’s treating you kindly?”

“As kindly as any Draconite might,” one of the Elves answered.

“Which means better than most,” the other added.

“Are you really the captain of Excalibur?” the Sylph asked.

Thomas nodded. “And this…” He glanced fleetingly at Lancelot. “...is really Sir Lancelot, who fought beside Arthur in the war against Morgana.”

“And…now you’re joining forces with her?” the Goblin asked, frowning in disapproval.

“The lesser of two evils. And you heard the deal I made. It will give me time to free as many worlds as possible from Draconite rule.”

“But you only spoke of planets. What about stations like Caerlyon?”

Thomas stared at the Goblin, realizing his oversight too late. Merlin, how many stations like Caerlyon are there?

At least seventy, Merlin replied. I’m sorry, my boy. I should have⁠—

No, this is my fault. How could I be so stupid? I’ll have to renegotiate with Mordred when he returns. I can’t abandon all of these⁠—

Thomas, Merlin interrupted. Something is wrong.

Thomas subconsciously reached for his sword, glancing at Lancelot, who picked up on the look immediately and began to rise. A double-cross? Do we need our reinforcements?

No. Not against Mordred. From what I can gather over the encrypted comms I patched into…Turquine is here.


CHAPTER 25


The merchant vessel lurched as Mogris adjusted their approach vector, his massive bulk hunched over controls designed for beings a third his size. Turquine stood behind the helm, his midnight-black scales absorbing the meager light from the displays, vertical pupils contracted as he watched Caerlyon Station fill the forward viewscreen.

"Maintain course," he commanded, though the nanites beneath his scales sang with impatience. "The captain will make contact."

The Ursan merchant captain—a balding man with fear-slick skin—sat strapped to his seat, trembling hands hovering over the controls. Two parallel gashes marked his cheek where Turquine's claws had drawn encouragement moments before.

"Remember," Turquine growled, leaning close enough that the captain could feel the heat radiating from his body, "if you attempt any kind of warning, your death will make what happened to your crew seem merciful."

The captain swallowed hard, his throat working as static crackled over the comms. "Unidentified vessel on approach, this is Caerlyon Control. State your business and transmit clearance codes."

"This is—" The captain's voice cracked, and Turquine's claws dug warningly into his shoulder. "This is the Star's Bounty, requesting docking clearance for cargo transfer and resupply. Transmitting merchant guild authorization now." He tapped on the console to send the codes.

"Star's Bounty, we have you logged. Docking fee is fifty gold. You can transmit electronic payment now or pay the dock master when you arrive.”

“Transmitting docking fee,” the captain replied, the quiver in his voice more pronounced this time. Turquine leaned in closer, exhaling hot breath on the captain’s cheek.

“Careful, raw meat,” he growled as softly as he could.

The captain again swallowed hard but didn’t reply.

"Payment received," the station controller confirmed, failing to notice the captain’s fear. "Welcome to Caerlyon. You’re cleared to dock at Arm Seven, Zone Two. Maintain standard approach vector.”

“Thank you, Control,” the captain replied, disconnecting the comms. He glanced back at Turquine. “I’ve done what you asked. Please, let me go. I have a family back on Neris.”

Turquine's scarred face twisted into a predatory smile. “What do I care about your family?” His hand closed around the man's throat with terrible swiftness. "Your service is no longer required."

The captain’s eyes bulged as Turquine crushed his vertebrae like dry wood. There was no struggle, just a brief, wet gurgle before the body went limp. Turquine released his grip, allowing the corpse to slump forward over the console.

“Norsp, remove that," he ordered, already turning toward the viewport as the Flayer hurried to drag the body from the bridge. “Mogris, bring us in.”

Mogris grunted as he hunched over the pilot station, thick fingers struggling with the delicate maneuvering systems. The ship veered along, constantly shifting vectors. Coming dangerously close to escaping its docking lane, it circled the station toward its assigned berth, slowing as they neared the docking arm.

"Perhaps less force, more finesse," Vorlok suggested when they barely avoided a collision with an outgoing vessel, earning a venomous glare from his fellow Flayer.

“I’m doing the best I can with these miniature controls. If you think you can do any better⁠—”

“That’s enough,” Turquine growled.

The final approach proved to be even more harrowing. Three times, proximity alarms blared as the ship veered too close to the station's structure, forcing Mogris to back off and try again. On the fourth attempt, the port side still scraped against the docking clamps before magnetic locks finally secured the vessel.

"Adequate," Turquine declared, though his tone suggested profound disappointment. "Prepare for disembarkation."

They moved to a storage compartment where they had stowed heavy cloaks. Dark brown and hooded, they served to conceal their features well enough to avoid most unwanted attention.

"Remember," he cautioned his Flayers, "we must maintain discretion. We aren’t here for a fight.”

“I despise slinking around like this,” Vorlok said. “We’re apex predators among the weak and pathetic.”

“True,” Turquine agreed, his nanites churning with annoyance beneath his scales. “I don’t relish this approach, either. But I’m also intelligent enough to consider the strategic value of our actions. There’s little to gain through direct brute force. At least for the time being.”

The airlock hissed open, flooding the ship with Caerlyon's recycled atmosphere. The contrast struck Turquine immediately. Where the merchant vessel had smelled of fear and death, the station carried a thousand mingled scents—alien spices, mechanical lubricants, and the distinctive musk of countless species pressed together in the airtight space.

They emerged from the airlock into a docking corridor. A maintenance crew worked on a nearby vessel while a Draconite official processed an arrival several berths down. No one paid particular attention to them in their cloaks, though their size made them impossible to completely ignore.

"The merchant quarter lies in the lower levels," Norsp reported, familiar with the station from his prior visits. “We can follow these main corridors to the industrial freight lifts for descent.”

They moved with measured purpose through the station's upper sections. A group of Sidhe diplomats in flowing robes hurried past, their normally graceful movements betraying nervousness as they gave the cloaked figures a wide berth. A pair of Elven traders whispered urgently to each other, gesturing subtly toward the massive forms before quickly looking away.

"Their fear-scent is thick,” Mogris observed quietly, satisfaction evident in his tone.

“They’re right to be afraid,” Vorlok agreed. “One stab with my claw and⁠—”

“Maintain your composure,” Turquine warned. “Focus on the task.”

The Flayers reached the freight lifts, easily large and sturdy enough to carry all four of them. Norsp pressed the control for the lower level and the lift vibrated, shivering as it began its slow drop.

As they descended, the character of the station transformed dramatically. Polished corridors gave way to utilitarian passages where exposed pipes and conduits ran along the walls like metallic vines. Lighting became sporadic, flickering tubes casting irregular shadows that danced across scarred metal surfaces. The air grew thick with the industrial odors of coolant leaking from aging systems, lubricants dripping from overhead machinery, and the acrid bite of electrical burns from overloaded circuits.

"This way," Norsp directed once they reached their deck, leading them through a maze of interconnected passages. They passed workshops where sparks flew from welding torches and repair bays filled with the cacophony of hammers on metal. A trio of Goblins pushing a hover-cart laden with salvaged components froze at their approach, pressing themselves against the wall as the cloaked giants brushed past them.

The merchant quarter announced itself through a riot of sounds and smells. Where the industrial sections focused on repair and maintenance, commerce ruled supreme in the stalls and shops crowding these wider corridors. Their proprietors shouted in a dozen languages to attract customers, magic making them understandable to all. Holographic displays competed with traditional signs, creating a visual assault of advertisements for everything from black market weapons to allegedly magical artifacts.

Frambur's establishment stood at the end of a row of stalls, the counter exposed to the rest of the merchant quarter. An impressive chaos of salvaged parts—stacks of components reaching toward the ceiling with no apparent organization, mechanical innards spilling from bins, crystals and circuits jumbled together in haphazard piles—stretched behind the massive counter. The ogre himself stood directly behind the counter, busy sorting through a bin.

Half a head taller than even Turquine, he had green-tinged skin marred by acid burns, electrical scars, and what appeared to be an old plasma wound from his chosen occupation. He regarded the cloaked figures approaching him with professional interest rather than fear, his eyes fixed on Turquine.

“Welcome, strangers,” the ogre rumbled, his guttural voice carrying the resonance of grinding rocks. "You look like you could use some help. Rare parts? Salvaged tech? Custom work? Whatever you need, I've got it or can get it. Don't let the mess fool you; I know where everything is."

Turquine stepped forward, deliberately keeping his hood low. "We’ll see about that. I require very specific items." From memory, he recited the list Klingsor had provided. "Those exact specifications."

Frambur considered the items, his thick eyebrows shifting as he mentally processed the requirements. "Well now, this is fascinating. Bronze alloys with these particular copper-tin ratios...resonance crystals calibrated to such specific frequencies..." He looked up, his eyes narrowing with curiosity. “I haven’t heard requirements like this in quite some time. The types of materials you’re looking for are beyond antiquated, bordering on nearly impossible. What exactly do you need them for?”

"Can you supply what we need or not?" Turquine pressed, avoiding the question. His voice remained carefully modulated, betraying none of the impatience that the nanites exhibited beneath his scales.

"Supply? Oh, certainly. Most of it, anyway." Frambur hesitated. Turquine assumed he was mentally running through the list again, pairing the items with what he had or could get. "The metals will need custom smelting. Not cheap, mind you. The crystals I have in stock, though they'll need recalibration. The power couplings...those are tricky, but I’m pretty sure I have them.” He glanced back at the mess behind him before studying the cloaked figures with renewed interest. "I'll give you twenty percent off the total if you'll satisfy my curiosity. What are these parts for?"

"I don't know,” Turquine replied. “The specifications come from another."

"Ah, just a hired hand, then?” Frambur's massive face split into a grin that revealed teeth like weathered gravestones. "Must be quite the employer to send such imposing couriers. Mind sharing who's behind this quest?”

"A wizard named Klingsor,” Turquine ground out, irritated by the ogre’s belief that he was akin to a delivery service. He forced himself to remain neutral. Remaining calm now would pay off in the end.

He hoped.

The ogre's bushy eyebrows rose further. "Klingsor? Can't say I've heard of him. Wizards are always after strange things though, aren’t they? I suppose once Morgana’s finished with them, half my business will dry up.”

He turned back to his counter, producing a battered datapad from beneath a pile of copper tubing. His thick fingers moved with surprising delicacy over the keys. "All right then. For everything on this list...let me see...factor in the custom smelting, crystal recalibration, and general rarity of the components…” He sucked his teeth as he calculated. "Twelve hundred."

“What about the fabricator?” Turquine asked, unbothered by the cost. He didn’t intend to pay, regardless. “That was also on my list.”

“I only have one fabricator in my shop that can work with the parts you’re after,” Frambur replied. “And it’s not for sale.”

"The fabricator is essential," Turquine stated flatly. "Name your price."

“It’s not for sale for any price. My family’s been building up its template library for over three hundred years. It contains schematics for parts even your wizard employer probably doesn’t know ever existed. It's not just a machine; it's the most profitable part of my business, not to mention a family heirloom. It’s irreplaceable.”

“One thousand gold," Turquine offered. Despite his earlier desire not to draw attention, he could feel his patience beginning to fray. His nanites were shifting their song from cooperation to conquest.

"You could offer me five hundred thousand and your firstborn son and the answer would be the same." Frambur crossed his massive arms, his stance unyielding. "I can't part with it. My entire business depends on that machine. It's what separates me from every other parts dealer in the galaxy.”

The nanites' harmony shifted fully to aggression. In a single fluid motion, Turquine lowered his hood, revealing his midnight-black scales and the ritual scarification that marked him as Morgana's former enforcer. The geometric patterns writhed in the shop's uncertain light, their meaning clear to any who knew anything about the Draconite. He was a death-dealer. An executioner with license to kill whenever and whomever he pleased.

"I'm afraid I must insist,” he snarled.

To his surprise, Frambur didn't cower. Instead, the ogre's expression hardened into something approaching amusement mixed with disdain. “Draconite Enforcer,” he said, as if naming a particularly persistent pest. “I should have guessed from the size of you lot. But threatening me in my own shop? After all the gold I've handed over to your kind for protection? That's just bad manners."

Turquine's claws shot forward with lightning speed, aiming for Frambur's throat. They stopped inches from the ogre's flesh, halted by an invisible barrier that hummed with arcane energy. The force field rippled with blue light where his claws pressed against it, resisting his considerable strength.

"Did you really think I wouldn’t have protection?" He tapped a control on his side of the counter. "I'm calling station security. They’re supposed to keep me clear of garbage like this.”

“Go ahead and summon them. Perhaps you'll even still be alive when they arrive," Turquine growled. He drew his massive sword from beneath his cloak. "Disable the field."

His Flayers responded instantly, their cloaks falling away as they drew their blades. The weapons hummed as they cut through the air, and with synchronized ferocity, struck at Frambur's protective barrier.

The force field flared brilliantly with each impact, sheets of blue energy crackling across its surface. Turquine's sword struck with such force that nearby merchandise rattled on shelves, loose components cascading to the floor in a metallic rain.

The ogre's confident expression began to waver as he watched the field quickly depleting."That's impossible!" Frambur exclaimed, backing away from the counter. "This field can withstand plasma cannon fire!"

"We’re not plasma cannons," Turquine replied, bringing his sword down in a devastating overhead strike. The field buckled visibly, a spiderweb of energy fractures spreading from the point of impact. "We are evolution itself."

The Flayers intensified their assault, their enhanced strength driving their weapons against the barrier with thunderous repetition. Each strike sent shockwaves through the surrounding area, shaking the entire deck. The air filled with the sharp ozone smell of stressed energy fields.

"This is madness!" Frambur shouted over the din of destruction. He abandoned his pretense of composure, lunging for the communication panel. "Caerlyon Security! Armed assault in progress! Multiple Draconite are trying to kill me! You have to stop them!”

The force field's blue glow flickered erratically. Holes appeared briefly in the protective barrier before the system compensated, but each recovery took longer than the last. Frambur's eyes widened with genuine fear as the Flayers pressed their advantage, their swords now leaving visible tears in the failing energy barrier. "You're all insane!" the ogre bellowed, turning just as Turquine raised his weapon for what would surely be the final strike.

"Stop!"

The authority in that single word caused them all, even Turquine to pause, allowing the ogre to flee through the wide-arched doorway behind him. As Frambur disappeared into the darkness at the back of the shop, Turquine turned to face the newcomers—a full squad of Draconite guards in the standard armor of Caerlyon Station security. They were fanned out across the corridor, plasma rifles leveled at the sword-wielding warriors. Their leader, a scarred veteran with bronze scales, held his weapon steady as he assessed the scene before him.

"Sir Turquine," the guard captain said, recognition dawning. He raised his weapon a little higher, vertical pupils narrowing. “You and your companions are wanted for high treason against Her Majesty. You’re under arrest. Lower your weapons and come quietly.”


CHAPTER 26


Thomas froze, his mind racing to process Merlin's alarming message. Turquine? Here? On Caerlyon? The coincidence seemed too precise to be random. Had Mordred somehow lured both of them to the same location at the same time? Or was this truly the universe's darkest joke?

"What is it?" Lancelot asked, his ancient warrior's instincts instantly picking up on Thomas's tension.

"Turquine is here," Thomas whispered, keeping his voice low enough that the servants couldn't overhear. "On the station. Right now."

Kaelithan's fingers tightened around his staff. "That's impossible."

"Merlin says otherwise," Thomas replied. "Apparently, there's a situation developing in the merchant quarter."

“What would Turquine be doing here? Now?” Kaelithan continued.

“He’s in the merchant quarter,” Merlin said out loud, his GOLEM emerging from its hiding place. “Perhaps he came to do some shopping.”

“Whatever he wants to buy, I’m sure we don’t want him to leave with it,” Thomas said.

"We cannot allow this opportunity to pass,” Lancelot agreed, his hand drifting to his sword. “We may not get another one.”

“Wait,” Kaelithan said before they could head for the exit. “We don't have a signed agreement. If we engage Turquine now, if we succeed in stopping him—there’s no reason for Morgana to make a deal. Avalyeth will be in immediate danger.”

Thomas paused. He hated to admit it, but Kaelithan had a point. Without Merlin, there was no way they would have known about Turquine. They could play dumb, wait to sign the agreement, and secure Avalyeth’s future for at least the next three years.

And while they did, Turquine would escape with whatever he had come for.

Or worse.

Arthur's essence surged within him like a tide of molten gold. All other concerns seemed abstract when compared to the immediate threat Turquine represented. They had to confront Morgana’s traitor before more innocent lives were lost.

"We don't have a choice," Thomas decided. "If we let Turquine escape now, who knows how many more will die before we get another chance to stop him? If we succeed, we can head straight back to Avalyeth from here and help the Druids defend the planet if Morgana decides to attack.”

"And if we fail?" Kaelithan pressed.

"Then our negotiations would be the least of our concerns," Lancelot observed grimly.

"Merlin, alert the others. Have them meet us at the freight lifts. I assume you can direct them.”

“I’ve provided a schematic,” Merlin replied. “They’re already on the way.”

"We need to go," Thomas said, turning to the servants who watched them with wide, apprehensive eyes. "Is there a direct way to reach the freight lifts from here?"

The Sylph who had spoken earlier stepped forward, her pale features tight with anxiety. “Out into the corridor to the end. There’s servant access there. It connects to the maintenance shafts. Follow them to junction D-7, then take the eastern passage. It will lead you directly to the freight lifts."

“I can show you the way,” one of the Goblins said, breaking for the door. “It’s the least I can do for Excalibur’s Captain. Name’s Bilbic, by the way.”

“Good to meet you, Bilbic,” Thomas replied.

"What about Mordred?" the Elf servant asked, fear evident in his trembling voice.

"Tell him we had urgent business," Thomas replied. "He'll figure it out soon enough, if he doesn’t know already.”

With that, the trio followed Bilbic back into the main hallway, Merlin clinging to Thomas’ shoulder. At the end, Bilbic tapped on a hidden panel, revealing a door set into the bulkhead. It opened into a utilitarian service corridor that contrasted sharply with the opulence of the passageway they were leaving. Gone were the polished wood panels and ornate fixtures, replaced by bare metal walls and exposed conduits running the length of the ceiling. Harsh white lighting cast everything in a clinical glow.

"Merlin, what's Turquine doing?" Thomas asked as they hurried down the passage.

"According to security chatter, he and several other Draconite were seen speaking with Frambur. Turquine tried to grab him, but he has a defensive force field between himself and his prospective customers. Turquine began attacking the field, trying to break through it.”

“Who’s Frambur?” Thomas asked.

“The ogre we purchased the parts for Excalibur from,” Merlin reminded him.

“That sounds to me like he’s trying to repair something ancient.”

“Perhaps something Ironside or Klingsor revealed to him,” Kaelithan suggested.

The idea sent a chill through Thomas. He could only imagine what kinds of ancient weapons either of them might have once controlled. Regardless, it confirmed his decision to abandon the agreement to confront Turquine.

"We need to assume the companions are his remaining Flayers," Lancelot said.

"What about Halvy?" Kaelithan asked, concern evident for the young Druid wizard.

“There’s been no mention of a Druid,” Merlin replied. "Turquine must have left him behind for this excursion."

They reached a junction labeled D-7 in faded lettering. Following Bilbic, they took the eastern passage. Functioning light fixtures were hit and miss here, some flickering, others completely dark, creating shadowy patches in front of them.

"The freight lifts are just ahead," Bilbic informed them.

“The others are already waiting there,” Merlin said.

As they reached the final corner, Thomas spotted the rest of his team gathered near the industrial elevators. Burl, Percival, Tivan, Garant, and Tryvane stood ready, though he could tell by their postures they were nervous about once again confronting Turquine.

He and Kael were just as nervous. Lancelot remained calm as always.

"Captain," Burl acknowledged with a terse nod. "Merlin filled us in."

"Turquine's timing couldn't be worse," Percival added.

"Or better," Tivan countered. "Depending on how you look at it."

Thomas quickly surveyed his assembled team. “It’s going to take all of us working together to even have a chance at bringing him down.”

"We've faced him before," Garant reminded him. "In the Wastes."

“And lost,” Burl reminded him.

"He's likely grown stronger since then," Lancelot warned. “He's had time to adapt, to evolve. We must approach this with extreme caution."

"What's the plan, then?” Tryvane asked.

"Your magic and Kaelithan’s may be our best advantage. The nanites react poorly to certain types of magical energy, as we saw on Falias. Since Halvy isn’t with him, you can focus on trying to at least slow him down.”

“The power I used on Falias was connected to the crystalline emitters,” Tryvane said. “I’m not a very powerful magic user on my own. Not even close to being a wizard.”

“I have your back, my friend,” Kaelithan said. “Between the staff and Arthur’s shard, I’m a lot more prepared than I was on the broken Camelot. I’ll do what I can to disrupt him.”

"Good," Thomas said. “Lancelot, Kael, and I will focus on Turquine. The rest of you need to keep the other Flayers off our backs.”

“I can do that,” Percival said, tapping his mace.

“Not if I get there first,” Burl said.

A deep mechanical groan—the ancient freight lift stirring to life—let them know Bilbic had pressed the call button. The massive doors slid open with a protesting screech, revealing a cargo platform easily large enough to accommodate their entire group twice over.

“Thank you for your help,” Thomas said, turning to Bilbic. “I won’t forget about Caerlyon. I promise.”

“I appreciate that, sir,” Bilbic replied. “I’m coming down with you. I want to see this.”

Thomas didn’t argue, knowing he couldn’t stop the Goblin. "Stay alert," he cautioned as they boarded. "We don't know exactly what we're walking into."

The lift lurched downward, descending at a speed that suggested it wasn't regularly maintained. Exposed gears clanked and grinding noises reverberated through the walls, occasional flashes of light visible through gaps in the flooring as they passed illuminated levels.

The lift slowed as it approached its destination, metal groaning in protest as the braking mechanisms engaged. With a final shudder, it came to a stop, and the doors slid open to reveal the chaotic environment of Caerlyon's merchant quarter.

The contrast with the VIP levels couldn't have been more stark. Where the upper sections boasted polished surfaces and elegant design, everything here was functional to the point of crudeness. Lined with stalls and shops constructed from salvaged materials, the corridor stretched before them in both directions. Merchants of a dozen different species hawked their wares, their voices creating a cacophony that echoed off the metal walls.

Most striking was the clientele, a cross-section of Avalon's underclass. Goblin mechanics haggled over spare parts, and Elf traders examined crystalline components with jeweler's loupes. Ursan mercenaries browsed weapon displays with practiced eyes, and even a few Sidhe moved through the crowd, their perfect features partially concealed by hooded robes.

But something was wrong. The normal bustle of commerce had given way to a tense undercurrent. Business continued, but Thomas could sense it wasn’t as usual.

“This way to Frambur’s,” Bilbic said, noticing Thomas’ hesitation through the throng.

They followed the Goblin, advancing through the thinning crowd. Those few who remained in the corridor quickly scurried out of their path, recognizing the intent in their armored forms and drawn weapons. As they progressed, the sounds of commerce faded, replaced by something far more ominous—the distinctive hum of energy weapons.

Emerging from the corridor into the wider thoroughfare Thomas recognized from his first visit to Caerlyon, he halted, raising a closed fist, signaling the others to pull up behind him. The scene before him seemed to freeze his blood in his veins.

Three squads of Draconite security officers had formed a semi-circle in front of the four massive figures standing between them and Frambur’s shop, their plasma rifles leveled at the four Draconites. Even from this distance, there was no mistaking Turquine's midnight-black scales and ritual scarification patterns. Beside him stood his three remaining Flayers, their own enhanced forms nearly as imposing as their leader's.

"Hold your position," Thomas instructed his team in a hushed voice. "Let's see how this plays out before we engage.”

“If those guards can weaken him, all the better,” Lancelot softly agreed.

The security captain—a bronze-scaled veteran—stood slightly ahead of his squad, his weapon trained on Turquine's chest.

"Sir Turquine," the captain's voice carried clearly down the corridor, "you and your companions are wanted for high treason against Her Majesty. You're under arrest. Lower your weapons and come quietly."

To Thomas's surprise, Turquine didn't immediately attack. Instead, the former enforcer lowered his massive sword, though he didn't scabbard it. When he spoke, his voice carried a peculiar resonance that vibrated through the metal walls of the station.

"Brothers," Turquine addressed the security squad, ignoring their captain's demand. “You’ve heard wrong. I’m no traitor. I’m the future of our kind. The Draconite have served Morgana for too long, acting as underlings to her will while she squanders our potential."

“What the heck is he doing?” Tivan asked.

“It looks like he’s trying to convert them,” Garant replied.

Turquine spread his arms wide and cast off the brown cloak he wore, his scales gleaming under the harsh lights of the merchant quarter as the cloak settled around his feet. "Look upon me and see what we are meant to become. The nanites have freed me from the limitations of flesh, have elevated me beyond what any Draconite has ever been. This evolution—the reason she branded me a traitor when I merely seek to fulfill our species' destiny—is what Morgana fears. She could choose to embrace this destiny, but then she would have to relinquish her control, which is more important to her than advancing us as an entire species.”

"Sir Turquine," the captain repeated, his voice firmer now, "I won't ask again. Surrender or we’ll open fire."

A cold smile spread across Turquine's scarified features. “Of course you will, Commander.” His voice dropped to a dangerous purr. “But you see, I want you to open fire. I want you to see what the Draconite can become. I want you to witness our evolution first-hand.”

The captain hesitated, clearly caught off-guard by this response.

“This is bad,” Tryvane said. “That many guns should rip him to pieces.”

“What are you waiting for?” Turquine growled. “Do it, Commander. Open fire, and see for yourself what evolution looks like."

For a heartbeat, no one moved. Then, perhaps driven by training or fear, one of the security officers squeezed his trigger. A bolt of sizzling plasma struck Turquine squarely in the chest, burning through his armor and into the scales beneath. The impact should have at least left him visibly pained.

Instead, Turquine laughed.

The wound in his chest, clearly visible through the charred hole in his armor, immediately closed. Black scales regrew over the burned flesh, the nanites beneath them working with astonishing speed to repair the damage.

"Again," Turquine urged, his vertical pupils dilating with what could only be described as pleasure. "All of you. Show me what the Empire's finest weapons can do."

Perhaps driven by desperation or simply following orders, the entire squad opened fire. A barrage of plasma bolts struck Turquine from multiple angles, each impact creating momentary wounds that sealed themselves almost as quickly as they formed.

"By the ancient trees," Kaelithan breathed, his grip on his staff tightening. "He's healing even faster than before."

"The nanites are evolving," Thomas realized with growing horror. "Adapting to counter whatever damages them."

Lancelot's weathered face remained impassive, but his eyes narrowed with tactical assessment. "No being is invulnerable, no matter how enhanced. There are always weaknesses to exploit. We merely need to find them."

The security squad's discipline began to waver as their weapons proved ineffective. Several officers exchanged nervous glances, their rifle barrels dipping slightly as uncertainty took hold.

"You see?" Turquine addressed them again, his voice carrying a hypnotic quality. "This is what awaits all Draconite who are worthy. Not servitude to an Ursan hybrid who calls herself Queen, but ascension to our true potential. Join me, brothers. Be part of the revolution that will elevate our kind to rulership of Avalon, where we were always meant to be."

One of the security officers—younger than the others, with deep red scales—lowered his weapon completely, taking a half-step forward. "How? How do we achieve this evolution?"

“Trethix,” the captain snapped, "maintain your position!"

But Turquine had already focused his attention on the wavering officer. "The path is open to those who prove themselves worthy. The nanites select their hosts carefully—only the strongest, most superior specimens of our kind will survive.”

"We need to move," Thomas whispered to his team. “Now, while he’s distracted.”

Before they could advance, Turquine's head snapped up, his enhanced senses alerting him to their presence. His vertical pupils contracted to thin slits as his gaze locked with Thomas'.

For a heartbeat, surprise flickered across Turquine’s features. Then his expression transformed into something far more dangerous—a predatory anticipation that made Thomas' blood run cold.

"It seems we have guests," Turquine announced, his voice carrying easily down the corridor. “Sir Dragon and Lancelot. I thought I’d already killed you two.”

“Next time, make sure there’s no pulse before you walk away,” Thomas replied.

Turquine’s features split in a predatory grin. “Oh, I will. I assure you…you won’t survive our next encounter.”

Thomas stepped forward, blade at the ready. “Then let’s do this, shall we?”

To his surprise, Turquine shook his head. “I have other business to complete today, Daeardrayke. But don’t worry. Your time will come.” His attention shifted to the guards. “Show me your strength and courage. Defeat Sir Dragon, and become part of the new evolution of our kind.”

The security captain hesitated, clearly uncertain where his duty lay in this unexpected confrontation between wanted fugitives.

Turquine seized the moment of indecision. With a subtle gesture to his Flayers, he suddenly turned and a single powerful leap carried him over the counter. The Flayers followed with equally inhuman agility, passing through the arched doorway and disappearing down a dark pathway leading back through the shop’s cluttered interior.

The captain wavered, looking from the shop interior to Thomas's group and back. As the approaching footfalls of more security officers echoed down an adjoining corridor.

“They’re getting away,” Percival snapped.

“We have a more immediate problem,” Lancelot said. “Would you rather chase the traitor who just absorbed over a hundred plasma bolts, or the Captain of Excalibur and his crew?”

Indeed, the assembling Draconite were turning their attention toward them, rifles shifting to ready position.

“Oh, hells,” Percival replied.

"Take cover!" Lancelot shouted as the first plasma bolt sizzled toward them.


CHAPTER 27


Turquine had to turn sideways to follow his Flayers through the maze of narrow pathways behind the counter at the front of Frambur’s shop. The path they took wound between stacks and piles of equipment littering the shop’s interior, their ability to see in the darkness the only thing allowing them to keep to the path through the clutter.

Turquine’s brief exchange with Draconite security and then finding Sir Dragon and Lancelot still alive had left his nanites more than just a little agitated. They churned with a savage need for bloodshed, but they would have to wait for another time to assuage their thirst. He had more important objectives than confronting his adversaries—at least for now.

Behind him, plasma fire erupted between Caerlyon’s security force and Sir Dragon and his crew. The sound of weapons discharges and shouted commands brought a satisfied smile to Turquine's scarified features. At least one of the guards—the younger one with red scales—had been swayed by his words. That small victory confirmed what Ironside had suggested. Some of Morgana’s loyal soldiers might not be so loyal after all, when offered a viable alternative.

"My Lord, should we return to assist?" Vorlok asked, his voice betraying eagerness for combat.

"No," Turquine replied. "Let them fight each other. It buys us time to get what we came for.”

“But how did Sir Dragon and Sir Lancelot survive?” Norsp questioned. “We saw what you did to both of them. And Halvy was supposed to⁠—”

“Are you suggesting Halvy is responsible?” Turquine roared, pausing to turn on Norsp.

“N…no, My Lord,” Norsp stuttered. “I’m merely expressing confusion.”

“It doesn’t matter how they survived. They clearly did. This isn’t the time to deal with them. They’ll die with everyone else when I come into my ultimate power. First, we gather the components and return them to Klingsor. Then we use Ironside to develop a full battle plan we can execute and emerge from victorious.”

“Yes, My Lord,” the Norsp replied, their nanites synchronizing with Turquine’s in his presumed glory.

“But if the ogre has fled, how are we to find the components we need?” Mogris asked, bringing up the rear of the group.

“He hasn’t fled,” Turquine replied softly. His enhanced senses had already detected the heavy tread of the ogre’s massive feet trying to move silently through all his mounds and stacks of junk .“He thinks to ambush us,” he explained, suppressing a chuckle at the futility of the ogre’s efforts.

The clutter abruptly opened up into a large workshop space. Turquine halted at the threshold. His vertical pupils dilated as he scanned the space, the illumination from a long tube of dim lighting over one of the haphazardly positioned benches giving him sufficient light to clearly see their surroundings. The benches were piled with pieces of equipment, tools and half-finished projects, creating islands of technological chaos throughout the room. The ceiling rose high enough to accommodate even Turquine's impressive stature, with tangles of cables and conduits hanging from exposed support beams.

The ancient fabricator would be here somewhere, likely the centerpiece of Frambur's operation. But first, he needed to deal with the ogre. "I know you're here, merchant. Your attempt to ambush us is as clumsy as your negotiation tactics."

No response came, but Turquine's ultra sensitive senses detected a subtle shift in the air currents to his left, a displacement caused by a large body preparing to spring. He signaled silently to Norsp, who positioned himself to guard their flank.

"I'm willing to be reasonable," Turquine continued, slowly advancing into the workshop. "Provide what I require, and you may yet survive this encounter."

The attack came with surprising speed for a creature of Frambur's size. The ogre lunged from behind a massive industrial press, swinging what appeared to be a modified hydraulic piston. The improvised weapon whistled through the air with enough force to crush Turquine’s head.

He didn't even bother to dodge it. His nanites sang with delight as he raised his arm to meet the blow. The piston connected with a sickening crunch, and for a brief moment, pain lanced through Turquine's forearm as bones shattered under the impact.

Frambur's triumphant expression lasted only seconds before morphing in disbelief. The nanites were already repairing the damage, regenerating bone and muscle faster than a normal being could blink. Turquine's arm, momentarily misshapen by the blow, straightened and healed before the ogre's eyes.

"Impossible," Frambur breathed, backing away as Turquine lowered his fully healed arm.

"Not impossible," Turquine corrected, advancing on the retreating ogre. "Evolution."

Before Frambur could swing again, Turquine's hand shot out with serpentine speed, closing around the ogre's throat. With a casual display of strength, he lifted Frambur off the ground, the ogre's massive feet dangling helplessly above the workshop floor.

"Let me demonstrate the difference between your natural strength and what my nanites provide," Turquine said, as if calmly discussing the weather rather than slowly crushing a being's windpipe.

He tightened his grip incrementally, watching as panic blossomed in Frambur's eyes. The ogre's hands clawed desperately at Turquine's wrist, leaving deep gouges that healed almost instantly.

"I could kill you, of course," Turquine continued, his voice remaining level despite the struggle. "But that would be counterproductive. I need your expertise, not your death."

He released his grip just enough for Frambur to draw a ragged breath. The ogre sputtered and coughed, his green-tinged skin flushing darker as oxygen returned to his system.

"Now, let's try this again with a clearer understanding of our respective positions." Maintaining his grip as a reminder of the power differential between them, Turquine lowered Frambur until the ogre's feet just touched the floor. "You have two choices,” he continued. ”Assist me willingly and potentially survive this encounter, or resist and perish for certain. Which will it be?"

Frambur glared through bloodshot eyes, but Turquine could smell the fear emanating from him. After a tense moment, the ogre gave a slight nod.

"Wise decision," Turquine said, finally releasing his grip.

Frambur collapsed to his knees, massaging his bruised throat as he gulped down air. The Flayers had spread throughout the workshop, securing the perimeter and examining the exits. The sounds of battle continued from the front of the shop, though more distant now.

"The items I require," Turquine demanded, his patience waning. "Gather them immediately."

"The metals and crystals are in my secure storage," Frambur rasped, his voice rough from the near-strangulation. "But I'll need help accessing them. The security protocols⁠—"

"No excuses," Turquine cut him off. "Move."

The ogre struggled to his feet, casting a resentful glance at Turquine before shuffling toward a reinforced door at the far end of the workshop. He placed his palm against a scanner, which glowed briefly before the door slid open with a pneumatic hiss.

Turquine followed closely behind, the nanites beneath his scales still vibrating with battle-readiness. He was acutely aware that Thomas and his crew might break through the security forces at any moment. Time was precious.

"Norsp, Vorlok," he called over his shoulder. "Position yourselves to cover the entrance corridor. If Drake or any of his crew appear, delay them."

The Flayers moved immediately to comply, taking up defensive positions with a synchronization borne of their shared nanite connection. Mogris remained close to Turquine, his massive frame blocking the only other visible exit from the workshop.

Inside the secure storage area, Frambur moved with obvious reluctance, retrieving items from various drawers and compartments. The space was smaller than the main workshop but just as cluttered, with shelves rising to the ceiling and specialized storage containers lining the walls.

"These are the bronze alloys with the specified copper-tin ratio," Frambur explained, placing a set of metal ingots on a nearby counter. "And these…" He added a small case containing crystalline structures."...are the resonance crystals. They'll need recalibration, as I mentioned."

"What about the power couplings?" Turquine demanded, scanning the growing pile of components.

Frambur hesitated, his massive hands hovering over a locked cabinet. "Those are exceedingly rare. I only have three functioning units."

"Klingsor's list requires five."

"I know," the ogre admitted. "But these are ancient components. To find even three intact specimens is remarkable."

Turquine considered this complication. The wizard had been specific about his requirements, but perhaps he could improvise with what was available. After all, Klingsor's knowledge, while extensive, predated many technological developments.

“Can you fabricate more?” he asked.

“I…I don’t know,” Frambur replied.

“Don’t lie to me, ogre,” Turquine growled. “I need five of them. If you can’t produce them, you’re useless to me. If you’re useless to me…” His hand whipped out, wrapping once more around Frambur’s thick neck.

“I…I can make them,” Frambur sputtered out.

Turquine released him. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” He motioned for Mogris to gather up the constructs. “Now, show me the fabricator.”

Frambur led Turquine and his Flayers back into the main workshop, walking with deliberate slowness toward a section concealed behind several rows of salvaged starship components.

"This is it," he said finally, gesturing toward a machine covered by a protective tarp.

Turquine approached and tore away the covering, revealing the object underneath. The fabricator was clearly ancient, its design closer to the Telemuter than anything else he had ever seen. The main body resembled a metallic sarcophagus standing upright, covered in enchantments. Attached to this central unit were a series of articulated arms, each tipped with different manufacturing tools. The entire apparatus stood nearly three meters tall and pulsed with a subtle energy that made the nanites beneath Turquine's scales vibrate in response.

"Three centuries of accumulated templates," Frambur said, his voice taking on a reverent quality. "Each generation of my family has added to its library."

Turquine circled the fabricator, assessing its dimensions. The machine was too large to transport through the corridors they had traversed to reach the shop. And yet, leaving it behind wasn’t an option.

"If I break it, can it be fixed?” Turquine asked, his vertical pupils narrowing as he focused on the ogre.

"Theoretically, yes, but⁠—"

"That's all I needed to know."

Before Frambur could protest further, Turquine grabbed a plasma cutter from one of the workbenches and whirled in the fabricator’s direction. The weapon flared to life with a high-pitched whine, its superheated blade casting a blue-white glow across the workshop.

"Wait!" Frambur cried, genuine horror in his voice. "You can't just⁠—"

But Turquine was already moving, the plasma torch slicing through the fabricator's central column with surgical intensity. The enchantments flared in protest, arcane energies crackling along the cut like lightning seeking ground. The smell of ozone filled the air as Turquine continued his methodical dismemberment of the ancient machine, separating it into four roughly equal sections.

"Three hundred years of history," Frambur moaned, watching as the fabricator was reduced to transportable components. "My family's legacy..."

"Which you will help restore," Turquine stated flatly, deactivating the plasma torch once the final cut was complete. "Because you're coming with us."

The ogre's expression shifted from despair to defiance. "I most certainly am not."

Turquine stepped closer, his massive form looming over even the substantial frame of the ogre. "I wasn't asking," he said, his voice dangerously quiet. "You will accompany us, you will reassemble this machine, and you will operate it to produce the components Klingsor requires."

"I'd rather die," Frambur declared, drawing himself up to his full height.

"That can be arranged," Turquine replied with a cold smile. "Though I should mention that Klingsor is a necromancer of considerable skill. Death wouldn't release you from service; it would merely make your participation...less comfortable."

The color drained from Frambur's face as the implication sank in. "You're insane," he whispered.

“Only to those too simple to understand the bigger picture,” Turquine corrected. "Now, is there another way out of this shop?"

Frambur seemed to war with himself, his massive hands clenching and unclenching as he considered his options. Finally, his shoulders slumped in defeat. "There's an emergency exit," he admitted reluctantly. "It leads to the maintenance tunnels that run between the outer hull and inner compartments. I funnel the less legal parts I procure through it.”

"Show me."

The ogre led them to a seemingly solid wall at the rear of the workshop. He pressed a sequence of panels, causing a section of the wall to slide back, revealing a narrow passageway.

"It's tight," Frambur warned, "but it opens into wider maintenance shafts after about twenty meters."

"Acceptable," Turquine decided. “Norsp, Vorlok—each of you take a section of the fabricator. Our host will assist me with the other two components and lead the way."

The Flayers moved to comply, each lifting a portion of the dismantled machine with the enhanced strength provided by their nanites. The heavy metal sections would have been impossible for normal Draconite to carry, but slicing it into pieces made the Flayers more than equal to the task.

Just as they prepared to enter the passage, a voice spoke from within the hidden tunnel—calm, cultured, and unmistakably dangerous.

"I'm afraid I can't allow that."

A figure stepped into the workshop, blocking their escape route. Even before seeing him clearly, Turquine recognized the voice.

Mordred.


CHAPTER 28


The Queen's son emerged fully into the light, his silver scales gleaming like the plate armor he wore over them. A soul stone was embedded in the chest piece, providing additional magical protection and power.

"Sir Turquine," Mordred greeted with mock courtesy. "My mother sends her regards."

Turquine straightened to his full height, towering over the hybrid. Despite Mordred's impressive stature for a half-Draconite, he still stood a head shorter than Turquine's enhanced form.

"Lord Mordred," Turquine replied, deliberately omitting any honorific that might suggest deference. "Your timing is inconvenient."

Mordred's eyes—more human than Draconite in their structure—flicked to the dismantled fabricator and the gathered components. "Planning a project, are we? Something to do with the items you claimed from the Wastes, perhaps?"

"My activities are no longer the Empire's concern," Turquine stated.

"Oh, but they are," Mordred countered smoothly. “Did you think you could threaten Her Majesty and then disappear into the void? You made a grave mistake coming here.”

"You overestimate your skills," Turquine said, the nanites beneath his scales shifting their harmony to a more aggressive pattern. "And underestimate my evolution."

"Evolution?" Mordred echoed, a hint of disgust entering his voice. "Is that what you call such obvious corruption? The nanites you were given are a failed experiment, and you an abomination. A cancerous mutation that must be excised before it spreads."

"Look in a mirror," Turquine shot back. "Your very existence is an abomination—neither fully Draconite nor truly Ursan. At least I represent the perfection of our species, not its dilution."

The barb struck home. A flicker of genuine anger passed through Mordred's eyes before his practiced composure reasserted itself. "Regardless of your opinion of my heritage, my duty is clear. You will return to Draconia to face justice for your treason."

Turquine laughed, a sound like grinding metal that echoed through the workshop. "I think not."

"Then you leave me no choice," Mordred sighed. "I challenge you to single combat. Your honor demands that you accept.”

The challenge surprised Turquine. He hadn’t expected Mordred to be so bold. The offer presented an unexpected opportunity. If Turquine defeated Mordred in formal combat, it would send a powerful message to any Draconite who learned of it. The Queen's own son, bested by the evolved future of their species.

The nanites practically vibrated with anticipation at the prospect. Their song shifted, urging Turquine to accept.

"I accept your challenge," he declared, drawing his own massive sword. "Though I warn you—this will not end well for you."

Mordred drew his weapon in response—a more elegant blade that nonetheless radiated menace. The soul stone at his chest pulsed more intensely, its glow spreading down his arm to infuse the sword with magical energy.

"Frambur," Turquine ordered without taking his eyes off Mordred, "move to the far wall with my Flayers. This won't take long."

The ogre didn't need to be told twice, scrambling to join the Flayers who had positioned themselves at a safe distance, the fabricator sections on the floor at their feet, ready to gather quickly once the confrontation was resolved. Frambur placed his piece down with the others.

Mordred and Turquine began to circle each other, measuring the distance between them with the practiced eye of experienced combatants. The workshop provided ample space for their duel, though the scattered equipment created obstacles that would need to be navigated.

"You should know," Mordred said conversationally, "that Mother doesn't actually expect me to bring you back alive. A head will suffice."

"Bold words from the soon-to-be-deceased," Turquine replied, his scarified features twisting into a cruel smile.

Without further preamble, Mordred attacked. His initial strike came with blinding speed, his fayrilite blade arcing toward Turquine's neck in a killing blow. Turquine parried with his own massive weapon, the impact sending sparks flying as the blades connected.

But something was wrong. As their swords met, Turquine felt an unfamiliar sensation spreading from the point of contact—a cold numbness that radiated up his arm and into his chest. The nanites in the affected area seemed to slow their activity, their harmonious song becoming sluggish and dissonant.

Mordred smiled as understanding dawned on Turquine's face. "Surprised?" he asked, pressing his advantage with a series of rapid strikes that forced Turquine to give ground. "Mother has been studying nanite technology for decades. Did you think she wouldn't develop countermeasures?"

For the first time since his transformation, Turquine felt genuinely threatened. He blocked another strike, the impact sending painful vibrations through his suddenly less-responsive arm. The nanites struggled to compensate, their usually seamless adaptation hindered by Mordred's magic.

"You're slower than I expected," Mordred taunted, landing a glancing blow that opened a shallow cut across Turquine's chest. The wound, which would have sealed instantly under normal circumstances, continued to bleed. "Perhaps your 'evolution' isn't as impressive as you think.”

Turquine snarled, anger surging through his massive frame. The nanites responded to his emotional state, fighting against the magical interference with greater intensity. Their song, momentarily disrupted, began to realign itself, adapting to this new threat as they had adapted to so many others.

"You talk too much," Turquine growled, launching a counterattack with renewed vigor.

His blade swept down in a devastating arc that would have cleaved a normal opponent in two. Mordred barely managed to parry, the force of the blow driving him back several steps. Before he could recover, Turquine pressed forward, his massive form moving with surprising agility as he unleashed a barrage of powerful strikes.

Metal shrieked against metal as their blades met again and again. Mordred's technical skill was impressive, his movements efficient and precise, each defense flowing seamlessly into his counter-attack. Turquine fought with raw power amplified by the nanites, each blow carrying enough force to shatter bone.

They danced through the workshop, the clash of their combat sending smaller items flying from workbenches. At one point, Mordred backed into a shelf of components, causing it to collapse in a cacophony of crashing metal. He used the momentary distraction to his advantage, his blade slicing across Turquine's forearm.

Again, the wound healed more slowly than it should have, but Turquine noted with satisfaction that the nanites were adapting. Already, they were closing the injury faster than they had the previous one, learning to work around the magical interference.

Mordred noticed too. His eyes narrowed as he observed the accelerated healing. "Impressive," he conceded, "but not enough."

The soul stone in his armor flared with sudden intensity, and Mordred channeled its power into his next attack. Blue-white flames wreathed his blade, leaving sizzling trails in the air as he struck. The burning edge connected with Turquine's shoulder, cutting deeper than it should have. Real, significant pain—the likes of which he hadn't experienced since his initial transformation—seared his nanite-infused flesh with magical fire. The nanites in the affected area screeched in agony, their harmony shattered by the magical assault.

"You feel that, don't you?" Mordred pressed, his voice cold with satisfaction. "It burns at the very essence of what you've become."

He followed with another flaming strike, this one catching Turquine across the chest. The magical fire spread along the wound, inhibiting the nanites' ability to repair the damage. For a crucial moment, Turquine found himself genuinely vulnerable.

Mordred seized the opportunity, launching a series of precisely targeted attacks at areas already weakened by the magical fire. Each blow landed with surgical accuracy, opening new wounds and deepening existing ones. Blood—darker than normal Draconite ichor due to the nanite saturation—spattered the workshop floor.

"Is this the future of our species?" Mordred mocked as Turquine staggered back, momentarily overwhelmed by the assault, “brought low by magic as old as Avalon itself?"

Something fundamental shifted within Turquine at those words. The nanites, initially disrupted by the fire, began to adapt in a way he had yet to experience. Their song, previously fragmented, coalesced into a new, more resonant harmony—one somehow more ancient.

Knowledge—not his own, but Klingsor's—flowed into Turquine's consciousness, channeled through the fragment he’d accepted. The necromancer understood magic and had developed countermeasures. He straightened, the wounds across his body beginning to close as the magical fire guttered and died, extinguished by nanites that had reconfigured themselves based on Klingsor’s knowledge.

Mordred's eyes widened in genuine surprise as Turquine advanced, seemingly unaffected by injuries that should have left him on the floor, bleeding out. This time, when their blades met, it was Mordred who gave ground. The magical enhancement of his weapon no longer provided the advantage it had earlier, Turquine's superior physical strength the deciding factor. Each blow drove Mordred further back, each parry requiring more effort than the last.

Desperation crept into Mordred's usually flawless technique. He attempted to sidestep one of Turquine's heavy swings, but miscalculated the distance between them. The massive blade caught him across the ribs, cutting through his ornate garment and opening a deep gash in his silver-scaled flesh.

Mordred staggered, blood pouring from the wound. He pressed his free hand to the injury in a futile attempt to stem the flow, his nanites working valiantly to repair the massive damage.

"Your heritage betrays you. Half-Ursan, half-Draconite—fully neither, thus fully nothing."

"At least I'm still myself," Mordred countered, his voice strained with pain. “You may no longer be my mother’s puppet, but you’re still a puppet all the same.”

The accusation struck closer to the truth than Turquine cared to admit. Outraged, he advanced with ruthless abandon, Klingsor's fragment of influence guiding his actions in subtle ways. The wizard's knowledge had saved him from Mordred's magical fire, but at what cost to his physical strength?

The momentary introspection created an opening that Mordred, despite his injury, exploited with the instincts of a born warrior. His blade swept up in a desperate arc, catching Turquine across the face. Nanites immediately began repairing the deep furrow stretching from jaw to brow. For crucial seconds, blood obscured Turquine's vision, forcing him to blindly defend himself against Mordred's follow-up attack.

Metal screamed against metal as their blades locked together. Mordred, weakened but still dangerous, pushed himself to his physical limits. His enhanced strength—impressive for a hybrid but inferior to Turquine's nanite-driven power—allowed him to briefly hold the stalemate.

"You've already lost," Turquine growled, the wound on his face almost completely healed. "Surrender, and I might let you live."

"Draconite do not surrender," Mordred replied through gritted teeth.

With a final surge of effort, Mordred disengaged their locked blades and attempted to create distance between them. Anticipating the move, Turquine’s massive sword swept around in a strike Mordred couldn't fully evade.

The blade caught him at mid-torso, cutting through scales, flesh, and bone with terrible efficiency. The hybrid gasped, his eyes widening in shock as the sword exited his body, leaving a mortal wound that even his nanite enhancements couldn't hope to repair. He dropped to his knees, his blade clattering to the floor beside him. Blood poured from the massive wound, pooling on the workshop floor.

“It’s not your fault,” Turquine said, standing over him. “Your inferiority is programmed into you, just as my superiority is programmed into me.”

Mordred looked up, his face contorted with pain but his eyes still defiant. "Kill me then," he managed, blood bubbling at the corners of his mouth. "Finish what you started."

Turquine considered the request. His initial impulse was to grant it—to separate Mordred's head from his shoulders and present it to his Flayers as a trophy of their evolutionary superiority. But something stopped him. A memory of Klingsor's request, filtered through the fragment he had accepted.

"The wizard wanted a host," he mused aloud, studying Mordred with new interest. “One that could handle channeling magic.”

“What are you talking about?” Mordred asked, attempting to drag himself backward despite his grievous wound.

Turquine slowly followed him. “Surely you aren’t hoping Sir Dragon will arrive in time to rescue you?” Turquine laughed at the idea of it. Saved by the commander of Excalibur. Wouldn’t that be rich.

“My Lord,” Norsp said. “Klingsor also suggested the host would be more effective if it were dead.”

“What?” Mordred sputtered on a fresh flow of blood from his mouth. “Klingsor? The necromancer?”

“You’ve heard of him, then?” Turquine asked, surprised.

“The best way to prevent history from repeating itself is to study it,” Mordred coughed out. “Something you’ve undoubtedly failed to do. If you’re working with Klingsor, you will end up his slave. I guarantee it. And all of Avalon will pay the price.”

“Perhaps,” Turquine agreed, drawing back his sword. “But you first.” He thrust it forward, impaling Mordred on the end and pushing until it had fully run him through. Then he used it to lift Avalon’s prince from the floor, holding him up like a trophy before letting him slip off the blade back to the deck. The nanites sang in victory beneath his scales, as did those of his Flayers.

He turned to them and the terrified ogre. "Each of you, take a piece of the fabricator. I'll handle our new acquisition and the components."

The Flayers moved to comply, their enhanced strength making the heavy machinery sections manageable despite their awkward dimensions. Frambur hesitated, clearly weighing his chances of escape.

"Don't even consider it," Turquine warned him. "Your value to me is significant but not irreplaceable."

The ogre's shoulders slumped in defeat, knowing certain death would follow if he tried to flee. He shuffled forward to lift one of the fabricator sections, his massive strength making the task less challenging for him than it might have been for others.

Turquine gathered the collected components into a secured container, which he slung over one shoulder. With his free arm, he hoisted Mordred's corpse, ignoring the wash of the prince’s blood streaming down his armor.

"Through the maintenance tunnel," he ordered, gesturing toward the exit Mordred had emerged from minutes earlier. "Move quickly. Sir Dragon won't be occupied by security forever."

“Why don’t we just kill him, My Lord?” Mogris asked. “Surely, he’s no match for us when you defeated Mordred so easily.”

“We have what we came for. Sir Dragon has proven himself resourceful and earned my respect in turn. Plus, he has his wizard, while we have none. Even if the risk is low, he’s not the ultimate prize. The reward is minimal. Now, come.”

As they filed into the narrow passage, Turquine cast one final glance at the workshop behind them. The battle with Mordred had left the unmistakable evidence of combat—scattered equipment, pools of blood, and spilled components. Sir Dragon would find it soon enough, and would realize what had transpired here. But it was of no concern. The next time they met, Klingsor would have his fabricator, Mordred would serve a new master, and the Telemuter would change the balance of power forever.

By then, the true transformation of Avalon would be well underway.


CHAPTER 29


Thomas ducked behind a merchant stall as energy weapons fire erupted from multiple directions. The entire merchant quarter was in chaos—civilians screaming and fleeing, security officers shouting contradictory commands, and the distinctive sound of Draconite reinforcements approaching from adjacent corridors.

"We need to get into that shop!" Thomas called to his scattered team, who had taken cover behind various stalls and structural supports. "Turquine can't be allowed to escape with whatever he came for!"

"Slight problem with that plan," Burl called back, flinching as a plasma bolt struck the metal column he was using for cover, sparks showering down around him. "We've got at least twenty trigger-happy Draconite between us and them!"

Thomas assessed their position, Arthur's essence providing tactical clarity amid the chaos. The security forces were disorganized but numerous, and more were arriving by the moment.

But the only way past them was through the thickest of the mess.

"We can't stay pinned down like this!" he shouted to his scattered companions. "We need to break through and get into Frambur's shop!"

Kaelithan nodded grimly from behind a support column several meters away. His staff already glowed with gathering power, the crystal at its tip pulsing with golden light. The wizard's expression had hardened into a cold determination that bordered on ruthlessness—something Thomas hadn't seen in him before. "Everyone get ready to move on my signal!" he called out.

Lancelot caught his eye from across the corridor and nodded, his ancient blade already drawn and gleaming under the lights. The knight's weathered face showed no fear, only the calm focus of a warrior who had faced death countless times and emerged victorious.

"Ready!" Burl confirmed, tightening his grip on his massive sword.

"Just say when,” Percival added.

Tivan and Garant signaled their readiness with nods. Hiding behind the corner of the spice and herb shop adjacent to Frambur's, Tryvane did his best to gather whatever magical energy he could.

"Now, Kael!" Thomas commanded.

With sharp control, Kaelithan thrust his staff forward. The golden light erupted from it in a concentrated beam that quickly split into multiple arcing tendrils as it reached the Draconite guards. Each tendril found its target with unerring accuracy, wrapping around the guards' bodies like serpents of molten energy. Where the magic touched their armor, metal warped and bubbled, conducting searing heat to the scales beneath.

The guards convulsed, their weapons clattering to the floor as the spell simultaneously disrupted their nervous systems and superheated their armor. Several collapsed immediately, while others staggered backward, smoke rising from the gaps in their protective plating as they fell.

"Move!" Thomas shouted, momentarily surprised by the wizard's devastating display but quick to seize the advantage it provided.

He burst into a full sprint, his fayrilite blade flashing as he closed the distance to the nearest guards, all of them left off-balance by Kaelithan’s powerful display. The first Draconite turned just in time to see Thomas' blade sweeping toward him. The ancient metal sliced through the guard's armor as if it were parchment, cutting deep into the guard’s scaled flesh. He collapsed with a gurgling cry.

Lancelot joined the assault from the opposite direction, his sword moving with the fluid grace of a century’s experience. Two Draconite fell before they could even register his presence, their blood staining the deck plates beneath them.

Burl charged straight into the largest concentration of guards, his massive frame and even more massive sword creating a path of destruction. One Draconite raised a shield, which Burl cleaved in two along with the arm holding it. Another tried to flank him, only to receive Percival's mace squarely in the chest. The impact shattered both armor and ribs, sending the guard flying backward into his comrades, leveling them like bowling pins.

Tivan and Garant moved like duplicate shadows, their synchronized attacks impossible to predict or counter. They darted between the larger Draconite, their daggers finding vulnerable points in scaled armor with surgical efficiency.

"More coming from the south corridor!" Garant warned.

Thomas registered the new threat even as he parried a strike from a Draconite officer. The reinforcements would tip the balance against them if they weren't dealt with quickly.

"Tryvane!" he called out. "The south corridor!"

The Sidhe needed no further instruction. He turned toward the passage, compressing the magical energy he had gathered between his palms, turning it into a brilliant sphere of light. With a forceful gesture, he sent the orb hurtling toward the south corridor's entrance.

The spell detonated with concussive force, shaking the deck and knocking down the incoming Draconite, slowing them as they clutched at their heads and struggled to return to their feet.

“Nice work!” Thomas ducked beneath a Draconite blade, countering with a thrust that found its mark in his opponent's throat.

As the battle continued to rage around them, Thomas could sense a shift in momentum. They were pushing forward toward Frambur's shop. But time was against them. Turquine had too much of a head start.

A plasma bolt sizzled past Thomas' ear, passing so close he felt its heat. He spun toward the source, finding a Draconite officer leveling his weapon to take another shot. Before the guard could fire, Kael’s golden bolts of magical energy struck the officer, punching through both armor and flesh.

"Thomas, watch out!" Lancelot’s warning cry rang out.

Thomas dropped, an enemy blade passing a hair’s breadth away from decapitating him. Rolling sideways, he also avoided a downward stroke that would have cleaved deep into his shoulder. The movement left him vulnerable as he pivoted to regain his feet.

Swooping in, his ancient broadsword held like a lance, Lancelot met the guard before he could strike at Thomas a third time. Unable to stop, the Draconite ran straight into the blade, his speed enough to drive the sword straight through his chest and out through his back. Withdrawing his weapon, Lancelot helped steady Thomas. "Stay focused," he growled in Thomas’ ear.

Embarrassed, he nodded. “I’m good.” Lesson learned—he realized he needed to be more aware of his surroundings instead of depending solely on Arthur’s essence to keep him out of trouble—he followed Lancelot back into battle.

With the initial surprise of their attack wearing off, the Draconite guards regrouped, their resistance steadily growing stronger and more coordinated.

"We're getting bogged down!" Burl shouted, his massive sword cleaving through a Draconite shield but missing the soldier behind it. "We need to push harder!"

Thomas could see he was right. They were making progress, but too slowly. Turquine might have already escaped with whatever he came for. They needed a decisive push to break through into Frambur's shop.

"Ready!” Thomas shouted, raising his fayrilite blade above his head. Arthur's essence surged within him, adding power to his voice that went beyond increased volume. “Charrrrrggggeee!”

His team rallied, rushing forward with Thomas at the point. Kaelithan and Lancelot flanked him on either side, with Burl, Percival, Tivan, Garant, and Tryvane arrayed behind them. The Draconite guards faltered, both at Thomas’ overpowering battle cry and at the sight of the unified charge.

Thomas slammed into the first guard he encountered, shoving him back with a shoulder before bringing his blade into play. The fayrilite edge parted scales, flesh and bone with terrifying ease, leaving the guard crumpling to the deck in a spray of dark blood. He drove deeper into the enemy force, his blade a blur of lethal motion as he created a breach his companions widened with ruthless efficiency.

Lancelot’s ancient blade wove patterns of death anywhere within its reach. A Draconite guard lunged at him, blade humming through the air. Lancelot didn't bother to parry—he simply wasn't there where the strike would have landed. His counter-attack separated the guard’s head from his shoulders in a single precise motion that seemed almost casual in its execution.

On Thomas's left, Kaelithan abandoned all pretense of restraint. His staff swept in devastating arcs, each movement releasing concentrated blasts of energy that slammed into the Draconite guards with bone-crushing force, clearing his flank with relative ease.

Behind them, the rest of the team unleashed devastation in perfect concert. Burl's massive sword carved through armor and flesh with practiced expertise, leaving dismembered guards in his wake. At the same time, Percival's mace caved in helmets and shattered rib cages with calculated precision. Tivan and Garant moved like assassins, their daggers finding the vulnerable seams in Draconite armor, digging into exposed joints or slipping across unprotected throats. Tryvane fought just as viciously, his shortsword flashing with deadly accuracy as he parried Draconite blades and counterattacked with quick thrusts.

Together, they formed a tide of destruction surging toward Frambur's shop, overwhelming the Draconite defenses through sheer coordinated skill and determination. The Draconite line buckled, then broke entirely under the sustained assault. What had been an organized defense disintegrated into individual fights for survival, and those fights were brutally short.

"Forward!" Thomas commanded, his augmented voice carrying above the clash of weapons and the screams of the wounded. "Don't let them regroup!"

Their more elaborate armor marking them as veterans, the last six surviving guards attempted a last ditch effort directly in front of Frambur's shop. Their captain barked orders, arranging them in a tight phalanx with overlapping shields and coordinated fields of fire.

Thomas didn't hesitate. Arthur's essence burning like a sun within him, he charged directly at the formation. The captain's eyes widened in alarm. He clearly hadn't expected such a reckless frontal assault.

Plasma rifles discharged in a desperate volley, Thomas’ shield bracer capturing some of the bolts. Kaelithan swept others aside before they could land. The combination allowed Thomas to close in on their position, crashing into the lead guard’s shield. He thrust his blade past it, catching the stunned guard in the throat. The guard fell gurgling to the deck as Thomas turned to engage his subordinates, his bracer flickering as it absorbed the punishment of the enemy’s counterattacks.

A few seconds later, Lancelot, Burl, and Percival were there, tearing apart into the remainder of the guard. Caught in this devastating attack, the guards finally broke and ran. Within moments, the path to the shop stood clear.

Thomas vaulted over the counter, quickly joined by the others. He glanced behind them, surveying the carnage they’d wrought with a mixture of pride and disbelief. Dozens of Draconite lay sprawled, either dead or dying, across the deck and among the wreckage of stalls, a few of which had been burned by plasma strikes. The surviving guards had undoubtedly already reported to Caerlyon Central Command, informing them of the chaos and begging for reinforcements.

Thomas turned away from the scene, toward his companions. He was surprised to find Bilbic among them, the Goblin having somehow followed them through the Draconite line without notice. He imagined the Fae was probably accustomed to being ignored.

“Captain,” Bilbic said. “I thought you may need help getting back out of here, after what just transpired.”

Thomas nodded. “You may be right about that.”

He turned away from the Goblin, refocusing on his immediate surroundings. Beyond the counter, a wide arch opened deeper into the establishment. Darkness obscured what lay back there, but they had no alternative but to follow Turquine and his Flayers into the darkness.

"This way," Thomas directed, moving toward the archway. "Stay alert. Turquine and his goons could be anywhere back here.”

They moved cautiously through the archway, weapons ready. Thomas listened for any evidence of movement within the dark interior, but following the chaos outside, the station had fallen relatively silent.

Navigating the dark maze of pathways through the clutter of equipment and piles of components was slow until the path they were on opened into a large workshop area. Thomas halted at the threshold, the scene before them, illuminated in the low light from an electric rod, freezing his blood. He signaled the others to stop.

"By the stars,” Percival breathed, his eyes widening at the carnage before them.

The workshop bore unmistakable signs of violence—workbenches overturned, tools scattered, and most ominously, dark blood splattered across surfaces and pooled on the floor. The destruction told a story of intense combat, the kind that could only occur between enhanced beings of tremendous power.

Thomas moved further into the workshop, stepping carefully around the congealing blood. It was painfully obvious they had arrived too late, but they needed to understand what had happened here. To that end, Merlin’s GOLEM emerged from his coat and scrambled down his body to the floor to scan the scene.

"Two distinct blood patterns," Lancelot observed, kneeling to examine a particularly large pool of the dark sanguine fluid. "This is Draconite blood, but with differences." He dipped a finger into another nearby pool. "This one's Turquine's—I recognize the darker coloration from our encounter in the Wastes. His nanites alter the blood composition."

"And the other?" Thomas asked, though he already suspected the answer.

“It has to be Mordred's," Lancelot said. “Based on the color, it’s infused with nanites too, but not the same kind.”

Thomas frowned, trying to piece together what had happened. “So Mordred confronted Turquine alone? Why would he take such a risk?"

“Overconfidence,” Lancelot said simply. “Even after you tried to warn him of Turquine’s growing power. It appears he underestimated his opponent."

“He could have worked with us,” Thomas said. “Called off the guards so we could all go in together.”

Lancelot shook his head. “He’s the Draconite Prince. He went to great lengths to avoid being seen with the likes of us.”

"The amount of Turquine's blood suggests Mordred held his own, at least for a time," Merlin noted, examining the spray patterns across a nearby workbench. "But ultimately lost."

Thomas surveyed the destruction, reconstructing the battle in his mind. Arthur's essence helped him interpret the subtle clues—the direction of blood splatter, the pattern of overturned equipment, the scoring on metal surfaces where weapons had struck.

"They fought here," he said, indicating a relatively clear area in the center of the workshop. He pointed to a section of wall bearing a distinct impact mark. "Mordred was driven back there, then..." His gaze followed the trail of blood to a massive pool near a collapsed stack of parts. "He fell here. Run through by Turquine’s blade.” He shivered visibly, turning to the others. “A fatal blow, unless his nanites can heal it.”

“I don’t think so,” Lancelot replied. “His nanites predate the war. They can heal him, but not as quickly as Turquine’s.”

“If he’s dead, where's the body?" Percival asked.

"Turquine must have taken it with him,” Thomas said. "But why?"

"I fear I may know,” Merlin said. All eyes turned to the GOLEM as it continued analyzing the scene. “As you know, Klingsor was a necromancer. A practitioner of the dark arcane, and quite powerful. It’s the reason he was brought to the source of magic to become a guardian. As a wizard of some repute of my own, I spent many hours researching those who had come before me, including Klingsor, which is why I recognized him when we reached the broken Camelot. From the materials I had gathered, there is evidence that Klingsor’s influence stretched over three hundred years before his downfall at the hands of the first Wizard’s Council.”

“Three hundred years?” Percival said. “No one can live that long. Perhaps not even you, Lancelot.”

“The nanites slow my aging, but they don’t stop it,” Lancelot agreed.

“This was a time well before nanites,” Merlin reminded them.

“You’re suggesting Klingsor found a way to what? Transfer his consciousness into a corpse?” Thomas asked.

“A lich,” Kaelithan said.

“What’s that?”

“A myth,” Tryvane said. “There’s no such thing.”

“What if there is?” Kaelithan replied, turning to Thomas. “As the myth goes, a lich is a necromancer who has bound their soul to an item called a phylactery. So long as the phylactery survives, the lich survives, even if the body is destroyed, in which case, the soul can move to occupy another form.”

“Now that you say it, that sounds frighteningly like the magical replicas we discovered,” Thomas said.

“It sounds exactly like them,” Merlin said, his tone somber. “With one potential difference.”

"What difference?" Thomas asked, dread settling in his stomach.

"Arthur's essence augments your natural abilities and instincts; it guides but does not control," Merlin said. “Do you believe Klingsor’s essence would be so willing to do the same?”

“So Klingsor intends to use Mordred as a vessel,” Lancelot said. “A host through which to regain his full power and return to Avalon.

“That is my theory,” Merlin answered. “And he’s convinced Turquine to help him do it.”

“How much do you want to bet that he’ll turn on Turquine the first chance he gets,” Thomas said. “That idiot thinks he’s so evolved no one can outsmart him, but he’s playing right into Klingsor’s hands.”

“Unless he’s gained guarantees from Klingsor,” Merlin said. “Magical binding to prevent betrayal, at least for a time. Though, whatever route Klingsor has taken, he’s no doubt left himself a loophole.”

"This is worse than we thought," Thomas said, the weight of this new threat settling heavily on his shoulders.

“What do we do now?” Burl asked.

“I want to get samples of Turquine and Mordred’s blood,” Kaelithan suggested. “It would be helpful to study the nanites and their differences. We could also compare them to both the blood we recovered from the Draconite lab on Avalyeth and the nanites we recovered from Nimue’s cottage.” He turned to Lancelot. “I wouldn’t mind a sample of your blood as well, if you’re willing.”

Lancelot nodded. “So long as it’s destroyed before it can ever fall into the wrong hands.”

“Of course. We need to find something to store the samples in, preferably glass.”

“Let’s get on it,” Thomas said. “And quickly.” The group spread out around the workshop. It didn’t take long for Garant to locate suitably clean glass vials used for liquid samples. He brought them to Kaelithan, who carefully collected the blood. Meanwhile, the others continued examining the workshop.

“Captain, over here!” Bilbic said, drawing Thomas’ attention. He crossed the workshop as the Goblin activated a hidden control on the wall, revealing the hidden passage.

"Their escape route," Bilbic said, peering into the darkness beyond. “It most likely leads to the maintenance tunnels between the outer hull and inner compartments."

“I’m finished with the collection,” Kaelithan said. “We shouldn’t linger. Without our deal with Mordred, Avalyeth may be in grave danger.”

“Maybe not,” Thomas countered. “There’s no way Morgana already knows what happened to him. That gives us time to contact her directly.”

"You want to speak with the Queen of the Draconite Empire?" Garant asked incredulously.

“We were already speaking to her mouthpiece,” Thomas pointed out. “The negotiations promised us time we sorely need. And with what we’ve theorized about Turquine and Klingsor’s goals…we have to deal with the bigger threat first, regardless of anything else.”

“Agreed,” Lancelot said. “Klingsor is an existential threat to all of Avalon.”

"And how exactly do you propose we contact her?" Tivan asked. "It's not like we can just send a message straight to the Imperial Palace."

“Maybe we can,” Thomas countered again. "Mordred's ship should still be in the hangar with Excalibur. Perhaps it has a secure channel back to the palace on Draconia.”

The distant sound of boots on metal flooring interrupted further discussion. The Draconite had regrouped, their reinforcements approaching from the main entrance.

"Bilbic," Thomas turned to the Goblin. "Is there another way out of here? Preferably one that leads back to the VIP hangar?"

The Goblin nodded eagerly. "The maintenance tunnels connect throughout the entire station. I can guide you back to the upper levels without crossing paths with security."

“Fantastic,” Percival said.

“I told you that you might need my help.”

“We sure do,” Thomas agreed, gesturing toward the open panel. “Please, lead the way.”


CHAPTER 30


Although Bilbic proved to be an exceptional guide, following the Goblin through the maintenance tunnels was a nerve-wracking experience. He navigated the labyrinthine tunnels with the ease of someone who had spent years traversing them—occasionally pausing at intersections to consider their path before leading them on—but some of the narrow passages were barely large enough for Burl to squeeze through.

The lighting was sporadic at best. The smell of oil, grease, and something Thomas couldn't quite identify—perhaps decades of accumulated grime—permeated the air, making each breath unpleasant.

"Station security never comes down here," Bilbic explained as they climbed a narrow maintenance ladder. "Too dirty, too cramped. They prefer their nice, clean corridors where they can intimidate the population.”

"Lucky for us," Thomas replied, wincing as his shoulder bumped against the hard edge of a protruding pipe.

"Almost there," Bilbic announced from the front of the line. "Just through this access panel and we'll be in the service corridor adjacent to the VIP hangar."

After what felt like an eternity of crawling through the station's mechanical arteries, they finally emerged into a more conventional corridor. Unlike the opulent passages they'd traversed earlier, this one was utilitarian in design, with exposed conduits and functional lighting that cast everything in a harsh, white glow. It was clearly designed for station personnel rather than guests.

"The hangar should be just ahead," Bilbic said, pointing down the corridor. "Though I've never actually been inside. They don't let my kind into the VIP areas."

Thomas nodded, patting the Goblin's shoulder appreciatively. "You've been invaluable, Bilbic. I won't forget it."

The Goblin's eyes widened slightly at the gesture, clearly unused to being treated with such respect. "It was my honor to assist Excalibur's captain," he replied, a note of pride entering his voice. “If I may, Captain,” he added hesitantly.

“What is it?” Thomas asked.

“Well…I…I know I’m just a lowly Goblin. But, well⁠—”

“There’s nothing lowly about you, my friend,” Thomas said. “What do you need?”

Bilbic’s eyes lit up with hope. “I’d like to join you, Captain. On your ship. I can be useful, even if only to swab the decks.”

“You’ve proven you can be useful,” Thomas agreed. “Very well, you can come with us.”

Bilbic practically jumped for joy, throwing up his arms before catching himself and toning down his celebration. “Thank you, Captain. I won’t let you down.”

Are you sure about this, my boy? Merlin asked silently. He likely doesn’t have any useful skills.

Can a Goblin merge with Excalibur?

The question clearly caught Merlin by surprise. You’re suggesting…well, theoretically, yes. But it’s never been attempted.

We have three seats left to fill. And from a bravery standpoint, he’s already proven himself invaluable. And even if he can’t fight, he can still clean the decks.

A sense of pride passed through their link. You don’t cease to amaze me, my boy. Arthur’s chosen, indeed.

Thomas took the lead as they approached the hangar entrance. The door was sealed, but a simple control panel beside it suggested it wasn't locked down in any significant way.

He waved his hand in front of it, and with a soft mechanical hum, the door slid open. The hangar stretched before them, still occupied by the same four ships.

“Ooohh, she’s beautiful,” Bilbic breathed as his gaze landed on Excalibur. He stopped so suddenly in his tracks that Thomas bumped into him.

He laid a hand on the Goblin’s shoulder to keep from knocking him over. “Yes, she is. And just as deadly as she is beautiful.”

Beside Excalibur, Mordred's vessel presented a stark contrast—its scaled black hull absorbing light rather than reflecting it, the design a perverse mirror of Excalibur's own sword-like silhouette.

Thomas turned to Merlin. "Can you get us inside Mordred’s ship?”

The GOLEM studied the ship thoughtfully. "I can attempt to interface with its systems. It would be considerably easier if Taliesin were here. His expertise with Draconite technology far exceeds my own."

"Do what you can," Thomas instructed. "The rest of you, keep watch. If security shows up, we need to be ready."

Merlin’s GOLEM approached the vessel. Climbing up its landing strut, he located an access panel near the hatch, his small metallic digits moving with swift determination over the control surface.

Minutes passed in tense silence as Thomas paced the deck adjacent to Excalibur’s fuselage. He periodically glanced toward the hangar entrance, expecting Draconite guards to burst through at any moment.

"This is problematic," Merlin finally announced. "The security protocols are more sophisticated than I anticipated. I can bypass some of the initial safeguards, but the core systems are protected by biometric locks keyed specifically to Mordred and high-ranking members of his personal guard."

Thomas frowned. "Keep trying. There must be⁠—"

The sound of the main hangar doors sliding open interrupted him. Thomas spun toward the noise, his hand automatically going to his blaster. The others did likewise.

A platoon of Draconite soldiers burst through the doors, their armor more ornate than the station security they'd already encountered. Each bore the royal insignia on their chest plates, marking them as members of Mordred's personal guard. Their leader, a massive Draconite captain with scales the color of burnished gold and eyes to match, stepped forward, his gaze quickly sweeping the landing bay before zeroing in on Thomas and the others. His rifle shifted, taking aim at them.

“One move to draw your weapons, and you all die,” he seethed, his voice a rumbling bass that echoed through the hangar.

Thomas let his hand fall away from his weapon in a deliberate show of non-aggression. Arthur's essence filled him, lending him the bearing and authority of a ruler rather than a fugitive.

“I’m Thomas Drake, Captain of Excalibur," he declared, his voice carrying clearly across the space between them. “You must contact Queen Morgana. I have news she needs to hear.”

His eyes narrowed. “You dare make demands, Captain of Excalibur?” he growled, advancing toward Thomas, his squad on his heels. “You’re a wanted criminal. On your knees!”

Thomas followed the order, so the others did the same. “Please. I have urgent news about Mordred.”

The captain stopped in his tracks, his eyes ablaze. “What have you done with him?” he demanded, drawing his blade as he stepped up to Thomas and placing it against his chest, directly over his heart.

“I haven’t done anything with him, and I guarantee, if you kill me, Queen Morgana will show you the same lack of mercy,” Thomas said. “I’m sure you know he came to Caerlyon for a parlay with me.”

“If you haven’t done anything with him, then where is he?” The captain hissed. “I won’t ask again.”

"Turquine," Thomas said simply. The name had an immediate effect on the assembled guards, sending a visible ripple of tension through their ranks. "He was here, on the station. Mordred confronted him alone.”

“What?” the captain’s tone suggested he found this difficult to believe. “He contacted us to tell us there was trouble. He was supposed to wait for our arrival.”

“Well, he didn’t. I guess he felt like he could handle Turquine on his own,” Thomas answered.

“Captain Morthox,” Lancelot said, drawing the Draconite’s attention.

Morthox’s gaze shifted to the old knight kneeling beside Thomas, recognition dawning in his reptilian eyes. "Sir Lancelot," he acknowledged, his tone changing slightly. “I’d heard you joined forces with the so-called Daerdrayke.”

"You know each other?" Thomas asked, glancing between them.

"We’ve crossed swords,” Lancelot confirmed.

“And he’s still alive?” Percival questioned, drawing a harsh growl from one of the soldiers guarding him.

“I was feeling generous that day,” Lancelot answered.

Morthox cast him a dark look, but didn’t try to counter the statement. Instead, he turned his attention back to Thomas. “You still haven’t answered my question. Where is Lord Mordred?”

“Turquine took him…after he killed him,” Thomas replied..

The reaction was immediate and dramatic. “You lie!” Morthox roared, shifting his blade to Thomas’ throat, putting just enough pressure against his skin to draw a line of blood. “I should kill you where you kneel.” Behind him, the guards shifted into combat stances, weapons half-drawn as their captain's face contorted with a mixture of disbelief and rage.

“But you won’t,” Thomas replied firmly, Arthur’s essence filling his voice with command. “What I tell you is the truth. You hear my voice, and you know there’s no falsehood in it.”

A tense silence fell over the hangar as Morthox locked eyes with Thomas. His guards remained poised for action, awaiting his command. Thomas could feel his companions readying themselves for the fight that seemed increasingly inevitable. They were badly outnumbered. If this standoff came to blows, they might eventually prevail, but the cost would be high.

“I need to speak to Her Majesty,” Thomas repeated. “That’s the only option for either of us right now.”

Morthox continued glaring at him, considering his words. Around them, both Draconite guards and Thomas' crew remained tense, ready for combat, the air between them nearly crackling with potential violence.

Then, unexpectedly, Lancelot stepped forward. "Captain Morthox," he said. "In all the years you have known of me, have you ever known me to lie? Even to my enemies?"

Morthox hesitated, then reluctantly shook his head. "No, Sir Lancelot. Your word, at least, has never been questioned."

"Then believe me when I tell you this: the threat Turquine represents extends beyond any feud between Excalibur and the Empire. What he’s stolen from the Wastes, what he intends to do with Lord Mordred’s body—these things threaten all of Avalon."

A moment of silence followed as Morthox absorbed Lancelot's words. Thomas could see the internal struggle playing out across the captain's scaled features—duty warring with pragmatism, suspicion battling against the legendary knight's reputation for honor.

“Believe me,” Lancelot continued, “You can also trust the word of Sir Dragon. He doesn’t lie, either.”

"The Queen will have my head if I’m wrong about any of this," Morthox said finally.

"And potentially much more if you mistakenly ignore us," Thomas countered. "Captain, we don't have to be enemies right now. You're charged with protecting Mordred. Through no fault of your own, you failed in that, but we can at least help you avenge him.”

Morthox studied Thomas for another long moment, then abruptly withdrew his sword, returning it to its sheath before turning to his guards. "Secure the hangar. No one enters or leaves without my direct authorization."

The guards snapped to attention, moving to take up positions at all the exit points around the perimeter. Morthox returned his attention to Thomas. "You," he said, pointing a clawed finger directly at Thomas's chest. "You will come with me if you wish to speak to Her Majesty. The others will remain here under guard."

Thomas shared a glance with Lancelot, who nodded almost imperceptibly, giving him the go ahead. "Very well," he agreed, rising to his feet and following Morthox toward Mordred's ship.

The captain pressed his palm against a scanner beside the main hatch, which slid open with a soft pneumatic hiss. He gestured for Thomas to enter first, keeping him in front where he could be watched.

The interior of Mordred's vessel was surprisingly austere for a royal craft. Where Thomas had expected opulence, he found functional efficiency. The corridors were narrow but immaculately maintained, with dark metal walls illuminated by subdued lighting that cast everything in a greenish hue. Symbols of the Draconite Empire—stylized dragons rendered in gleaming metal—decorated key junctions, their eyes seeming to follow them as they passed by.

Morthox directed Thomas through a series of narrow corridors before they reached the cockpit. Unlike Excalibur's spacious command center with its neural interface pods, Mordred's flight deck was compact and utilitarian. Two pilot seats dominated the small space, with a sophisticated control console stretching before them. Large viewports curved around the front, currently displaying the interior of the hangar.

"Wait here," Morthox instructed, moving to the pilot seat and activating the communications module on the left side of the console.

Thomas remained standing behind the pilot seats while Morthox worked at the console, entering complex security codes and setting up the transmission. After a few minutes, a familiar face appeared in a projection ahead of the pilot’s seat.

“Captain Morthox,” General Strix said, vertical pupils narrowing. “This is unexpected. Why are you contacting Central Command from Melltith? Where is Lord Mordred?”

Morthox hesitated, fighting to hide his emotions over the news Thomas had delivered. “General Strix, Sir. It’s imperative that I speak with Her Majesty immediately.”

“Imperative?” Strix countered. “I’ll be the judge of that. Her Majesty is currently engaged in an important function and doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

“I understand, General,” Morthox replied. “However, this is of the utmost⁠—”

“Do not entertain the idea of countering Her Majesty’s orders,” Strix growled. “Tell me what is so important, and I’ll determine⁠—”

Thomas leaned into view, pushing past Morthox to do it. “General, Queen Morgana’s important function is related to both myself and Sir Turquine.”

Strix’s face contorted in disgust and confusion. “And you are?”

“Thomas Drake, Captain of Excalibur.” He channeled Arthur’s essence into his next words. “Connect me to Queen Morgana immediately.”

Strix glared at him for a moment before nodding. “Very well.”

His face disappeared, replaced by the Imperial crest—a stylized dragon wrapped around a planet, its wings spread wide. Morthox straightened and turned to Thomas.

"The connection is being established," he announced. “Her Majesty will speak with you—but know this. On her order, I won’t hesitate to separate your head from your shoulders."

"Understood," Thomas replied evenly, refusing to be intimidated despite the very real threat. “I require privacy for this conversation.”

Morthox gave him a final warning look before moving toward the hatch. “I’ll wait outside."

With that ominous parting statement, the captain squeezed through the narrow hatchway, the door sliding shut behind him with a sound that uncomfortably reminded Thomas of a tomb sealing shut.

Alone on the flight deck, Thomas settled into the pilot’s seat. Minutes passed in tense silence. Arthur's essence stirred restlessly within him, sensing his unease but offering reassurance. He was on the right path, difficult though it might be.

Suddenly, the display flickered, and the Imperial crest dissolved to reveal a face that had haunted Avalon for a century. A face Thomas only knew from a projection Merlin had shown him once, months ago.

Morgana.


CHAPTER 31


Seeing Morgana’s still likeness in a projection was one thing. Viewing her like this—still a projection, but live and in full motion—was something else. He was stunned by her alien beauty. Her midnight blue scales, speckled with tiny white patterns that reminded Thomas of stars in a night sky. Her orange-gold eyes, fierce with intelligence and power. Her strong but clearly feminine jaw leading to a shortened snout. The absence of horns gave her an oddly vulnerable appearance that contrasted sharply with her projected aura of authority.

For a heartbeat, she simply stared back at him, her expression unreadable. Then, unexpectedly, something like shock passed across her features.

"Arthur?" she whispered, the single word carrying a century of complex emotion, headlined by longing but quickly overridden with hurt.

The question caught Thomas completely off guard. In that moment of surprise, he realized what she was seeing. Not just the resemblance Arthur's essence might lend to his bearing, but something deeper. She had been there at the beginning, had personally known Arthur. She recognized something in Thomas that went beyond the king’s essence.

"No," Thomas replied, finding his voice. “I’m Thomas Drake, Captain of Excalibur."

Morgana's composure returned almost instantly, her momentary disorientation replaced by the cold calculation of a ruler who had maintained power for over a hundred years.

"Of course," she said, her voice regaining its imperial timbre. "The Daeardrayke. You’ve made my life so much more…interesting, these last few months.”

"And you, mine, Your Majesty," Thomas responded, giving her the honorific despite his personal feelings. This was too important for pride.

"Where is my son?" Morgana asked directly, her eyes narrowing. “You were supposed to be negotiating with him. Why are you contacting me from his vessel?"

Thomas didn't bother with either evasion or care for her loss. "Mordred is dead. Turquine killed him."

Though she controlled it quickly, Thomas saw the flash of raw, visceral pain that crossed her features before the imperial mask reasserted itself. Her hands, visible at the bottom of the display, curled into fists, scales darkening as blood rushed to the surface. "Explain," she commanded, her voice dangerously soft.

“As you know, we were discussing the terms of our alliance,” Thomas began, keeping his tone respectful but direct. “While he was working on finalizing the agreement, we received word that Turquine was on Caerlyon, in the merchant quarter. I went to confront him with my team, but was delayed by station security.”

“Even though the agreement had yet to be finalized?” Morgana asked.

“Some things are more important than agreements,” Thomas replied. “By the time we fought our way through station security to reach Turquine’s position, he was gone. We found evidence of a fierce fight—both Turquine and Mordred’s blood—confirmed by both Merlin and Lancelot.”

“And you saw my son’s body?”

“No.”

“Then how can you be certain Mordred is dead? Not merely injured or captured?"

"The amount of blood suggested a mortal wound," Thomas answered.

This last detail seemed to give Morgana pause. Her eyes narrowed further, calculating. "Then why was his body not present? Why would Turquine take him? What purpose could that serve? Unless…” She glared at him, her eyes like burning daggers. “Unless you found him wounded and finished him off yourself, and then hurried to destroy the evidence of your treachery.”

“What?” Thomas replied, caught off-guard by the accusation. “No, that’s not what happened at all.”

“Yet you seem so certain my son is deceased. How could you possibly know that for sure?”

I…I can’t,” Thomas admitted. “Not with one hundred percent certainty. But I have reasons to believe it’s the case. Strong reasons.”

“And what reasons might those be?”

"That's where things become...complicated. I know about Turquine's activities and intentions, and that explains why he would take Mordred's corpse. But I can’t share it without completing the agreement we were negotiating."

Fury flashed across Morgana's features. "You dare suggest a bargain with me while my son's body is in the hands of a traitor?"

"I'm not bargaining," Thomas corrected, Arthur's essence giving him the courage to stand firm. "I'm asking you to honor what Mordred and I had already agreed upon before his death. Amnesty for Avalyeth and any world or space station Excalibur liberates from Draconite control for a period of five years, in exchange for our assistance in locating and neutralizing Turquine and his Flayers.”

Morgana's expression shifted from anger to calculation. “As I recall, I countered with three years, and you never mentioned space stations.”

“Your memory is accurate,” Thomas agreed. “And I was ready to agree to that before Turquine showed up and killed Mordred. The math has changed. Now you can add avenging Mordred’s death to our list of objectives, and without him, the threat to my crew and I is much greater than you realize. It’s about more than just Turquine now that he has the artifacts in play, I want five full years and for it to include all settlements in Avalon, regardless of what form they take.”

A long silence followed as Morgana considered this. Thomas could almost see the political calculations running through her mind as she weighed the cost of such concessions against the threat Turquine represented. Not to mention her desire to avenge her son.

“I’m in no mood to bargain,” she said at last. “Besides, your new demands will mean nothing in the end. Whatever worlds or stations you liberate from my control, I will crush once more, just as I did in my brother’s day. Only the next time I seize them, I won’t be nearly as merciful.”

Morgana’s tone sent a chill down Thomas’ spine. He hadn’t factored her retribution into the equation. How many planets would align with him, knowing that if they failed they would be punished twice as hard?

"I will accept a verbal agreement," she added. "Bring in Captain Morthox."

Thomas nodded and moved to the bridge door, which slid open at his approach. Morthox waited just outside, his posture indicating he'd been standing guard rather than eavesdropping.

“The Queen requests your presence," Thomas informed him.

The captain followed him onto the bridge, immediately dropping to one knee before the display. "Your Majesty," he said formally.

"Rise, Captain," Morgana instructed. "Retrieve Sir Lancelot and Merlin. They are to witness these proceedings, as are you.”

"At once, My Queen.” Morthox rose and moved swiftly from the bridge, his expression suggesting he was relieved to have received direct orders rather than continue operating on his own judgment.

"You've been busy, Captain Drake," Morgana observed once they were alone again. "Avalyeth, the Lair break-in, your activities in the Wastes...you've become quite the thorn in my side."

“I’m just trying to save Avalon," Thomas replied.

“Save Avalon,” she repeated, with something that might have been amusement in another context. “As if it needs saving.”

“Your Avalon is wonderful for you and the Draconite. But it’s pretty dismal for everyone else,” Thomas said.

“Everyone else exists to serve the superior species,” Morgana countered. “If this were not meant to be so, Arthur would have won the war, instead of vanishing without a trace.”

Thomas opened his mouth to retort when the bridge door opened again. Morthox entered, followed by Lancelot with Merlin’s GOLEM perched on his shoulder.

Morgana's gaze fixed on the old knight, and for a brief moment, her imperial mask slipped again, revealing something—not quite hatred, not quite respect, but something complex that resided in the space between.

"Sir Lancelot," she acknowledged. "How providential to see you again.”

"Your Majesty," Lancelot replied with a formal bow that somehow managed to convey mocking respect rather than actual submission.

"And Merlin," Morgana continued, her attention shifting to the GOLEM. "Or at least, Excalibur’s copy of him. I imagine your mechanical has the ability to record these proceedings?”

"That is correct," Merlin confirmed, the GOLEM’s blue eyes glowing slightly brighter. "I shall serve as an impartial witness to any agreement reached."

"Very well," Morgana said. "Let us proceed."

She straightened, assuming a formal posture. "I, Morgana, Queen of the Draconite Empire, hereby offer the following terms to Thomas Drake, Commander of Excalibur, in exchange for his assistance in locating and neutralizing the traitor known as Sir Turquine."

Thomas noted the slight emphasis she placed on 'his assistance' rather than acknowledging his entire crew. A subtle but deliberate diminishment of their collective effort that he chose to ignore for now.

"First," Morgana continued, "a period of amnesty for the planet Avalyeth, during which no Imperial forces will attempt to reclaim the world or interfere with its self-governance. Second, similar amnesty for any world liberated from Imperial control by Excalibur and its crew during the specified timeframe."

She paused, her vertical pupils contracting slightly as she studied Thomas. "This amnesty period shall last for five years from the date of this agreement. In exchange, Thomas Drake will provide all information he possesses regarding Turquine's current capabilities, the artifacts he recovered from the Wastes, and his likely intentions. He will actively assist Imperial forces in locating and neutralizing this threat, including personal participation in any confrontation."

"Agreed," Thomas confirmed, "with the understanding that my crew and I retain operational independence. We'll work with your forces, but not under direct Imperial command."

Morgana's lips pressed into a thin line, but she nodded. "Acceptable. We have an accord. Merlin, have you recorded these terms?"

"I have," the GOLEM confirmed.

“And I, Lancelot du Lac, have borne witness,” Lancelot added.

"Captain Morthox," Morgana continued, "you will provide all necessary assistance to Captain Drake and his crew in this matter. They are to be granted full immunity within the Empire until Turquine is defeated.”

"Yes, My Queen,” Morthox replied, though Thomas could see he was less than thrilled with this development.

"Now," Morgana said, her tone shifting from formal to dangerous, "tell me why you believe Turquine killed my son and took his body."

Thomas glanced at Lancelot, who gave a subtle nod. With the agreement secured, it was time to share what they had learned.

“The artifacts from the Wastes,” Thomas said. “They’re magical replicas of historical figures who had an outsized impact on Avalon. There were originally eight in total, though now only five remain. King Arthur was one of them.”

“Of course he was,” Morgana replied. “But…have I not had an outsized impact on Avalon?”

“Actually, you have,” Thomas agreed. “You had your forces searching the Wastes for the artifact because you saw it in your Scrying Eye. You thought it was a powerful item you could use to strengthen your grip on Avalon. You misread the signs.”

“What do you mean?”

“What you saw was an invitation to visit the Wastes yourself,” Thomas explained. “To be replicated and become a guardian of the source of all magic in the universe. Instead, your hunt for the artifact forced me to search for it to keep it from you, and in turn led directly to Turquine’s betrayal and our current situation.”

Morgana’s features tightened. “Are you saying this is all my fault? That my son’s death is the result of my own actions?”

“Pretty much,” Thomas replied.

Her eyes burned into his once more, but she didn’t offer any rebuttal. “So you’re saying the two spheres Turquine took, one purple, one red, are magical replicas of other Avalonian legends?”

“Exactly.”

Thomas thought he saw a flash of fear break through Morgana’s otherwise measured expression. “And who did he take?”

“A warrior named Sir Ironside. The Red Knight. A monster on the battlefield, and a tactical genius. And a wizard named Klingsor. He was⁠—”

Morgana emitted a barely audible gasp and went utterly still, her scales darkening several shades. “A necromancer,” she interrupted, the name emerging as barely more than a whisper. Her rigid facade broke completely as she realized for herself why Turquine took Mordred’s body. “Oh, no.”

A heavy silence fell over the flight deck as Morgana struggled to compose herself.

"If what you say is true," she said at last, her voice carefully controlled, "then the threat is even greater than I realized. Klingsor's knowledge of the dark arcane is unparalleled. If he succeeds in fully manifesting through Mordred's form..."

She didn't finish the thought, but she didn't need to. Everyone present understood the implications.

“Do you have a plan to locate Turquine before he can help Klingsor regain his full power?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Thomas replied. “We⁠—”

“Then what are you waiting for?” Morgana spat. “We have an agreement. I want you fulfilling your end of our agreement immediately.” Her gaze hardened as she fixed him with a penetrating stare. "Do not fail in this, Captain Drake. For once, our interests align perfectly. If Turquine and Klingsor succeed, there will be no Avalon left for either of us to rule or liberate. Now go.”

With that, she severed the connection. The display returned to the dragon crest, leaving the bridge in tense silence.

Morthox was the first to speak. “I’ll escort you back to your vessel," he said stiffly, though Thomas noted a subtle shift in his demeanor. The news about Mordred and Klingsor had clearly shaken him.

They exited the bridge and made their way back through the corridors toward the main hatch. As they walked, Thomas considered the agreement they'd reached. Not perfect, but as good as he'd hoped, given the circumstances.

"Captain Morthox," he said as they exited the shuttle’s flight deck and approached the hatch, "we'll need a secure way to contact Morgana when we have information about Turquine's location."

Morthox nodded. “I’ll provide encryption codes for direct communication with Malevolence. From there, I can relay messages directly to her."

"Thank you," Thomas replied, genuinely appreciative of the captain's professionalism despite his obvious dislike of the situation.

When they emerged from the ship, Thomas was relieved to see his crew still waiting safely, though the tensions in the hangar remained high. The Draconite guards continued to maintain their positions, watching Thomas's team with wary attention and ready rifles.

"We have new orders,” Morthox announced. “Captain Drake and his crew have been granted immunity and provided with secure communication protocols until further notice. You’re to stand down at once.”

Confusion rippled through the Draconite ranks, but their training held. Not one questioned the captain's declaration, though Thomas could see several exchanging glances that suggested they would have preferred different instructions. They all lowered their weapons, while remaining cautious of Thomas’ crew.

Morthox turned back to Thomas. “If you open a hailing channel once on board your ship, I’ll transmit the encryption codes that will allow you to establish direct communication with Malevolence."

"Thank you, Captain. I trust we can count on your assistance if we require it?"

"Those are my orders," Morthox replied stiffly. "Though I suggest you not test the limits of the Queen’s patience. Or mine.”

"Noted," Thomas said. He turned to his team. “It’s time to go. We have a lot of work ahead of us."

Thomas and his crew made their way toward Excalibur. One-by-one, they stepped through the teleportal. Thomas felt a wave of relief as he entered Excalibur's familiar corridors, the ship's presence a comforting constant in his mind.

They made their way to the flight deck, where Thomas and the regular crew took their positions at the neural interface pods. Bilbic watched in fascination as they settled in, the dark gel embracing them and establishing the connection that bound them to Excalibur and to each other.

Thomas's consciousness expanded as the neural link activated, the ship's systems becoming extensions of his own awareness. He could feel the others joining the link, each adding their minds to the collective. There was no need for Gareth, Aldrich, or Brennan to ask them what had happened. They could see every part of it through the neural link.

"Caerlyon Control, this is Excalibur requesting departure clearance," Thomas communicated through the ship's systems.

"Excalibur, this is Caerlyon Control," came the immediate response. "You are cleared for immediate departure."

"Acknowledged, Control. Excalibur out."

Thomas guided the ship smoothly out of the hangar, the massive doors parting to reveal the vastness of space beyond. As they emerged from the station, he extended Excalibur's sensors, taking in their surroundings.

Sure enough, Malevolence—the enormous dreadnought nearly matching Caerlyon's substantial bulk—hung in space not far from the station. Support vessels surrounded it like remoras attending a shark and creating a formidable display of Imperial might.

Thomas adjusted their course, plotting a trajectory that would take them past Malevolence at a respectful distance. Through the neural link, he sensed the unease of his crew, each of them acutely aware of the firepower arrayed against them. A single command from Morthox could unleash hell upon Excalibur, their agreement notwithstanding.

But no such command came. As they approached the Imperial fleet, Thomas noticed the dreadnought's weapon systems remained inactive, tracking them but not powering up.

“We’re being hailed, Captain,” Aldrich said over the flight deck comm. “It’s Malevolence.”

“Open the channel,” Thomas replied.

“Captain Drake.” A different Draconite appeared on screen, his scales a surprisingly bright yellow Thomas hadn’t known the dragonfolk possessed. “I’m Commander Thrush. I’ve been ordered by Captain Morthox to provide you with our encryption codes.” He didn’t look very happy with his assignment, but he carried it out without question.

“Greetings, Commander,” Thomas replied. “We’re ready to receive them.”

“Transmitting now.”

We have them, my boy, Merlin announced after a short pause.

“Codes received,” Thomas announced.

Thrush disconnected without another word.

“I don’t think he likes us very much,” Burl said, amusement rising over the interface.

“The feeling’s mutual,” Tryvane replied.

"Setting course to rendezvous with Arondight," Thomas announced. "Prepare for burst transition."

Through the neural link, Thomas could sense his crew processing all that had occurred. Relief at their escape mingled with concern over the path ahead. They had gained an important ally in their fight against Turquine, but at what cost?

“You made the right call," Gareth said, sensing his concern through the interface. “As much as I hate to say it, faced with Klingsor's return, we need Morgana's resources."

"I know," Thomas acknowledged. "But allying with her feels so wrong."

"Not an alliance," Lancelot corrected from where he stood on the flight deck. "A temporary alignment of interests. Once Turquine and the replicas are dealt with and Halvy is freed, we'll be enemies once more.”

“But we'll be stronger for it," Thomas agreed, drawing comfort from Arthur's essence. "Five years will give Avalyeth and any other liberated worlds time to prepare."

“Executing burst,” Brennan reported.

Reality compressed as Excalibur accelerated to burst speed. In that moment, Thomas felt a profound connection not just to his ship and crew, but to the legacy they were continuing.

Arthur's dream of a united Avalon, preserved despite a century of darkness.

Five years. It wasn't much time in the grand scheme of things, but it was a start. A foundation upon which they could build. And if anyone could make the most of such an opportunity, it was the beings who had already accomplished so much against impossible odds.

Thomas found himself filled with cautious hope. The road ahead was uncertain, fraught with danger from both Morgana and the threat of Turquine and Klingsor's return. But for the first time since Arthur's fall, the possibility of a truly free Avalon seemed within reach.

All they had to do was survive long enough to grasp it.


CHAPTER 32


Excalibur emerged from her wormhole a few hundred thousand kilometers out from Avalyeth’s orbit. Thomas once more expanded his awareness through the ship's systems, his senses amplified beyond human limits, the increased processing speed of the core noticeable with the addition of Bilbic to the flight crew.

It had come as both a total surprise, and in a way no surprise, to Thomas that Excalibur had readily accepted the Goblin, his merge with the systems as smooth as any he had encountered. Seeing the Fae’s memories had brought him a healthy dose of sorrow mixed with increased determination. Many who lived on Caerlyon had it rough, fighting for a measure of survival every day while doing what they could to remain invisible to the Draconite guards. Goblins had it even worse. Looked down upon by not only Draconite but many of the other station inhabitants as well, both because of their small stature and generally unappealing looks, they were often ridiculed and attacked at worst, struggling to find work and to feed their families at best.

Bilbic wasn’t a pilot and had no martial training and no particular skills to be considered knightly. But he had a sharp, open mind, a strong spirit, and a desire to improve Avalon unlike any Thomas had yet encountered.

And for Excalibur, that was enough.

"The Draconite are gone," Gareth was the first to observe through the neural interface, his surprise mingling with Thomas' own. "All of them."

"I'm not detecting any of their ships in standard orbit," Brennan confirmed, his consciousness spread through Excalibur's sensor arrays. “Only Druid vessels and merchants. It looks like Morgana actually kept her word."

Thomas felt a flicker of skepticism ripple through the interface from Tivan. "For now, at least," the twin said. "She'll be keeping her distance until Turquine is dealt with, then we'll see how long her promises hold."

"Five years is five years," Thomas replied, projecting confidence through the interface even as his own doubts lurked beneath the surface. "That's what we agreed upon. Time we desperately need."

Arthur's essence stirred within him, warm and reassuring. It had been growing stronger since their encounter with Turquine on Caerlyon, as if responding to the increasing threats they faced. Thomas welcomed the sensation, drawing on its steady presence.

“Brennan, take us down," he ordered. "Tryvane, contact Primaltree Control and request landing clearance."

Through the link, he sensed the ship’s vector shift as Brennan guided them smoothly toward orbit and into the atmosphere. Tryvane extended his consciousness toward the communications systems. "Control, this is Excalibur requesting landing clearance on Primaltree.”

The response came quickly, a female voice that sounded both surprised and relieved. "Excalibur, this is Control. You are cleared for immediate landing. High Elder Ossara has been eagerly awaiting your return. She’s asked that we respectfully request your presence at the council hollow as soon as possible. Welcome back."

“Copy that, Control,” Tryvane said, picking up on Thomas’ acquiescence to the request through the interface. “We’ll meet with High Elder Ossara as soon as possible.”

Brennan guided the ship through the upper atmosphere, brilliant heat flaring briefly around their shields before they descended into the tranquil blue skies of Avalyeth. Below them, the massive trees stretched toward the heavens. Primaltree dominated the central region, its grove easily twice that of any other on the planet.

As they approached the landing platform on Primaltree's crown, Thomas noted a small welcoming party already gathered. Without the ship's enhanced visuals, they would have appeared as tiny specks from this height, but Excalibur's sensors allowed him to identify Elder Sylana among them, her silver hair glinting in the midday sun.

“Looks like they've sent out the welcome committee,” Burl observed.

Brennan eased the ship to a hover over the massive wooden platform. As the engines powered down and the teleportal deployed to the landing pad, Thomas disengaged from the command pod, the gel receding from him as he stood, the others climbing out of their respective pods as well.

“Gareth, Lancelot, you're with me," he said. “Kael, I imagine you want to go home to see your parents and check on Thyreon.”

“I do,” Kaelithan agreed.

“The rest of you, take some time to rest. It's been a long few days.”

Tivan and Garant exchanged a quick glance before Tivan spoke. "If you don't mind, Kael, we'd like to accompany you.”

“Me, too,” Burl said. “Your parent’s servants are the best cooks.”

Kaelithan smiled. “Any of you who’d like to join me are welcome in my home. I’m sure my parents won’t mind.”

“Even me?” Bilbic asked, jumping down from his pod.

“Of course,” Kaelithan replied, drawing a huge grin from the Goblin. “It still feels strange that we can walk through Primaltree without disguise or fear of arrest."

"Enjoy it," Thomas encouraged him. "You've earned that peace of mind. We all have.”

As the crew dispersed to ready themselves for the visit, Thomas made his way to the teleportal with Gareth, Lancelot, and Merlin's humanoid GOLEM.

"Quite the reception party outside," Merlin observed as they approached. "The Druids seem eager to speak with you, my boy.”

"Let's not disappoint them, then," Thomas replied. “Are you coming with us?”

“If you’d like, but I would prefer to continue my research into Klingsor and the Red Knight. I hope to find clues that would help us against them. After all, those who don’t learn from history are bound to repeat it.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Thomas agreed. “Very well. I’ll fill you in on everything later.”

“Good luck, my boy.”

The midday sunlight was warm against Thomas’ skin as he, Gareth, and Lancelot stepped through the teleportal and onto the wooden platform. Carrying the subtle botanical scents that permeated Avalyeth's atmosphere, the air felt cleaner somehow, as if the absence of Draconite oppression had physically purified it. Perhaps it was just his imagination, colored by the knowledge of what they had accomplished.

Elder Sylana stepped forward from the small group of council members, her formal robe flowing around her as she moved.

"Captain Drake," she greeted him, extending both hands in a traditional Druid welcome. “I”m so happy you’ve returned. The High Elder asked me to meet you here and escort you to the hollow.”

Thomas briefly clasped her hands, noting the strength in her grip despite her apparent age. “I’ve noticed Avalyeth is already changing without the Draconite around.”

“A freedom that you helped secure," she acknowledged, her eyes warm with gratitude. “I only wish Grenyth had lived to see this day.”

“Me, too,” Thomas said, a wave of sorrow coursing through him.

She turned to acknowledge Gareth and Lancelot, offering each a formal bow. "Sir Lancelot, and you are?”

“Gareth,” he answered. “Grandson of Sir Gareth of Arthur’s Avalonian Knights.”

“I’m honored by your presence.”

"The honor is ours, Elder Sylana,” Lancelot replied with perfect diplomatic grace.

Sylana gestured toward the nearby elevator platform. "If you'll accompany us to the council hollow, I’ll take you to the High Elder.”

Thomas nodded, greeting the handful of other council members before falling into step beside her.

"How has the transition been,” he asked quietly as they boarded the elevator. “Now that Trilthan is gone?”

Sylana’s expression grew more serious. "Challenging, but smoother than I anticipated. Especially when the remaining Draconite ships departed.” She glanced at him. “I suppose you had something to do with that?”

“There’s more to the story, but the end result is that we've secured a five-year amnesty for Avalyeth."

Several of the council members exchanged surprised glances.

"That explains their hasty withdrawal,” Sylana replied.

“What about the Draconite you took prisoner?” Thomas asked.

“We released them all to return to their ships shortly after the new council was formed,” she replied. “Unlike them, we aren’t monsters.”

The platform began its descent, carrying them down through the massive tree. Thomas watched the levels slide past, noting the increased activity compared to his previous visit. Druids moved with purpose through the various chambers and corridors, many engaged in what appeared to be preparations of some kind.

"Everyone seems busy," he observed.

“We didn’t know how much time we would have to prepare our defenses,” Sylana replied, her voice low enough that only he could hear. “We can slow down and consider our plans in more detail, but five years is both generous and dangerously brief. We have much to accomplish in that time."

The elevator slowed as it approached the council hollow level. When the platform came to a stop, Sylana led them through corridors that Thomas recognized from his previous visit. Unlike before, there were no Draconite guards at the checkpoints, only Druid sentries who nodded respectfully as they passed.

Entering the council chamber, Thomas was surprised to see all of the remaining and hastily repaired damage from the battle with Trilthan had already been repaired. New stained glass panels filled the previously shattered windows, their designs subtly different from the originals—perhaps reflecting the changing political landscape.

They were led from the main chamber to a smaller, more private room off a side corridor. Sylana knocked lightly on it, the High Elder’s voice returning through the wood. “Enter.”

Sylana opened the door and guided them inside. Ossara stood from her seat behind an ornate desk, already smiling widely when they entered the room. “Captain Drake, Sir Lancelot, and Gareth, is it?”

“How did you know?” Gareth replied, surprised.

“I see your grandfather in your features,” she replied. “I didn’t know him personally, but my father did. We have images of them together.”

“High Elder, it’s good to see you again,” Thomas said.

“Better for me to see you,” she replied, taking both his hands in greeting before releasing them. "Please, be seated," she invited, gesturing to the comfortable chairs arranged before her desk. Once everyone was settled, she dismissed Sylana with a gentle nod. "Thank you for your escort. I'll summon you when we've concluded our discussion."

“Of course, High Elder,” Sylana replied with a smile before backing out of the room and closing the door gently behind her.

“Now, Captain Drake, I’m eager to hear how you convinced the Draconite to abandon Avalyeth.”

Thomas exchanged glances with Lancelot and Gareth before responding. "It's a complex story, but the short version is that Morgana faces a threat that concerns her more than Avalyeth's independence right now."

"Turquine," Ossara surmised, her expression darkening.

"Yes," Thomas confirmed. "But the situation has become significantly more dangerous for all of us.” He proceeded to explain about Caerlyon, their encounter with Mordred, and the subsequent discovery of Turquine's attack and Mordred's apparent death. He described the magical replicas from the Wastes, particularly Klingsor and the Red Knight, and their likely connection to Mordred's disappearance.

As he spoke, Ossara's expression grew increasingly grave. By the time he finished explaining the terms of their agreement with Morgana, her hands were tightly clasped on the desk before her.

"So you're saying that in exchange for five years of independence for Avalyeth and any other worlds you liberate, you've agreed to help Morgana hunt down Turquine and these...replicas?" she summarized.

"That's correct," Thomas confirmed. "It's an alliance of necessity. Turquine, enhanced by the nanites and guided by both Klingsor and the Red Knight, represents a threat. Klingsor, if he has his way, could become an even greater threat if he manages to transfer his essence to Mordred’s body.”

Ossara was silent for a moment, processing the information. "And you believe Morgana will honor this agreement once Turquine is defeated?"

"For the five years, yes," Thomas replied, Arthur's essence giving him confidence in his assessment. "She's many things, but not an oath-breaker. She'll keep her word, at least to the letter of our agreement. After those five years expire..." He shook his head. “That's why I'm here. You need to know exactly what you're facing so you can prepare."

"Five years to build a defense capable of standing against the Draconite fleet," Ossara mused, her eyes distant as she calculated. "It's not impossible, but it will require extraordinary effort."

"You won't be alone," Gareth interjected. "The resistance has ships, resources, and training we can provide. And any other worlds Thomas liberates during this period will face the same deadline. Natural allies."

Ossara nodded thoughtfully. "A coalition of free worlds. It's an intriguing possibility. One that would have seemed impossible just days ago." She refocused on Thomas. "These other worlds you plan to liberate, do you have specific targets in mind?"

"Several," Thomas confirmed. "But we'll need to coordinate carefully. Each liberation needs to be sustainable—worlds that can defend themselves once the amnesty expires. This includes space stations as well, since we managed to incorporate them in the agreement."

"Space stations?" Ossara raised an eyebrow. "Like Caerlyon?"

"Exactly like Caerlyon," Thomas replied with a slight smile. "Which would be a significant strategic asset if we can secure it. It's a major transportation hub and trade center."

"Bold," Ossara commented, a hint of admiration in her voice. "But potentially worth the risk." She leaned forward, her expression serious once more. "Captain Drake, I need to be absolutely clear about something. These five years—they're a reprieve, not a permanent solution. When the amnesty expires, Morgana will come for us with everything she has."

"I know," Thomas acknowledged. "That's why we need to make every moment count. Building defenses, forging alliances, preparing for what comes after. The resistance has been fighting the Draconite for decades, but never with the breathing room this agreement provides."

Lancelot, who had remained silent until now, spoke up. "High Elder, if I may—this isn’t just about preparing for war. It's about demonstrating that Avalyeth and other free worlds can thrive without Draconite control. Success is your most powerful weapon."

Ossara considered this, then nodded slowly. "You're right, Sir Lancelot. If we can show that independence brings prosperity rather than chaos, we might convince some of these worlds to liberate themselves.” She turned back to Thomas. "This resistance you mentioned, can they be trusted? Are they equipped to provide meaningful assistance?"

"Absolutely," Thomas confirmed without hesitation, gesturing toward Gareth. "Gareth is their original commander. He passed over control to his cousin Lestain when he joined Excalibur’s crew. As you noted, he’s a direct descendant of one of Arthur's original knights. They have ships, weapons, and most importantly, the knowledge of how to fight the Draconite."

"And you suggest bringing them here, to Avalyeth?" Ossara asked, studying Gareth with renewed interest.

"With your permission," Gareth replied respectfully. “Events have led to the loss of our last base of operations, leaving us hiding among the stars. But Avalyeth would provide a more sustainable base. We could begin training together and sharing resources, the first of many alliances to come.”

Ossara fell silent, contemplating this proposal. "Very well," she finally decided. "Avalyeth will welcome your people.” She paused, fixing Gareth with an intent gaze. "I'm glad to meet you now, so we can begin establishing the framework for this cooperation immediately."

"I appreciate your trust, High Elder," Gareth replied with a respectful inclination of his head. "My people are resourceful and disciplined. We'll work to ensure this arrangement benefits our shared cause. I’ll certainly rest easier for the next five years, knowing my people, including my wife and son, will be safe here on Avalyeth."

"Of course. Tomorrow morning, we should meet with the full council," Ossara suggested. "That will give me time to brief them on our discussion today." She rose from her chair, signaling the formal end of their meeting. "In the meantime, Captain Drake, I'd like to extend Avalyeth's hospitality. Quarters have been prepared for you and your crew in the diplomatic wing."

Thomas stood as well, offering a respectful nod. "Thank you, High Elder, but if it's all the same to you, I think we'll stay aboard Excalibur. My crew is more comfortable there."

"As you wish," Ossara conceded with a gracious inclination of her head. "Then I'll expect you tomorrow morning for the council meeting."

With final farewells exchanged, Thomas, Gareth, and Lancelot were escorted back to the elevator platform. As they began their ascent toward Primaltree's crown, Thomas felt a momentary lightness in his chest. Their victory here represented something tangible—proof that Morgana's grip on Avalon could be broken, though it would be no simple task.

"She seems capable," Lancelot observed quietly, referring to Ossara. "Pragmatic, but principled."

"Avalyeth is fortunate to have such leadership," Gareth agreed. "Particularly given the challenges ahead."

Thomas nodded absently, his thoughts already turning to the next steps at hand. “We need to contact Lestain as soon as we get back to the ship so we can get them here, out of harm’s way.”

“I can’t begin to tell you how excited I am that we can give Anise and our son a permanent home,” Gareth said. “At least for the next five years.”

“Not to kill the mood,” Lancelot said. “But none of those years apply if we fail to stop Turquine. Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves.”

“Yes, you’re right,” Gareth replied, his face falling somewhat. “Still, living among the Druids beats living on a starship.”

The platform completed its journey, delivering them once more to Primaltree's crown where Excalibur waited, gleaming in the afternoon sunlight. They crossed the wooden expanse and re-entered the ship through the teleportal, the familiar environment of Excalibur washing over Thomas like a wave of relief.

Merlin was waiting for them, his GOLEM standing near the command deck entrance. "How did your meeting go?" he inquired as they approached.

"Productive," Thomas replied. "Ossara has agreed to host the resistance here. She and Gareth have already started discussing the initial framework for cooperation."

"Excellent," Merlin commented. "A secure planetary base will significantly enhance operational capabilities."

"Speaking of which,” Thomas continued, "I need to send a message to Lestain. Gareth, would you like to join me for the call?"

"Of course," Gareth replied. "He'll want to hear the details directly from both of us."

Thomas and Gareth returned to the flight deck and entered their pods. Once the interface was established, Gareth prepared and sent the encrypted message, telling Lestain to bring the resistance to Avalyeth. "This is really happening," he said quietly, once they’d exited their interface pods. "After all these years of hiding, of merely surviving...we're building something that could actually challenge Morgana."

Thomas nodded, feeling the weight of responsibility settle over him. “Get some rest, Gareth. Tomorrow will be a busy day."

Once Gareth departed, Thomas remained on the flight deck for several minutes, contemplating the enormity of what they were undertaking. So many people—not just his crew, but entire worlds were now looking to him for leadership in their fight for independence. It was a daunting thought, but he had no doubts that he and his crew, along with Lancelot, were up to the task.

He finally rose and made his way through Excalibur’s corridors to his quarters. With the crew in their quarters as well, the ship was unusually silent. Needing time to process everything that had happened in the past few days, Thomas found himself grateful for the solitude, his quarters a familiar comfort. He shed his jacket and boots, then settled onto the edge of the bed, suddenly aware of how exhausted he truly was.

"Arthur," he murmured. "I could use some of your wisdom right about now."

He felt the essence stir, warm and reassuring, but no clear response came. Of course not—it wasn't actually Arthur residing within him, but an imprint left behind when he drank from the Grail. "We're trying to build something here," Thomas continued anyway, finding comfort in articulating his thoughts. "A coalition of free worlds—your dream reborn. But I don't know if five years is enough time. I don’t know if we can even get that far. Turquine is a major threat. Klingsor, probably even worse. And who am I to be caught up in this? Most of the time, I still can’t believe that I’m really here in Avalon.”

He paused, trying to make sense of everything that had happened to him since he’d heard that woman scream in that Alley back on Earth. “I feel like whatever I do, Avalon will suffer more darkness. Maybe more than it can handle. Whether it’s Turquine or Morgana, so many are going to die.” He put his head into his hands. “I don’t want to be responsible for so much bloodshed, and I don’t know if I’m strong enough to do whatever needs to be done. I don’t know why Excalibur picked me. I’m only one man and a faulty one at that.”

The essence pulsed within him, a sensation not unlike a reassuring hand on his shoulder. Thomas smiled faintly, drawing strength from its quiet presence.

"I suppose you faced similar doubts," he mused, stretching out on the bed and staring at the overhead. "Building Camelot, uniting Avalon, all while knowing threats loom on the horizon. How did you find the courage to continue?"

The essence warmed again, and Thomas imagined he could almost hear an answer: One day at a time. One victory at a time.

He closed his eyes, allowing his exhaustion to finally claim him.


CHAPTER 33


The dreamscape—not the chaotic jumble of most dreams, but a coherent, structured environment that felt almost real—gradually formed around Thomas. He stood in a chamber he didn't recognize, its walls constructed of pale stone veined with blue crystal. High windows allowed sunlight to stream across a round table that dominated the center of the room.

And there, seated at the table, was a figure Thomas instantly recognized.

Arthur.

Not the echo of essence that resided within Thomas, but Arthur himself—or at least, a manifestation that his half-asleep subconscious somehow materialized. The High King appeared younger than Thomas had expected. He was perhaps in his early forties, with dark hair just beginning to gray at the temples. Weathered more by experience than age, his lined face spoke of both laughter and sorrow. He wore simple clothing—a plain tunic of deep crimson over dark trousers—rather than kingly raiment.

He smiled as Thomas approached. "Sit, Thomas Drake,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from him. “We have much to discuss, and dreams offer only limited time."

Thomas complied, studying the king's face with undisguised fascination. "This isn't just a dream, is it?"

Arthur's smile deepened, crinkling the corners of his eyes. "Yes and no. Your mind shapes the form, but the essence I left behind allows a certain...communication that would otherwise be impossible."

"Your essence," Thomas repeated. "The part of you I carry."

“Not part,” Arthur replied. “All of what I was at the time the replica was made. This version of me was never intended to be shattered, but it is as fate decrees. It is for a reason.” He leaned forward, his eyes—a striking blue that radiated both kindness and authority—fixing on Thomas. “And that reason is you.”

"I know you feel I deserve it,” Thomas replied. “That I’m worthy. I’m doing my best, but what if it’s not good enough?”

“Then that will be through no fault of yours,” Arthur answered. “All any of us can do is our best. Being a hero doesn’t come from your accomplishments, it comes from the attempts. What you try to do, not necessarily what you succeed in doing.” Arthur studied him for a moment, his expression thoughtful. "Do you think my efforts to unite Avalon were free of difficult choices that left me questioning my path?" He shook his head slightly. "Leadership isn't about avoiding such choices—it's about making them with wisdom and foresight."

"Unlike you, I'm not a born leader," Thomas objected. "I'm just...I was a bicycle courier who stumbled into something bigger than himself."

Arthur laughed then, the sound surprisingly warm and genuine. "As was I, in my own way. I wasn’t born knowing I would one day unite Avalon. History remembers the king, not the uncertain young man who preceded him." He regarded Thomas with sympathy. "You carry a burden you never asked for, yet you bear it with remarkable grace."

"I don't feel particularly graceful," Thomas confessed, chuckling. "Most days I'm just trying to keep everyone alive while fumbling toward whatever comes next."

"That," Arthur said with surprising emphasis, "is precisely what makes you worthy of the burden." He gestured expansively, indicating the chamber around them. "This place—Camelot's heart—wasn't built by a man who always knew the right path. It was built by someone who questioned, who doubted, who sometimes failed... but who never stopped trying to do better."

Thomas absorbed these words, finding unexpected comfort in them. "You really think I'm on the right path?"

"I think you're forging your own path," Arthur corrected. "As you should. Avalon doesn't need another Arthur—it needs Thomas Drake, the Daeardrayke, with his unique strengths and perspectives."

The dream-chamber shimmered slightly, the walls becoming momentarily translucent before solidifying again.

"Our time grows short," Arthur observed. "Dreams can only sustain this level of communication for a brief period of time."

"Wait," Thomas said urgently, suddenly afraid of losing this connection. "I still have so many questions. How do I find Turquine? How do I prepare these worlds for what comes after the amnesty expires? How do I⁠—"

Arthur raised a hand, halting the flood of questions. "The answers to those questions lie within you already, Thomas. My essence can guide, but the decisions must be yours." His expression softened. "You may not believe it, but you would make a fine king."

Thomas recoiled, his eyes widening. "I don't want to be a king."

Arthur's laugh returned, gentle but genuinely amused. "And that, perhaps more than anything else, is why you would be a good one.” His expression grew more serious. "I never wanted to be king either. I simply wanted to help build something better than what came before."

The chamber was definitely fading now, the solid walls becoming increasingly transparent as the dream began to dissolve.

"Remember, Thomas," Arthur said, his voice beginning to echo as if coming from a great distance, "the essence I left behind is just a guide. The true strength, the true wisdom—that comes from within you. Trust yourself as I have come to trust you."

Thomas reached out, trying to maintain the connection, but Arthur and the chamber were already dissolving into mist.

"One day at a time," Arthur's voice echoed. "One victory at a time."

Thomas jolted awake, gasping as if he'd been underwater for too long a time. Realizing it was morning already, he sat up slowly, the dream—more memory than dream, really—still vivid in his mind.

A soft chime at his door interrupted his thoughts. "Enter," he called, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed.

The door slid open to reveal Gareth, dressed in more formal clothing. "Captain," he greeted, "Merlin asked me to remind you about the meeting with the council. We're expected at the council hollow in one hour."

Thomas nodded, running a hand through his hair. "Thank you, Gareth. I'll be ready."

With a respectful nod, Gareth departed, once more leaving Thomas alone with his thoughts.

He rose and moved toward his wardrobe. Passing a mirror, he paused to study his reflection. His wasn’t a kingly face, he resolutely decided, rejecting that particular aspect of his conversation with Arthur. But he noted the changes in himself since his first encounter with Excalibur. Like Arthur, he looked older and more weathered by experience. His eyes held a depth that hadn't been there before. To him, it was physical evidence of his determination and purpose. He looked like a leader, or at least a man trying to be someone who could help forge a path forward for not just himself, but for all those who sought freedom from tyranny.

With renewed focus and bolstered confidence in himself, Thomas prepared for the day ahead. There were allies to coordinate, strategies to develop, and so much more to be done.

With each passing day, each small victory, they would move closer to Arthur's dream—a reborn Avalon, united, free from tyranny, where all species could thrive in harmony. Thomas didn't know if he would live to see that dream fully realized, but he was certain of one thing; he would dedicate all of his ability to bringing it closer to reality.

For Avalyeth. For Excalibur's crew. For all those who dreamed of freedom throughout Avalon.

One day at a time. One victory at a time.


CHAPTER 34


Morgana stood motionless at the window of her royal bedchamber, watching the golden light of dawn spill across the capital. The city of Hreth awakened gradually, its terraced structures coming alive as shadows receded from the mountain slopes. Under normal circumstances, she would have appreciated the vista—the intricate harmony of her Empire's crown jewel, every building and transit line an extension of her will.

But today, the beauty brought no comfort.

The communication terminal on her desk pinged softly. She ignored it. Whatever crisis demanded her attention could wait. Everything could wait.

Mordred was dead.

The words echoed through her mind like poisoned daggers. Each repetition reopened the wound. Her son—her beautiful, silver-scaled creation—was gone. Worse, his corpse had been claimed by Turquine for some unspeakable purpose.

Klingsor.

The ancient necromancer's name sent a chill through her scales. She had studied enough history to understand what Turquine intended. Her son would become a vessel for one of the most dangerous beings ever to walk the planets of Avalon. His body—crafted with such exquisite care from Arthur's genetic material and her own—would house the consciousness of a monster.

Another ping from the terminal. Again, she ignored it.

"Do they think I care about their petty problems right now?" she whispered, her voice cracking with strain.

A wave of fury crashed through her. With a snarl, she spun from the window and seized a crystal decanter from a nearby table. The vessel shattered against the wall, spattering expensive liquor across the elegantly paneled surface.

The destruction felt good. Too good to stop at one item.

She swept her arm across a shelf of prized artifacts from a hundred conquered worlds, sending them cascading to the floor in a symphony of carnage. A ceremonial dagger from the Sidhe world of Falias impaled itself in the plush carpet. The golden cup of Tarna, presented to her by that world's last ruler before his execution, rolled beneath her bed.

Her breathing came in harsh gasps as her claws found more targets. Display cases shattered. Antique furniture splintered. She tore tapestries depicting her victories from walls.

When she finally paused, her chambers resembled a battlefield. Shards of crystal glittered like fallen stars across the carpet. Centuries-old artifacts lay broken beyond repair. The air smelled of spilled perfume and liquor.

Morgana stared at her trembling hands. Her violence had changed nothing. Her son remained dead, and she felt hollow. Empty but for the pain of her loss.

Her gaze drifted to the ornate mirror on the far wall. Behind it lay her most valuable resource, the gift from Nimue she’d preserved through the years.

“I need to know the truth,” she whispered, going to it, her claws scraping lightly against the frame.

The mirror hummed softly as its sensors recognized her genetic signature. The glass rippled like water disturbed by a stone, creating concentric patterns that spiraled outward from the center. The surface parted, revealing the sanctum of divination hidden behind it.

Morgana stepped through into the circular chamber. Ancient texts, grimoires and forbidden knowledge collected over a century of rule lined the walls. At the center stood the black stone pedestal supporting the Scrying Eye—a sphere of dark crystal that contained limitless possibilities.

Despite her grief, she approached it with reverence. Like all magical forms of divination, the Eye could be chaotic. There was never a guarantee what it showed would provide answers or clarity. Just as it had led her to believe she was supposed to capture the artifact, rather than travel to it.

If she had interpreted what the Eye tried to show her correctly, her son would still be alive.

Morgana placed her hands on either side of the sphere, not touching the crystal itself. She closed her eyes, centering herself. The rage and grief remained, but she channeled them, focusing her will into a narrow beam of intention.

"Show me Mordred," she commanded, pouring her essence into the request.

The crystal remained dark for long moments, resisting her will. Then, slowly, a faint glow began to illuminate its core. The light was different than usual—not the cold, alien quality she had grown accustomed to, but something darker. More infinite. It resembled the endless void between stars, a darkness so profound it became a presence unto itself.

Morgana leaned closer, straining to see something, anything, within that abyssal glow. The darkness remained impenetrable, offering no vision, no comfort, no closure.

"Show me my son!" she demanded, her voice rising. "Show me Mordred!"

The darkness within the sphere pulsed once, like a heartbeat, but revealed nothing.

"No," she whispered, understanding dawning with sickening clarity. If the Eye revealed nothing of Mordred, then nothing of him remained to be shown.

The realization shattered her remaining composure. A keening wail escaped her throat in a sound no Draconite was meant to make, a mother's grief transcending species. Her knees buckled, and she dropped to the cold stone floor, her forehead pressing against the pedestal as sobs wracked her body.

Time lost meaning as she surrendered to her anguish. Morgana—Queen of the Draconite Empire, conqueror of hundreds of worlds, the being who had brought Arthur's vision of Avalon crashing down—knelt broken in the darkness, mourning a son she had never truly known. A son she had kept apart from her, fearing he would somehow diminish her as a ruler.

She had been so wrong.

Eventually, the tears subsided, and she raised her head, her scales glistening with the moisture of her tears glinting in the light of the Scrying Eye. Her vertical pupils narrowed on it. "Show me Turquine," she commanded, her voice hoarse but steady. "Show me my son's murderer."

The darkness within the crystal dispersed, replaced by swirling patterns of light. Images began to form, indistinct at first, then gaining clarity. Morgana saw an industrial workshop, dirty and cluttered. Figures moved within the vision, and she leaned closer, her breath catching as she recognized Turquine's massive, scarified form.

The scene played out before her of Turquine confronting an ogre merchant, dismantling some ancient device, preparing to depart. Then, unexpectedly, Mordred appeared to challenge him. Her son looked magnificent, silver scales gleaming as he drew his sword.

"No," she whispered, claws digging into her palms as she watched the duel unfold. "No, no, no..."

Mordred fought well, better than she had expected. For a time, it seemed he might prevail. His magical attacks visibly hurt Turquine, slowing the traitor's accelerated regeneration. But then something changed. Turquine's tactics shifted, incorporating knowledge that couldn't possibly be his own.

Klingsor.

She watched in horror as Turquine's blade slashed through her son's torso, delivering a mortal wound that not even Mordred's nanites could repair. She saw the light fade from her son's eyes as he collapsed to his knees. Heard his final defiance. Witnessed Turquine impale him completely, lifting his body from the floor like a trophy before letting it slide back down off his sword.

When Turquine dragged Mordred's corpse away, disappearing into a maintenance tunnel, Morgana released her focus on the Eye. The image faded, returning to swirling patterns of light.

"He's truly gone," she murmured, the confirmation both devastating and clarifying. No more illusions. No more hope that Thomas Drake had somehow been mistaken.

She straightened, composure returning through force of will. Grief remained, but now purpose accompanied it. Vengeance. Destruction. The annihilation of Turquine and everything he sought to build.

"Show me the future," she demanded of the Eye. "Show me how this ends."

The crystal resisted, its light flickering erratically. The Eye rarely revealed clear futures. Too many possibilities existed, too many paths branching from each moment. Morgana poured more of her magic into the command, forcing her will upon the ancient artifact.

"Show me!" she hissed, channeling magic through her scales until they glowed with internal fire. "Show me the path to victory!"

The light within the sphere stabilized, then fractured into multiple threads. Each thread contained a possible future, and Morgana struggled to follow them all simultaneously.

In one thread, she saw herself seated upon a greater throne, Turquine's head mounted on a spike beside her, the Draconite Empire expanded to twice its current size. Worlds burned. Species were extinguished. Order reigned supreme.

In another, Turquine stood triumphant atop a mountain of corpses, his evolved form twisted further by Klingsor's influence. Behind him spread a landscape of the dead—animated corpses shuffling through the ruins of Hreth. Morgana's own body, broken and displayed like a trophy, adorned his throne.

In a third, Thomas Drake led a coalition of free worlds against both her Draconite and Turquine's forces. Excalibur blazed through the darkness of space, trailing a fleet of liberated vessels behind it. Arthur's essence shone from the human's eyes as he cut through her personal guard to reach her chambers.

The threads multiplied, showing countless variations on these themes. In some, she prevailed. In others, Turquine ruled. In still others, Thomas Drake restored Arthur's vision of Avalon. The possibilities were endless. Contradictory. Maddening.

"Enough!" Morgana snarled, tearing her hands away from the Eye. "Show me the true path! Show me how to avenge my son!"

But the Eye continued its display of contradictory futures, offering no clear guidance. It showed what might be, not what would be. The artifact's limitations had never frustrated her more deeply than in this moment.

Rage overwhelmed her. With a cry of pure fury, Morgana seized the Scrying Eye from its pedestal and hurled it against the stone wall. The crystal shattered with a sound not unlike that of a dying star. Fragments exploding outward in a constellation of broken possibilities. Each shard contained a different future, each now inaccessible. Unknown.

She stood amid the destruction, breathing heavily, watching as the magical energy contained within the Eye dissipated in wisps of spectral light. The artifact was centuries old, irreplaceable. One of the most valuable tools in her arsenal against magic itself.

And she had destroyed it in a moment of blind rage.

The realization should have horrified her. Instead, she felt oddly liberated. No more conflicting visions. No more partial truths. She would forge her own future now, one unstained by the fickle guidance of magical artifacts.

Morgana turned and strode from the chamber, the mirror sealing seamlessly behind her. She crossed her devastated bedchamber without a glance at the destruction and activated the communication terminal on her desk.

"General Strix," she commanded, her voice perfectly steady.

Moments later, the holographic display materialized, showing the general's scaled face. He appeared surprised to see her—unusual, as Strix rarely revealed any emotion.

"Your Majesty," he began, inclining his head. "I've been attempting to reach you. The situation⁠—"

"Increase military production," she interrupted, her tone leaving no room for questions. "Tenfold."

Strix's vertical pupils contracted sharply. "Your Majesty?"

"Every shipyard in the Empire is to operate at maximum capacity. Twenty-four hours a day. Triple shifts. I want a thousand new warships within the year.”

"A thousand?" Strix's composure slipped further. "Your Majesty, that's not possible. Even if we redirected all resources from civilian infrastructure, we couldn't⁠—"

"Make it possible," Morgana cut him off. "And institute general conscription throughout Draconia. Every able-bodied Draconite is to be assessed for military service."

Strix hesitated, scales shifting with obvious discomfort. "Your Majesty, with respect, we've never needed general conscription. Our enlisted forces have always been sufficient for⁠—"

"They are no longer sufficient," Morgana stated flatly. "I require an army. A vast army. Every Draconite who can hold a weapon will be trained to use it."

"But, Your Majesty," Strix persisted, his tone careful but firm, "even with universal conscription, we couldn't possibly staff a thousand additional warships. The Draconite population simply isn't large enough. We would need to utilize other species, and their loyalty would be questionable at best."

"Then we'll find another way. I don't care how it's accomplished. I want those ships and I want them crewed."

“Your Majesty, I understand your⁠—”

“You understand nothing!” Morgana shouted, her patience lost in the face of her anger. “Are you refusing a direct order, General?"

Strix's expression hardened. “Your Majesty, orders and commands cannot make the impossible possible."

"Can't they?" Morgana's voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. "Perhaps I need a new General of the Imperial Forces. One who understands that 'impossible' is merely a word used by the weak to excuse failure."

To his credit, Strix didn't flinch. "If Your Majesty wishes to replace me, that is your prerogative. However, my successor will face the same limitations. Physics and demographics do not yield to royal decree."

The truth of his words only inflamed her fury. Morgana slammed her fist against the desk, cracking its polished surface.

"Get out of my sight," she hissed.

"Your Majesty⁠—"

Morgana terminated the connection with a violent swipe of her hand, the hologram dissolving into nothingness. For long moments, she stood there, trembling with rage, digging her claws into her desk.

Then, abruptly, she collapsed into her chair, the fury draining away to leave only exhaustion in its wake. Tears returned, streaming down her scaled face as the full weight of her situation crashed upon her.

Mordred was dead. Turquine had betrayed her. The Scrying Eye was destroyed. Even her most loyal general refused to implement the extreme measures she demanded. For the first time in her century-long reign, Morgana felt truly vulnerable.

Powerless.

The sobs came again, uncontrollable, racking her body until she could barely breathe. She cried for her son. For her failures. For the Empire that suddenly seemed to be slipping like sand through her claws.

When the tears finally subsided, something had changed within her. The grief remained, a hollow ache that might never heal. But the hopeless despair had transformed into something colder. More focused.

Morgana sat perfectly still, scales drying as her breathing steadied. Her mind—always her greatest weapon—began to work with terrible clarity.

Strix was right about the constraints of physics and demographics. She couldn't conjure warships from nothing or create Draconite warriors where none existed. But there were other paths to power. Other resources to exploit.

She would find a way.

But for now, in this brief moment of solitude, she allowed herself one final thought of Mordred—not as the warrior who had failed her, but as the child she had created from Arthur's legacy and her own. The being who represented her one attempt at something approaching love.

"Goodbye, my son," she whispered, the words barely audible even in the silent chamber. "I will not fail again."

With that final farewell, Morgana buried her grief beneath layers of cold determination. The old Queen was dead. Long live the Queen.

And may the galaxy tremble before her wrath.
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