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CHAPTER 1


Pain was the first thing that greeted Lancelot.

A deep, bone-cracking ache pulsed through his body in waves, as though every cell remembered the vacuum of space and protested being pulled back from death's threshold. His lungs burned with each shallow breath and his skin felt raw, stretched too tight across his frame. He kept his eyes closed, sorting through the sensations that bombarded him, cataloging his injuries with the experienced detachment of a warrior who had survived plenty of battles.

Broken ribs. Perhaps three. Torn muscles. Ruptured blood vessels beneath the skin. Damage to his inner ear from decompression. His left arm wouldn't move when he tried. A dislocated shoulder. Nothing fatal, but enough that he wouldn’t be fighting for some time.

It was only after this assessment that he allowed himself to remember how he had come to be in this state. Arondight destroyed. Melltith crashing into his beloved ship with devastating force, the two vessels locked together in death throes. The desperate ejection into space. The soul stone clasped in his hand as vacuum tore at his body. And then Turquine, appearing in the void without protection, his black scales unaffected by the killing emptiness, grasping Lancelot in his crushing grip.

His memories fragmented after that into flashes of consciousness. Turquine dragging him through an airlock. The cold bite of metal against his back. The rumbling vibration of engines beneath him.

With disciplined effort, Lancelot began cataloging his current situation, still without opening his eyes. The air smelled of metal and lubricant, and the vibrations suggested he was in an open space—a ship's hangar or cargo bay. Metal restraints bound his wrists and ankles to a hard, flat surface.

Visceral, then.

He was a prisoner of war.

The ship suddenly rocked, a violent shudder passing through the hull. He knew that sensation all too well. Not weapons fire. Something else. They were traveling, but to where? Another shudder, stronger this time, rattled through the vessel. Lancelot’s keen mind recalled the hours spent in the deep vault of the Dwarven archives on Ferraden, hunting for Klingsor. Only one place in any of the five suspect systems could cause the kind of turbulence affecting Visceral.

The Blackveil Corridor.

Thomas had been right all along. Visceral was traversing the narrow safe passage between neutron stars, inside the Montsalvat system. Returning to Klingsor's fortress.

The realization sent a cold prickle down Lancelot's spine. For all his strength and experience, Klingsor was the one enemy he truly feared. Not for himself, but for what the necromancer might unleash from Montsalvat upon Avalon. Populations reduced to mindless undead servants attacking the living until there was nothing left. Entire worlds left as tomb-planets.

And now Lancelot was to be delivered into the dark wizard’s hands.

The thought convinced him to finally open his eyes. He needed to see, needed to understand the full scope of his predicament if he was to have any hope of escape. His eyelids felt gritty and swollen as he forced them apart, his vision blurring before gradually gaining clarity.

As he'd suspected, he was in Visceral's hangar bay, a cavernous space dominated by a sleek black shuttle at its center. Beyond it, he could make out maintenance equipment, weapons racks, and sealed cargo containers bearing Draconite imperial symbols. Harsh lighting bathed everything in a stark white glow.

The ship shuddered again, another distortion from the Corridor's gravitational eddies, causing the equipment in the hangar—including the cart to which he was bound—to rattle and shake in reply.

He cautiously tested his restraints, the action sending fresh pain lancing through his dislocated shoulder. The metal cuffs were thicker than standard. Originally designed to restrain a Draconite, a glance at them revealed Turquine had manually forced the aperture smaller around his Ursan-sized wrists. He remained strong after all these years, but not nearly strong enough to break those cuffs. He could dislocate his thumbs and possibly get his hands out, but he couldn’t do the same for his feet.

Lancelot let his head fall back against the cart, conserving his strength. His mind drifted to Thomas and the others aboard Excalibur. Had they survived the battle? Had they seen Arondight's destruction? Did they believe him dead?

Likely so. Which meant no rescue would be coming. At least not until Thomas’ search of Montsalvat resumed. It would take some time. Turquine had intentionally misdirected them to the Phyrus system with the goal of turning as many of the arriving forces to his cause as possible and destroying the rest. It was a tactical stroke Lancelot would never have guessed Morgana’s former enforcer had in him. He still wasn’t convinced Turquine had the acumen or patience to pull off such a plan.

Morthox had reanimated to crash Melltith into Arondight. It was the maneuver of an experienced warrior with no reason to fear death, not the work of a half-minded undead and certainly not the first tactic the cowardly Morthox would consider on reanimation. No, some other mind had formalized the attack that brought him to this predicament. Klingsor was a wizard, not a warrior. It had to be Sir Ironside.

Lancelot had never had the pleasure of fighting Ironside, but of course he knew of the Red Knight’s exploits. Years before Lancelot himself was born and before the unification of Avalon, Sir Ironside made it his quest to kill as many knights from other realms as possible, purely for sport. Hundreds had died at his hands before he was finally defeated by King Constantine, Arthur’s grandfather, on the planet Vrakos.

Because of Ironside, he was now a prisoner. Whatever happened next, Lancelot knew he would face it alone.

The thought didn't frighten him. He had walked alone for many years after Arthur's disappearance, hunting Draconite in the shadows of Avalon's fallen worlds. He had endured solitude as penance for his betrayal with Guinevere, embracing the loneliness as a monk might embrace a hair shirt. Being alone was familiar territory.

His thoughts were interrupted by a mechanical whirring as a door at the far end of the hangar began to slide open. Lancelot tensed, preparing himself to face his captor with the dignity befitting a knight of Arthur's Round Table. He would not show fear. Would not show weakness. Whatever came next, he would meet it with the same courage that had carried him through a century of battles.

The door completed its cycle with a pneumatic hiss, revealing Sir Turquine. The Draconite warlord entered with the deliberate pace of a predator, each step resonating through the metal deck plates.

"Sir Lancelot," he greeted, his voice a deep rumble that seemed to vibrate through the very structure of the ship. "I'm pleased to see you awake. You've been unconscious for nearly six hours, and I was growing weary of checking on you.”

Lancelot regarded him silently, taking measure of his captor. Turquine appeared different. Not physically, but in his bearing, in the way his vertical pupils tracked with an intelligence that seemed more focused, more present than during their previous encounters.

"Nothing to say?" Turquine asked, moving closer. "No declarations of defiance? No threats?" He stopped beside the cart, towering over Lancelot's bound form. "I expected more from Arthur's champion."

"What would you have me say?" Lancelot replied, his voice hoarse from the damage to his throat. "That you'll never succeed? That Sir Dragon will defeat you?" He managed a ghost of a smile. "You already know these things. My stating them changes nothing."

A flicker of surprise crossed Turquine's features before his expression settled into something almost resembling respect. He reached into a compartment on his armor and withdrew a familiar object. Lancelot's soul stone, fallen dark and empty, its stored magical energy and healing powers depleted.

"Clever, using this to survive in space," Turquine said, holding the stone where Lancelot could see it clearly. "Even with the stone's protection, you nearly didn't make it." He turned the gem, examining it from different angles as though studying its construction. "I won't give this one to Klingsor,” he murmured to himself, though he made no effort to hide the words from Lancelot.

"Is Halvy well?" the ancient knight asked of his captor.

The question caught Turquine off guard. His posture shifted, scales rippling in what Lancelot recognized as discomfort. For just a moment, something softer flickered across the Draconite's features.

"The boy is...adequate," Turquine answered, his tone careful, measured. "He serves his purpose."

Lancelot noted the evasion. "You didn't answer my question."

"He's alive," Turquine snapped, scales darkening defensively. "That's all you need to know."

The pressing had confirmed what Lancelot thought he saw. The flicker of genuine concern in Turquine's eyes, the subtle softening of his posture at the mention of the young Druid. It was unexpected, a potential weakness in Turquine's armor of ruthless ambition.

"You care for him," Lancelot observed quietly.

"I value useful tools," Turquine countered, but the denial lacked conviction.

"No," Lancelot pressed, seeing an opening. "It's more than that. The nanites are changing you, aren't they? Not just physically. I can see it in your eyes. Hear it in your voice. We’ve encountered one another before. You’re different now. Are you sure this path of conquest is the path you still wish to follow?”

Turquine turned away abruptly, hiding his emotions. "Enough about the boy,” he growled angrily. “He's none of your concern." When he faced Lancelot again, his expression had hardened back into the cold mask of a conqueror. "You should be more worried about your own fate."

"Which is?"

"That depends on you." Turquine folded his massive arms across his chest. "I could offer you freedom in exchange for service, but I know you won’t accept.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because you have too much honor to resort to trickery and deceit.”

“And what do you know about honor?” Lancelot raised an eyebrow. "From the Draconite who betrayed his queen? Who allies with a creature like Klingsor? Who raises the dead to fight his battles?"

"There are different kinds of honor," Turquine replied, unperturbed by the accusation. "I've never pretended to be what I'm not. I've never hidden behind false pretenses or moral posturing." His eyes narrowed. "Unlike you, whose honor didn't prevent him from betraying his king with his queen."

The barb struck home, pain flashing across Lancelot's face before he could mask it. “I’ve offered penance for my indiscretion for nearly a century. By the time you recognize the error of your ways, especially where the dark wizard is concerned, it’ll be too late. Don't delude yourself into thinking he'll remain your loyal servant. He views you as nothing more than a temporary tool for his ambitions."

"Perhaps," Turquine conceded with a shrug. "But for now, our goals align. He wishes to see the fruits of his labor put to use. I wish to rule Avalon as its evolved master. You’ve just experienced the combination firsthand. Surely, you must admit that I’ve become unstoppable."

"You really believe that?" Lancelot shook his head, wincing as the movement sent fresh pain through his neck. "The path you're on doesn't lead to control of Avalon. It leads to your ultimate ruin and destruction before you ever wear a crown."

"You underestimate me," Turquine replied, genuine conviction in his voice. "Look what I've already accomplished. Half the Draconite fleet turned to my cause with a single speech. Mordred dead by my hand. Morgana ineffective and rapidly losing respect. I've already won, Lancelot. The rest is merely...cleanup."

"And what of Klingsor? Do you truly believe you can control him? That he won't discard you the moment you've served your purpose?"

Turquine's confidence never wavered. "The nanites evolve. I evolve with them. By the time Klingsor might consider betrayal, I'll be beyond his ability to threaten."

Lancelot sighed, a sound of deep weariness. There was no reaching Turquine, no penetrating the armor of his certainty. The Draconite warlord truly believed himself invincible, that his evolution placed him beyond traditional consequences. It was a dangerous delusion, one that would eventually prove fatal, but likely not before causing immeasurable suffering throughout Avalon.

"What do you plan to do with me?" Lancelot asked finally.

"Sir Ironside requires a vessel," Turquine replied matter-of-factly. "A body worthy of his skills and status. Yours is ideal for a warrior of his unique talents.” A cruel smile split his scaled face. "Imagine it, Lancelot. The body of Arthur’s greatest, not quite most honorable knight serving as the vessel for the Red Knight, who made it his life’s work to kill as many of your kind as possible. The irony is delicious.”

Cold horror washed through Lancelot at the thought. To have his body stolen, his consciousness extinguished or suppressed, while Ironside used his form to commit atrocities against everything he'd sworn to protect was a fate worse than death.

"You'll have to kill me first," he said, his voice low and dangerous. "And I promise you, I won't make it easy."

"That's the interesting question," Turquine replied, unperturbed by the threat. “I’m not entirely sure if the vessel functions better alive or dead. The Draconite captain who piloted Melltith against you was quite deceased, yet the animation was remarkably skilled. Klingsor believes consciousness might actually interfere with the manifestation’s control, but I can also see the value in a living vessel that can access muscle memory, combat instincts." He shrugged again, the gesture oddly casual given the horror of what he described. “I’ll let Klingsor and Ironside figure out the details. I'm simply glad you survived. We can always kill you later if needed."

The casual cruelty of it didn’t surprise Lancelot, though he couldn’t suppress a shudder at the idea of his fate. To be kept alive only as a potential puppet, a meat suit for a being who had slaughtered countless knights was beyond degrading. It was a violation of everything sacred to him.

"I'd sooner die by my own hand than allow such an abomination," Lancelot stated, each word hard as stone.

"That won't be an option," Turquine replied. "But I respect your warrior's spirit." He stepped closer, looming over Lancelot. “And I respect your version of honor. Which is why I'll make you an offer. Swear on that honor that you won’t attempt suicide, escape, or cause trouble while aboard Visceral, and I'll release you from these restraints. You'll be given quarters—restricted access, of course—and access to whatever medical supplies we have on board. I imagine it must be better than spending the next few days chained to this cart."

Lancelot stared up at him, suspicious of the seemingly reasonable offer. "Why would you trust my word?"

"Because I know you keep your oaths," Turquine answered simply. "Despite your...previous lapse, your honor is your defining characteristic. It's why Arthur forgave you, isn't it? Because even in betrayal, you remained honorable enough to admit your sin and accept your punishment."

The observation was uncomfortably accurate. Arthur had indeed forgiven him, not because the betrayal hadn't wounded him deeply, but because Lancelot had never denied his guilt, never sought to justify what could not be justified. He had accepted the consequences with the dignity expected of a knight.

"And if I refuse?" Lancelot asked.

"Then you remain here, in these restraints, until we reach our destination. It makes no difference to me."

“Then why make the offer in the first place.”

“As I said…respect.”

Lancelot carefully weighed his options. Remaining bound would preserve his moral high ground but would leave him physically deteriorating, his injuries untreated, his body weakening further before whatever awaited him. Accepting Turquine's offer meant giving his word—which he would not break, no matter the temptation—but it would also give him freedom of movement, a chance to recover his strength, and potentially gather intelligence that might prove useful if rescue somehow came.

The practical choice was clear, even if his pride rebelled against it.

"Very well," he said finally, the words bitter on his tongue. "On my honor as a knight of Arthur's Round Table, I swear not to attempt suicide, escape or cause disruption while aboard Visceral."

Turquine nodded, satisfaction evident in his expression. "A wise choice." He reached down and used his strength to open the restraints he had forced closed to Ursan size with an ease that silently surprised Lancelot.

Freedom, however limited, sent a surge of relief through his battered body. He sat up slowly, grimacing as pain lanced through his dislocated shoulder. With practiced movements born of decades of combat experience, he reached across his chest, grasped his left arm, and with a sharp jerk, popped the joint back into its socket. The pain was intense but brief, followed by the immediate relief of proper alignment.

Turquine watched with what might have been grudging respect. "Impressive pain tolerance."

"Necessary skill for a knight," Lancelot replied, carefully rotating the shoulder to ensure proper movement. "Your sickbay?"

“Any medical supplies we have on board for Ursans are in the quarters.”

Lancelot stood cautiously, his body protesting every movement. He remained dressed in his dirty flight suit, scuffed and torn in a few places. He doubted Turquine had any other clothing to give him.

"Follow me," the Draconite commanded, turning toward the hangar exit. "Try to keep up. I won't slow my pace for your injuries."

Lancelot followed without comment, ignoring the pain and strain of keeping up with Turquine while they traversed the empty corridors in silence.

“This will be your compartment,” Turquine announced, when they arrived in front of an unmarked hatch. He pressed his palm against the access panel, and the door slid open with a soft hiss. "This was once Cartigan’s, but now it belongs to my little wizard. I’m sure he won’t mind sharing with you.”

Lancelot stepped inside, immediately struck by the sparsity of the space. "Comfortable prison," he observed dryly. There was only a bed with no blankets and a desk without a comms terminal on it. There were no personal effects to speak of either. He would never have guessed that another person ever occupied this space, even though two wizards had previously slept here.

"Better than you deserve," Turquine responded. "Remember your oath, knight. Break it, and I'll ensure your final moments before Ironside takes possession of your body are spent in agony beyond imagining."

With that pleasant parting thought, Turquine withdrew, the door sliding shut behind him. Lancelot listened carefully, but he didn’t hear the door lock. He was free to roam Visceral, so long as he kept his oath.

Alone at last, he allowed himself to slump onto the small bunk, his body finally registering the full extent of his injuries now that the immediate threat had passed. He took several deep, measured breaths, centering himself as he'd been taught years ago during his initial training as a knight.

The situation was grim. He was alone, injured, aboard an enemy vessel bound for Klingsor's fortress, facing the prospect of having his body stolen by one of Arthur's most vicious enemies. His soul stone was in Turquine's possession. No rescue would be coming. And he was bound by his own word not to attempt to change the situation.

Yet even in these dire circumstances, hope wasn't entirely extinguished. He had seen something unexpected in Turquine, a flicker of genuine concern for Halvy that had hinted his nanites were altering more than just the Draconite's physical capabilities. They were affecting his emotions, perhaps even his core personality. It was a vulnerability that might eventually be exploited, a crack in the armor of ruthless ambition.

Lancelot rose carefully from the bunk and made his way to the storage unit, retrieving the promised medical supplies. They were basic but adequate—antiseptic, bandages, pain blockers, a simple sealer for superficial wounds. He set about methodically treating his injuries.

As he worked, his thoughts drifted to Thomas and the crew of Excalibur. He hoped they had survived the battle, that they would continue the fight against Turquine and Klingsor. Young Thomas had surprised him from the beginning, not just with his worthiness to command Excalibur, but with his growth as a leader and his embodiment of Arthur's ideals despite his origins and earlier mistakes. With Arthur's essence now flowing through him, Thomas represented the best hope for Avalon's future.

Lancelot finished treating his visible injuries and lay back on the bunk, focusing on rest and recovery. He would need his strength for whatever came next. His oath prevented escape attempts, yes—but it said nothing about resisting once they reached their destination. Nothing about fighting when Ironside attempted to claim his body. Nothing about dying with honor rather than living as a puppet for evil.

For a moment, he considered simply breaking his oath, ignoring his sworn word and attempting to overtake Turquine and his Flayers and commandeer the ship. The temptation was powerful. After all, what good was honor if it led to Avalon's suffering? What value did a knight's word have against the potential destruction of everything Arthur had built?

Lancelot rejected the thought almost as quickly as it formed. His honor was not a cloak to be donned or discarded at convenience. It was his core, his essence, the one thing that had sustained him through a life of warfare and loss. Breaking his oath, even for noble reasons, would mean surrendering the last piece of himself that remained truly his own. And once lost, such integrity could never be fully recovered.

No, he would keep his word. But he would also watch. Listen. Learn.

Lancelot closed his eyes, allowing his battered body to seek healing sleep. Dreams came swiftly—visions of Camelot as it had been in its glory days, Arthur seated at the Round Table, his knights gathered in perfect unity of purpose. The vision shifted, fragmenting into images of blood and betrayal: Morgana's rebellion, Mordred's birth, the final battle at Camlan. And through it all, his own face reflected back at him, watching, complicit in the fall of everything he had sworn to protect.

He jolted awake, heart racing, sweat cooling on his skin. The room remained as he had left it, the low hum of Visceral's engines a constant reminder of his circumstances. Lancelot sat up, pressing the heels of his hands against his eyes as if to physically push away the remnants of the dream.

The past couldn't be changed. The betrayals couldn't be undone, but perhaps, in what time remained to him, he could still serve Arthur's dream. Could still find a way to undermine Turquine's plans. Could still die with honor, if die he must.

It wasn't much. But for now, it would have to be enough.


CHAPTER 2


Though Lancelot’s body had begun the slow process of healing, a full day trapped aboard Visceral had done little to improve his spirits. The nanites that had sustained his long life for a century weren't as potent as they once were, but they still accelerated his recovery beyond what a normal Ursan might expect. His ribs ached with each breath rather than stabbing with pain. The bruising along his torso had faded from angry purple to a mottled yellow-green. His shoulder, though stiff, moved with greater freedom and less discomfort.

Sleep had come in fitful bursts, interrupted by the ship's occasional shuddering as it navigated the gravitational eddies of the Blackveil Corridor. Each violent tremor reminded him of their destination and the fate that awaited him there.

Growing restless, Lancelot sat up on his bunk. He'd spent most of the previous day in this room, conserving strength and taking stock of his injuries, but there was only so much healing one could accomplish lying still. His muscles needed movement and his mind stimulation.

After performing a series of careful stretches that sent dull pain radiating through his torso, Lancelot made his way to the door. It slid open at his approach, confirming that Turquine hadn't locked him in. The corridor beyond was empty. The air carried what Lancelot identified as a distinctive Draconite smell—a mixture of metal, raw meat, and something faintly reptilian that spoke to their dragon heritage.

Lancelot moved at a consistent, unhurried pace as he explored the ship's midsection, unconcerned about discovery. Surely Turquine had warned his Flayers that he wasn’t to be harmed, and if the Draconite commander hadn’t…well, he refused to be held responsible for whatever came of it.

Lancelot braced himself against the bulkhead as a violent shudder rocked the ship, stronger than any previous tremor he’d felt. Traveling the Blackveil Corridor was perilous under the best circumstances. Perhaps the fates would favor him and Visceral’s pilot would crush the ship and its occupants between two of the gravitational eddies, saving him from becoming a host body to Sir Ironside and killing Turquine in the process.

That would serve all of them, wouldn’t it?

Continuing his exploration, Lancelot discovered a door marked with symbols indicating an armory. He expected it to be locked, but to his surprise, it slid open at his approach, revealing racks of weapons and armor designed for Draconite physiology.

He stepped inside, the door hissing shut behind him. The armory was smaller than he'd expected, with black metal bulkheads and floor-to-ceiling racks holding various energy weapons, swords, and plates of armor. His eyes were drawn immediately to a rack of swords—beautiful, deadly things with curved blades. Draconite swords were typically larger and heavier than their Ursan counterparts, designed for their greater strength, but several of these appeared to be of more balanced construction.

Lancelot picked up one blade, feeling its perfect balance, the craftsmanship evident in every line. With this sword, he could fight. With a weapon in his hand, he might stand a chance.

The thought sparked dangerous temptation. He stood surrounded by weapons, with no guards, no security systems, no one to stop him from arming himself. He could take this sword, find the Flayers one by one, eliminate them, and then confront Turquine himself. The ship was navigating the Corridor, dangerous territory that required careful attention. It would be the perfect time to strike, while Turquine's focus was divided.

Or he could steal the shuttle he'd seen in the hangar bay, pilot it back through the Corridor, and return to Thomas and the others. He was an excellent pilot; if anyone could navigate back through that treacherous passage alone, it would be him.

But both options would require breaking his oath.

Lancelot closed his eyes, his hand still resting on the sword's hilt as the temptation washed through him. What was a knight's honor worth against the lives that would be lost if Klingsor succeeded? What did one oath matter when weighed against the fate of Avalon?

"No," he whispered to the empty armory. "I am still a knight. And knights keep their sworn oaths."

He would not attempt escape or cause disruption, but his oath said nothing about practicing his swordsmanship. When they reached Klingsor's fortress, his oath would be fulfilled, and then he would need every advantage he could muster.

Lancelot selected a sword and tested its weight and balance with a few experimental swings. A straight-bladed weapon, it felt comfortable in his hand, its guard elegantly simple rather than ornate.

Decision made, he left the armory with the sword and continued his exploration. After several more turns, he discovered a cargo hold that had been converted into a training area, where heavy metal dummies occupied the bare metal decking, dented and scarred from hundreds of strikes.

Perfect.

Lancelot moved to the center of the room. Closing his eyes, he steadied his breathing, found his center as he'd been taught so long ago. Then, with practiced grace, he began the opening forms of his discipline.

His movements were slow at first. His ribs ached, his shoulder complained, and stiff muscles everywhere cramped and twinged, but he pushed through all the discomfort, deliberate, each position flowing into the next as he reacquainted himself with the familiar patterns. With each passing minute, his movements grew more fluid, more confident, the acquired sword becoming an extension of his arm.

He increased the tempo, moving from defensive forms to offensive sequences, the blade cutting through the air with an audible whisper. Sweat beaded on his forehead and dampened his flight suit, but he welcomed the exertion, the burning in his muscles a reminder that he was alive and still fighting. Not yet defeated.

Time lost meaning as Lancelot immersed himself in the practice, moving through increasingly complex sequences that demanded precision and focus. He was halfway through a particularly challenging sequence of strikes and parries designed to counter multiple opponents when he sensed a presence behind him. Lancelot completed the form before turning to face the Flayer standing in the doorway. Taller than average for his kind, with broad shoulders, the distinctive metallic gleam in his eyes marked him as nanite-enhanced.

“The mighty Sir Lancelot,” his deep, gravelly voice reverberated through the compartment. “The last time I saw you, the Master’s claws were sunk deep in your chest.”

“And yet, here I am,” Lancelot replied calmly. “You know my name, but I don’t⁠—”

“Norsp,” the Draconite replied. "Former commander of Morgana's elite guard." He entered the training room. "And you're Arthur’s legendary betrayer,” he charged with a snide lift of his lip. “And Arthur's champion. The realm's greatest knight." His eyes flicked to the sword in Lancelot's hand. "Or so the stories would have us believe.”

Lancelot lowered the blade but didn't sheathe it, watching as Norsp moved further into the training area. The Flayer's posture was deliberately aggressive, scales rippling with tension, taloned hands flexing at his sides.

"You don't seem surprised to find me here,” Lancelot observed, keeping his tone neutral.

"Turquine informed us of your arrangement," Norsp replied. "He said you gave your oath not to attempt an escape." His mouth twisted further, into a sneer. "I told him it was foolish to trust an Ursan's word."

"And yet here I am, practicing rather than escaping," Lancelot pointed out. "Perhaps your assessment was premature."

Norsp circled to his left, moving with the predatory grace characteristic of his kind. "Or perhaps you're just waiting for your opportunity. Planning. Scheming. Practicing as you say. That's what you Ursans do, isn't it? You pretend to possess honor while plotting treachery."

The irony of a Draconite accusing an Ursan of treachery might have been amusing under different circumstances. Lancelot remained silent, tracking Norsp's movement with his eyes while maintaining a relaxed posture that betrayed none of the tension building in his muscles.

“Helping yourself to a sword from our armory," Norsp continued, gesturing toward it, “could be misconstrued. To my way of thinking, you’re taking liberties with the Master’s hospitality."

"Your captain didn't specify any restrictions beyond my oath," Lancelot replied evenly. "If you find my actions inappropriate, you're welcome to discuss it with him."

Norsp's scales darkened with anger. "I don't need his permission to deal with an inferior overstepping his bounds."

"And how do you intend to deal with me?" Lancelot asked.

In answer, Norsp reached behind his back and drew his own sword—a heavier blade with serrated edges—designed more for rending flesh than elegant swordplay.

"Turquine wants you intact for Ironside," Norsp said, turning back to face him. "But intact doesn't mean unharmed. And I’ve always dreamed of meeting you in combat. I didn’t get the chance in the Wastes, but here…” He shrugged, his smarmy smile rife with delight.

Lancelot considered his options. His oath prevented him from attempting escape or causing disruption, but it said nothing about defending himself if attacked. And this wasn't a disruption he was initiating. It was Norsp who sought conflict.

"Are you challenging me to a duel?" Lancelot asked, seeking clarification to assuage any lingering concerns about his oath.

"Call it whatever you want,” Norsp replied. “I’ll call it putting you in your place."

That was answer enough for Lancelot. He nodded once, a short, decisive movement. "Very well.”

He shifted his stance, bringing his sword up into a middle guard position. His injuries protested, but he pushed the discomfort aside, focusing instead on his opponent. Norsp was strong, and the nanite enhancements would make him faster, more durable. But strength and speed weren't everything in combat. Technique, timing, and experience mattered just as much, if not more.

For a moment, they circled one another, each assessing the other's stance and movements. Then Norsp attacked with explosive speed, lunging forward with a powerful overhead strike that would have cleaved Lancelot from shoulder to hip had it connected.

With a subtle shift of weight, he sidestepped the attack, letting Norsp's blade whistle past him as he countered with a quick slash to the Slayer's exposed side. The blow connected, drawing first blood as the blade sliced through scales, but Norsp twisted away before the cut could go deep.

"First blood to me," Lancelot observed calmly.

Norsp snarled, scales darkening with rage as he touched the wound, then glanced at the blood on his talons. "Lucky strike," he growled, circling more cautiously now.

“If you say so,” Lancelot replied. “Or perhaps your skill isn’t what you believe it to be.”

The statement had the desired effect. His words further enraged Norsp, who roared as he launched himself forward with a flurry of brutal slashes and thrusts. Lancelot parried each one, the clash of metal on metal ringing through the training room as he strategically gave ground, drawing Norsp deeper into the exchange. Each movement calculated, each parry and riposte setting up the next, he was like a chess master thinking several moves ahead.

Believing Lancelot's retreat signaled weakness, Norsp pressed his advantage. His attacks grew more forceful, more committed, leaving him increasingly open to counterattack. On Norsp's fourth consecutive strike, Lancelot took advantage of the opening Norsp gave him. He parried the blow at an angle that deflected Norsp's blade, then stepped inside the Draconite's guard. Rather than counter with his sword, he drove his elbow into Norsp's throat and spun away before Norsp could grab him.

The Flayer staggered back, coughing violently, his free hand going to his throat. "Fighting...dirty?" he managed between gasps. “Untoward for…a knight.”

"Fighting effectively," Lancelot corrected him. "Knight's honor doesn't require handicapping oneself against a stronger opponent."

Norsp recovered quickly, his next attack more measured, he feinted high before striking low, aiming for Lancelot's legs. Despite his body’s protests, Lancelot leapt over the sweeping blade and countered with a descending strike Norsp barely managed to parry. The force of the blow drove the tip of Norsp's blade into the deck, creating an opening that Lancelot immediately exploited with a kick to the Flayer's knee.

Something audibly cracked, and Norsp stumbled, his balance compromised. Lancelot pressed his advantage, launching a series of lightning-fast attacks that forced Norsp back on his heels. Each strike was calculated, probing for weaknesses, testing Norsp's recovery speed and defensive capabilities.

"Not so confident now, are you?" Lancelot asked, his voice steady despite the exertion. His injuries throbbed with each movement, but the pain was distant, secondary to the focus of combat.

Norsp didn't respond verbally. Instead, he launched himself at Lancelot in a reckless charge, abandoning technique for raw aggression. It was a desperate move born of frustration. Lancelot read it immediately. And correctly.

Stepping to the side at the last moment, Lancelot allowed Norsp's momentum to carry him past, then pivoted and struck in a single fluid motion. His blade caught Norsp's sword arm just above the elbow, cutting clean through scales, muscle, and bone.

The Draconite's arm fell to the floor with a heavy thud, still clutching the sword. Norsp's howl of pain echoed through the training room as he stumbled into the bulkhead, dark blood spurting from the severed stump.

Lancelot gave him no time to recover. Before Norsp could turn, Lancelot delivered a series of whip-quick cuts to the back of his legs, severing tendons, an injury that rendered the Flayer incapable of standing. Norsp’s collapse to the deck added to the spread of blood on the padded surface.

"Yield," Lancelot commanded, standing over him.

Norsp rolled onto his back, his face contorted with pain and hatred. "Never," he spat, attempting to rise on his ruined legs and failing. "Finish it. I know you want to."

Lancelot raised his sword to remove the Flayer’s head. One less to worry about now would make his escape once they reached Kheir-Lossan that much easier.

“Hold, Sir Lancelot,” Turquine’s deep voice rumbled from the doorway. “Killing a defeated opponent would cross the line of your oath.”

Lancelot partially turned, keeping Norsp in his peripheral vision while addressing Turquine. "Your fighter challenged me. I have a right to strike.”

Turquine looked at Norsp. “Is this true?” he asked.

“Yes, Master,” Norsp replied.

Turquine shook his head in disappointment. “Did you think because I bested him in the Wastes that you could do the same?” he hissed at Norsp. “Do you think yourself my equal?”

“N-no, Master,” Norsp replied. Already, the wounds on his legs had healed, and his arm was slowly lengthening as the nanites regrew it.

Turquine turned his attention back to Lancelot. “Even injured, you dismantled one of my best fighters without breaking a sweat. You’ve earned the right to the kill, as you say. His evolution is disappointing.”

The callousness of the statement didn't surprise Lancelot, though it reinforced his understanding of Turquine's twisted sense of natural selection. He looked down at Norsp, who shifted his head to better expose his neck for the fatal blow.

“Do it,” Norsp said. “It is your right.”

Lancelot’s muscles tensed, preparing to strike. He remained at the apex of his swing for a few seconds before lowering his blade. “Draconite may kill a beaten opponent. And you’re certainly beaten.” He smirked. “Ursan, on the other hand, aren’t beasts eager to kill.” He let the blade fall from his hand, sending it clattering to the deck and turned to leave.

“Finished already?” Turquine asked. “It’s good for you to maintain your skills. After all, the stronger you are, the more valuable you'll be to Ironside when he takes possession of your body."

The reminder sent ice through Lancelot's veins, but he kept his expression neutral. "When will we reach Kheir-Lossan?"

"Another day, perhaps two," Turquine replied. "The Corridor is treacherous, and we must navigate it carefully. Klingsor is eager for your arrival, but patience is a virtue even for a necromancer."

“Very well. I’ve proven to myself that I’m well enough to fight. I don’t require any additional practice.” He stepped past Turquine, heading for the exit. “I’ll remain in my quarters until we arrive.”

“Suit yourself,” Turquine said.

Lancelot left the training compartment and returned to his temporary quarters. Once there, he sat on his bunk with his eyes closed and legs folded beneath him, centering himself and breathing through the pain the fight had elevated within his already battered muscles, allowing himself to heal.

His oath bound him now, but when they reached Kheir-Lossan, when his word was fulfilled, he would show Turquine that his victory in their last duel had been one of circumstance, not skill.

He would slay every dragon on the planet, or die trying.


CHAPTER 3


Kheir-Lossan loomed in Visceral's viewscreen, a desolate gray orb suspended against the backdrop of dying stars. The red giant that anchored the Montsalvat system cast the planet in a ruddy light that enhanced the desolation across its lifeless surface. From orbit, the world appeared as if it had been flayed, cracked and broken like the discarded skin of a shedding dragon.

Turquine stood on Visceral's bridge, his massive form silhouetted against the crimson light fed through the primary viewscreen, a conqueror returning home after a successful first maneuver.

"Begin descent," he ordered, his voice rumbling through the bridge.

“Yes, My Lord,” Mogris acknowledged. Visceral changed vectors, angling toward the surface.

As they made their final approach, Turquine’s thoughts turned to Sir Lancelot. Ironside’s quick thinking had allowed him to claim a prize that was perhaps more valuable than the group of Draconite starships that had followed him into the Blackveil Corridor with the promise of evolution should they survive the traversal. A host for the great Red Knight, who had already proven his value in both tactical planning and violent execution.

In fact, with Ironside’s advice, he had also successfully led Sir Dragon away from the Montsalvat system, struck a decisive blow against Morgana’s forces, and claimed a number of new followers to his banner.

And he was only just getting started.

His nanites’ song shifted then, from one of triumph to one of warning. Of course, there was a downside to bringing Lancelot back to Kheir-Lossan for the Red Knight. Once Ironside was fully manifested, Turquine had promised to face him in single combat, a chance for Ironside to earn his freedom. Despite his continuing evolution, Turquine held no delusions about what the most famous and deadly knight in the body of another famous and deadly knight might be capable of achieving.

Of course, there was no harm in letting Ironside remain contained in his crystal sphere for the time being. There was no way for him to know that Turquine had saved Lancelot following the collision. Turquine could keep Arthur’s knight in the dungeon while he continued to utilize the Red Knight through the Telemuter.

That would be the best option for everyone concerned. For now, at least.

In the meantime, Turquine had made sure to seal the door to Lancelot’s temporary quarters before arrival. He also harbored no illusions about what the ancient knight might do once they reached Kheir-Lossan.

After all, Lancelot's oath extended only to his time aboard Visceral. The moment they set foot on solid ground, that oath was fulfilled. No doubt, Lancelot would attempt to escape. He might even try to get himself killed rather than become a vessel for Ironside. It might not stop Klingsor from placing the Red Knight in his corpse, but his soul would escape the experience.

Either outcome was unacceptable.

Visceral continued its descent, dropping through Kheir-Lossan's thin atmosphere. Through the viewscreen, Turquine viewed the planet’s barren plains of dark stone. It stretched to the horizon, broken only by jagged mountain ranges and the occasional dried riverbed. And there, at the base of one of the mountain ranges, stood Klingsor's fortress, a massive structure of enchanted black stone.

Unbidden thoughts of Halvy and his condition sprang into his mind. His nanites reacted similarly as he wondered about the toll the second use of the Telemuter had taken on his little wizard. He didn’t like the boy’s apparent suffering and decline—didn’t like Klingsor’s disregard of the boy’s welfare at all—but he still hadn’t figured out why he had such feelings. It was better not to think about it at all.

Visceral circled the fortress once before aligning with the landing zone just outside the gates. Thrusters fired in controlled bursts, slowing their descent until the ship hovered just meters above the surface. With a final, delicate adjustment, Mogris guided Visceral down, the landing struts compressing slightly as they took the vessel's weight.

“We’ve arrived, My Lord,” he announced.

Turquine nodded. “Remain here to complete diagnostics and await the arrival of our new recruits.”

“Yes, My Lord,” the three Flayers replied in unison.

Turquine left the bridge. Instead of going to Lancelot’s cell, he headed for the smaller side airlock and tapped the control to open it. The outer door slid open with a soft hiss, revealing the desolate landscape of Kheir-Lossan. He stepped out onto the desiccated earth, each breath of the atmosphere heavy in his lungs.

The fortress loomed before him. The massive entrance gate stood open, a dark maw leading into the structure. Flanking the entrance were the remains of two stone giants, their weathered forms now little more than vague humanoid shapes, sentinels frozen in their final moments of guardian duty.

Turquine approached the entrance, each footfall echoing against the hard ground. It felt as though the fortress was watching him, an impression reinforced by the subtle patterns that, when viewed peripherally, resembled eyes tracking his movement.

The entrance hall beyond the gate was vast, its ceiling soaring far overhead. Polished black floors reflected the dim illumination provided by sconces filled with small, illuminated crystals. The light they cast could be altered with a thought from Klingsor, but was currently a sickly green that gave the entire space an underwater quality which distorted perception.

Turquine moved through the hall with purposeful strides, ignoring the patterns in the floor that would have caused dizziness in any unfamiliar visitors. He knew exactly where he was going. The laboratory lay deep beneath the fortress, accessed via a spiraling staircase in a corridor behind the throne room.

He continued on, using the side corridors to circumvent the throne room and reach the staircase. No doubt Klingsor knew he had returned. The necromancer's awareness permeated every stone of the fortress, a constant presence that Turquine had learned to tolerate if not appreciate.

After descending for several minutes, the stairs opened into a short corridor that ended in a pair of massive enchanted doors that, identifying him, swung open as Turquine approached, granting him access to the laboratory.

And there, standing before the Telemuter with his back to Turquine, was Klingsor, or rather, Mordred's silver-scaled body housing Klingsor's essence. The necromancer's borrowed form was bent over a complex array of crystals, his talons manipulating the formations with surprising delicacy.

"Ah, Turquine," Klingsor said without turning. “You’re back.” The voice was Mordred's in timbre but Klingsor's in cadence, creating an uncanny dissonance. "Your mission was successful, I presume?"

“It was,” Turquine replied, moving further into the laboratory. "The Draconite fleet is fractured. Nearly half declared for me even before witnessing the Telemuter's power. The rest were either destroyed or retreated."

"And Malevolence?" Klingsor finally turned, revealing Mordred's features now sharpened by the necromancer's influence, the silver scales darkened around the eyes as though permanently shadowed.

"Excalibur proved to be more formidable than I anticipated. Sir Dragon’s intervention prevented its destruction."

Klingsor's borrowed face contorted with displeasure. "You retreated before completing the objective?" The accusation hung in the air between them, heavy with disappointment. “You were supposed to destroy both vessels."

Turquine's nanites vibrated with sudden aggression that matched his rising irritation. “My tactical decisions are no concern of yours, wizard. How dare you question them.”

Mordred’s expression turned submissive, his eyes lowering to the floor. “Of course, Sir Turquine.” His sarcastic tone wasn’t lost on Turquine. “I’m sure you made the best decision available at the time.”

“I don’t need your approval,” he growled, his nanites shifting in anger . “I’ll run my campaign my way. Your role is to provide the armies I need.”

“A role which I’ve handled more than adequately,” Klingsor replied.

“I can’t argue that. Your gifts are a valuable asset to me. But while you may think I withdrew from the field too soon, I succeeded in adding another valuable asset.”

"And what asset would that be?" Klingsor asked, his borrowed eyes narrowing with suspicion.

"Sir Lancelot," Turquine replied, satisfaction evident in his tone. "Alive and aboard Visceral."

Klingsor's expression transformed instantly to genuine surprise. "Sir Lancelot? Arthur's champion?" A thin smile spread across Mordred's silver features. "How fortuitous."

"I thought Ironside might appreciate a vessel worthy of his skills," Turquine said. "One of Arthur's original knights seemed appropriate."

The necromancer's smile widened, exposing teeth that seemed sharper than they had been in Mordred's lifetime. "A fitting tribute indeed. The Red Knight inhabiting the body of his greatest enemy. The irony is delicious." He paused, his expression growing thoughtful. "And how did you manage to capture Sir Lancelot alive?”

“Ironside crashed Melltith into his ship,” Turquine replied, his features splitting into a pleased grin.

“Mordred’s ship?” Klingsor said. “The story gets better with each new detail.”

“Ironside tried to kill him, but luckily he didn’t succeed. I found him floating in space on the verge of death, but I reached him before he could succumb to his injuries. He's wounded but healing rapidly."

"Remarkable." The look on Klingsor’s borrowed face shifted to one of contemplation. “I do have one concern, however.”

“My agreement to duel Ironside once he’s permanently manifested,” Turquine replied.

“In part. Once Ironside is manifested, he’ll no longer occupy his crystal prison. The same prison that allows him to manifest into the body of any of my undead warriors through the Telemuter.”

“Giving him a permanent form will make him less useful, rather than more,” Turquine said, nodding. “Yes, I had the same thought during our journey. I’ve already decided to bring Lancelot to the dungeon and keep his presence in the fortress from Ironside.”

“A possibly risky proposition,” Klingsor said, “should he discover your deception.”

“And how would he do that, save through your revelation?” Turquine asked. “My Flayers are incapable of betrayal. Don’t forget, I hold your manifestation within my chest.”

“I have no interest in betraying you, Turquine,” Klingsor reassured him. “Even if he never finds out, he won’t accept imprisonment in the crystal forever. How will you explain Lancelot’s sudden appearance as a captive?”

“I imagine Ironside will be too eager for his freedom to care.”

"Yes, I imagine he will." Klingsor's borrowed face regained its contemplative expression.

Turquine glanced around the laboratory. “I don’t see Halvy with you. Where is he?”

The abrupt change of subject seemed to catch Klingsor off guard. "The boy? He's resting in his quarters, as you should have expected. The Telemuter tires him significantly. He requires recovery time between uses."

“It’s been days,” Turquine replied. “He should have recovered by now.”

Without waiting for a response, he strode from the laboratory, his massive frame vibrating with anger and worry, the unfamiliar combination driving him to further rage. The nanites responded to his emotional state, their harmonics shifting to something more aggressive, more primal. He welcomed the sensation, letting it flow through him as he navigated the twisted corridors of Klingsor's fortress.

He reached Halvy’s quarters, reaching out to knock before catching himself and pushing the door open.


CHAPTER 4


Halvy sat on the bed, his hands in his lap. The boy's hair seemed duller than Turquine remembered, his pale skin showing the blue traces of veins beneath its surface with greater prominence. Even from a distance, it was clear that his second time inside the Telemuter had drained him more significantly than the first.

"Master," Halvy acknowledged, his voice soft and flat. He made no move to rise, his eyes tracking Turquine's entrance with detached interest.

Turquine approached the bed, studying his little wizard more closely. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and his breathing seemed shallow, labored. “How do you feel?” he asked, surprising himself with the question.

“I’m functional," he answered after a brief hesitation. "The drain was significant but not permanent."

"Can you stand?" Turquine pressed.

"Yes, Master." Halvy pushed himself off the bed. He swayed slightly but remained upright, his small hands clenched at his sides as if to steady himself.

"Good." Turquine nodded, making a swift decision. "I need your assistance with a prisoner transfer."

"As you command, Master."

Turquine turned toward the door, then paused. "Did Klingsor tell you anything of our success in the Pyrhus system?"

“I was there, Master,” Halvy replied.

Turquine didn’t expect that answer. “What do you mean, you were there?”

“When I’m connected to the Telemuter, I can sense everything within the area of its effect. Like I’m one with every reanimated corpse.”

Turquine’s features registered surprise. Klingsor had never mentioned anything about that side effect of being chained to the machine. “Does it…hurt?”

“No, Master. It’s…enlightening.”

“Sir Ironside?” he guessed.

“Yes. Klingsor is wise, but Ironside is smart.”

Turquine had never before stopped to consider their differences. Although he didn’t doubt Klingsor’s intellect in his chosen fields of study, he did find the statement appropriate to both replicas.

“How might you apply what you’ve learned through the Telemuter to helping me reach my goals?” he asked the boy.

Halvy stared at him without moving or speaking, for long enough that Turquine started to worry he was suffering a seizure of some kind. Finally, the little wizard shook his head. “I don’t have enough information to answer that question.”

“No matter,” Turquine said, not wanting to push Halvy too hard. “The important thing is that Morgana's hold on the empire weakens by the day."

Halvy nodded, his expression still blank, though his eyes seemed to focus more intently on Turquine's face. "That is good news, Master."

"Yes," Turquine agreed. "It is." He gestured toward the door. "Come. My prisoner requires your special attention."

Together they left the spartan quarters, moving through the fortress's maze-like corridors toward the exit. Halvy walked a step behind Turquine, his pace steady if somewhat slower than usual. The boy's resilience continued to impress Turquine.

As they emerged into the reddish hue of Kheir-Lossan's perpetual dusk, Visceral loomed before them.

"Our prisoner is Sir Lancelot," Turquine explained as they approached the vessel. "One of Arthur's original knights."

Halvy's pace faltered for just a moment, a barely perceptible hesitation that Turquine might have missed if not for the nanites enhancing his perception. "I understand," the boy said.

They made their way through the corridors to Lancelot's quarters, stopping outside.

"Halvy," Turquine said, turning to the boy. "When I open this door, I need you to restrain him immediately. Can you do that?"

"Yes, Master," Halvy replied, his small hands already beginning to trace patterns in the air, pale blue energy shimmering at his fingertips. "What form of restraint do you prefer?"

"Bind his arms to his sides," Turquine instructed. “We need to ensure that he’s unable to attempt escape or harm himself. So don’t hurt him. We need him intact."

Halvy nodded, the magical energy around his hands intensifying as he prepared the spell. Despite his evident exhaustion, the young wizard's power manifested with impressive strength.

"Ready?" Turquine asked.

"Ready, Master," Halvy confirmed.

Turquine pressed his palm against the door's access panel, overriding the security lockdown he had implemented earlier. The door slid open with a soft hiss, revealing the quarters.

Lancelot sat perched on the edge of his bunk with his hands resting calmly on his knees. He looked up as the door opened, his mismatched eyes immediately focusing on Turquine's massive form, but then it was the young Druid who caught his attention. “Halvy,” he gasped softly, a mix of recognition and concern flashing across his face before he returned his attention to Turquine. "So this is your definition of the boy doing well?" he asked, his tone sharp despite his seemingly relaxed posture. "He looks like death warmed over."

"The boy's condition is none of your concern," Turquine growled. He gestured to Halvy. "Restrain him."

Halvy's hands completed their arcane pattern, and brilliant blue energy erupted from his fingertips, surging toward Lancelot in sinuous ropes. The knight made no move to evade, watching the spell approach with resigned dignity. The magical bindings wrapped around his torso, securing his arms firmly to his sides before solidifying into glowing bands that pulsed with contained power.

"Stand," Turquine commanded.

Lancelot rose smoothly from the bunk, his movements even and agile despite the magical restraints. His eyes never left Halvy, studying the boy with an intensity that made Turquine uneasy.

"I see Klingsor has been keeping him busy," Lancelot observed, his gaze shifting briefly to Turquine.

"Silence," Turquine snapped. “Let’s go.”

Lancelot didn’t resist. He stepped forward, following as Turquine led him through Visceral’s corridors toward the airlock, Halvy following closely behind.

As they walked, Lancelot continued to throw looks over his shoulder to study Halvy, his expression a mixture of concern and calculation. Turquine could almost see the knight's mind working, trying to determine the best way out of this situation, or at least to gain some measure of control over it.

"Do you remember Kaelithan, Halvy?" Lancelot asked suddenly, his voice conversational despite their circumstances. "He spoke of you often during our time together. How he considers you his little brother, the prodigy with silver hair and extraordinary talent."

Halvy's pace faltered momentarily, his eyes widening just a fraction at the mention of Kaelithan’s name.

"I said silence," Turquine growled, shooting Lancelot a warning glare. The knight merely smiled, satisfied with the reaction he'd provoked from Halvy.

They reached the airlock and exited Visceral, emerging onto the dried earth under Kheir-Lossan's blood-red sky. Lancelot took a deep breath of the thin atmosphere, his gaze sweeping across the desolate landscape before settling on Klingsor's fortress.

"So this is where you’ve made your home,” he remarked. "Cheerful place. It certainly looks evolutionary to me. So long as your idea of evolution is total desolation. Do the dead trees bow to your great majesty, Sir Turquine?”

Turquine needed all of his will to keep himself from reacting violently to Lancelot’s mocking. "Keep moving," he growled with great restraint, falling behind Lancelot and shoving him forward with a scaled hand between his shoulder blades. The knight staggered but maintained his footing.

As they approached the fortress entrance, Lancelot spoke again. “Thomas hasn’t given up on you, Halvy, ” he said. “Neither has Kael or Burl. They’re doing everything they can to reach you. To help you. They’ll never stop trying.”

Halvy's step faltered again, more noticeably this time. The magical bindings around Lancelot flickered briefly, their glow dimming for just a moment before intensifying again. It was a small lapse, but it confirmed what Turquine had suspected for some time. The boy's conditioning wasn't so complete as to be impervious. Some part of his past self remained intact.

"Enough!" he roared, spinning to face Lancelot. With a swift movement, he seized the knight by the throat, lifting him off his feet. "The next word from your mouth earns you pain beyond imagining. Is that clear?"

Lancelot's eyes met Turquine's without fear, though his face reddened as the Draconite's grip tightened. “You should probably…just…kill me,” he managed to choke out.

Turquine held him aloft for a moment longer before unceremoniously dropping him. Lancelot fell to his knees, gasping for breath, the magical bindings preventing him from breaking his fall with his hands.

"Master," Halvy said, his voice barely above a whisper. "The restraints require my concentration to maintain at full strength. Physical intervention makes it more difficult.”

Turquine nodded curtly, acknowledging the information. "Then he'll walk without further interference," he declared, glaring down at Lancelot. "If he tries to speak again, gag him with your magic."

"Yes, Master," Halvy replied.

They entered the fortress in silence, the massive entrance swallowing them like an ancient beast devouring its prey. Turquine navigated the chaotic layout with practiced ease, leading their procession through a series of passages that brought them somewhere near the back side of the fortress, where they began to descend. The temperature dropped noticeably as they delved deeper than even the depth of the laboratory, the air growing damp with subterranean moisture.

Finally, they reached the dungeon, a vast circular chamber ringed with cells carved directly into the stone walls. Unlike the rest of the fortress, this area followed a logical design, with each cell clearly visible from the central guard position. The floor was etched with complex enchantment that Turquine recognized as similar to those in the Lair. Likely a containment system designed to suppress any arcane abilities possessed by the prisoners.

Turquine approached one of the larger cells, pressing his palm against a panel embedded in the wall beside it. The barrier—a shimmering field of translucent energy rather than physical bars—flickered and disappeared, revealing a spartan interior containing only a stone bench and a small depression in the floor that presumably served as a primitive waste facility.

"Your accommodations," Turquine announced, gesturing for Lancelot to enter.

The knight stepped forward with dignity, his head held high despite his bound state. As he crossed the threshold, Halvy made a subtle gesture, and the magical restraints around Lancelot's torso dissolved, freeing his arms. Lancelot rubbed his wrists reflexively, eyeing Turquine with suspicion.

“I thought I was to become a vessel for Sir Ironside,” he said.

“Oh, you will,” Turquine replied. “Just not today.”

“Care to offer a hint at the timing then?”

"Soon enough," Turquine answered, stepping back as the energy barrier reactivated, sealing Lancelot within the cell.

Lancelot's eyes hardened, his jaw setting in determination. "I won't make it easy for you," he stated matter-of-factly. "I may not be able to escape this cell, but there are other ways to deny Ironside his prize."

"Suicide?" Turquine scoffed. "You'll find that option removed. The cell suppresses all magical abilities, and there's nothing within reach that could serve as a weapon. And don't count on starvation—Klingsor's magic can sustain your body regardless of your cooperation."

"There are always options," Lancelot replied calmly. "I've lived far too long to believe otherwise."

Turquine studied the knight for a moment, the nanites beneath his scales vibrating with a complex mixture of emotions. Respect, certainly. Lancelot's unbroken spirit, even in the face of a fate worse than death, was impressive. But there was also irritation, and beneath that, something almost like regret. A sentiment the old Turquine would have scorned as weakness.

"Perhaps," he conceded finally. "But none that will save you from what's coming." He turned to leave, gesturing for Halvy to follow. “I’ll return when I’m good and ready, but food will be brought for you. I can’t have you in poor condition when the time comes.”

Lancelot said nothing. His silence was more eloquent than any verbal defiance.

As they left the dungeon, climbing back toward the fortress's upper levels, Turquine noticed Halvy glancing back over his shoulder, his gaze lingering on Lancelot's cell until they turned a corner and it disappeared from view. The expression on the boy's face—not quite concern, not quite recognition, but something between the two—was difficult to interpret.

The observation triggered another unfamiliar sensation in Turquine's chest—a tightness that wasn't quite fear but shared its urgency. The nanites responded immediately, their harmonics shifting to a soothing pattern that spread outward from his spine.

"Return to your quarters,” he ordered Halvy, his voice harsher than intended. "I'll send for you when needed."

"Yes, Master," Halvy replied, his expression closing off once more, becoming the blank mask Turquine was accustomed to seeing. But something had changed, a seed planted by Lancelot's carefully chosen words perhaps. A flicker of memory, a momentary connection to a past the boy was supposed to have forgotten.

As Halvy departed, Turquine found himself wondering if Halvy could be more vulnerable to his past than he’d realized, and what that might mean for their plans moving forward.

His nanites shifted again, their song changing to something more complex, more questioning. Evolution, Turquine reminded himself. His physical form wasn't the only thing changing. His mind was adapting as well, becoming more sophisticated, more aware of subtleties he might once have missed.

He would need to watch Halvy carefully in the coming days. The boy's magical abilities were crucial to their strategy, but only if his loyalty remained unquestioned. If Lancelot's words had awakened memories of his former life...

Turquine pushed the thought aside. Halvy's potential wavering was a problem for later. The path to victory became clearer with each passing moment. Soon enough, the first of the Draconite warships he had convinced to join him would arrive. The beginnings of a fleet that would soon become the most feared in the galaxy.

Everything was proceeding according to plan. So why did that strange tightness persist in his chest, a sensation the nanites couldn't quite soothe away?

Evolution, he told himself again as he reached the laboratory entrance. Just another aspect of his continuing evolution.

Nothing to be concerned about.

Nothing at all.


CHAPTER 5


The cone of light ahead of Morgana's transport expanded as the ship decelerated from burst speed, spreading the stars around her and leaving her vessel drifting in the oppressive darkness of the Wastes. Space was different here. Thicker. Pregnant with ancient forces that pressed against her consciousness.

Through the viewscreen, the shattered planet hung before her as a monument to extreme violence. Morgana shuddered at the sight, her subconscious inadvertently capturing the scene as a metaphor for her own existence.

The three massive fragments of the planet tumbled in their eternal dance, forever separated by the catastrophe that had torn them apart eons ago. The largest fragment dominated her view, its surface alive with bioluminescent vegetation that pulsed like a heartbeat visible even from her current distance. She could sense the magical energy surrounding each fragment, containing an atmosphere and creating gravity that otherwise shouldn’t exist. That same energy flowed between the pieces like luminous rivers, connecting them in a web of magical force that defied comprehension.

Morgana had spent the journey here in contemplation, Arthur's words echoing through her mind with relentless persistence. The apparition had stripped away layers of justification she had built over the decades, forcing her to confront truths she had buried beneath the weight of power and necessity. The memory of his eyes, filled with disappointment and sorrow, haunted her more than any enemy she had faced in battle.

She had ruled for a century. A century of stability and order. A Golden Age for the Draconite. Yet now, confronted with the possibility that some fragment of Mordred might still exist within his corrupted form, she found herself questioning everything she had built. Was preservation of her empire worth the complete extinction of magic? Was her grip on power worth destroying the last trace of her son?

The navigation crystal Nimue had provided pulsed softly on the control panel before her, its faceted surface containing the accumulated knowledge of safe passage through the Wastes. Following its guidance, she had avoided the calamities that had befallen every other ship to venture here before Excalibur and Visceral.

The path had been clear, almost welcoming.

Now, as her transport approached the largest fragment, Morgana could see the castle rising from a plateau at the edge of a massive cliff face. The structure defied easy categorization—elements of medieval fortification blended with alien and otherworldly designs that spoke of ages beyond counting. Massive stone towers stretched skyward, their surfaces etched with glowing runes that pulsed in rhythm with the arcane energy flowing between the planet fragments. Metal buttresses reinforced the structure, gleaming with an unnatural luster that caught and reflected the fragment's bioluminescent glow.

She guided her ship toward the plateau, noting the evidence of recent visitation scattered across the landing area. Scorch marks painted the ancient stone, the vegetation surrounding it disturbed by the force of thruster exhaust or left desiccated from the heat. Sir Dragon, Sir Lancelot, Sir Turquine…their passage had left its mark on this place, another reminder of how her carefully laid plans had unraveled.

The transport settled onto the ground with barely a tremor. Through the viewscreen, Morgana could see the castle's main gates, massive doors flanked by enormous statues depicting armored figures with swords raised in eternal vigilance. The statues' faces had been worn smooth by countless ages, but their poses still radiated an eternal watchfulness that made her scales prickle with unease.

She powered down the engines and began her final preparations, checking the seal on her armor and ensuring her weapons were readily accessible. The soul stone crown felt heavier than usual on her head, its nine crystals pulsing with accumulated magical energy. Above her, the fragment's sky displayed an unnatural deep purple hue, streaked with bands of golden light that danced and shifted like auroras born of alien forces.

The airlock cycled open with a soft hiss, and Morgana stepped onto the surface of the broken world. The air was thin but breathable, carrying strange scents that spoke of alien vegetation and exotic minerals. The bioluminescent patterns in the landscape pulsed more intensely now that she was on the surface, their geometric arrangements suggesting a purpose beyond mere decoration. Perhaps they were navigational aids, or markers for long-forgotten rituals.

The courtyard stretched before her, containing what appeared to be a garden of stone with twisted sculptures arranged in patterns suggesting ritual significance. Many of the patterns had been disrupted by whatever battle had taken place here, leaving gaps like missing teeth in an otherwise perfect arrangement. Scattered among the decorative elements were skeletal remains. Their destruction bore the hallmarks of Excalibur's crew: clean cuts from enchanted blades and scorch marks from magical energy.

Morgana moved through the courtyard with measured steps, her armored boots clicking against the ancient stone. At the center stood the fountain—a structure that circulated liquid light instead of water, the golden fluid flowing upward in defiance of gravity before cascading back down in luminous streams. The sight was hypnotic, beautiful in a way that transcended mere aesthetics to touch something deeper in her consciousness.

She paused before the fountain, watching the play of light across its surface. How many beings had come to the Wastes seeking power, knowledge, or redemption? Seeking this place? How few had succeeded? The thought filled her with an unexpected pride, a recognition that she was as special as she had always believed. She had misread the signs, but this place had called to her. It wanted her. It recognized her achievements, for better or worse.

The castle's entrance loomed ahead, its doors standing slightly ajar as if inviting her to enter. She approached cautiously, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword. As she crossed into the castle proper, Morgana felt a subtle shift in the atmosphere. The air became charged with possibilities, thick with the accumulated weight of centuries. The entrance hall stretched before her, its soaring ceiling supported by columns carved to resemble stylized trees. Many had cracked or collapsed entirely under the stress of time, leaving dangerous gaps in the overhead support structure.

The floor was a shattered mosaic depicting scenes—fragments of story scattered like puzzle pieces across the ancient stone—that made no sense without cultural context. What remained showed glimpses of cosmic events, the birth and death of civilizations, moments of triumph and tragedy frozen in colored tile. Much of the artwork had been damaged during recent conflicts, adding fresh scars to wounds that had accumulated for eons.

Morgana moved deeper into the castle, her path taking her through corridors lined with ceremonial armor stands and faded tapestries depicting battles and astronomical events. The walls themselves were carved with elaborate murals showing the history of this world, including the catastrophic shattering that had torn it into fragments. She found herself pausing to study these images, trying to understand the nature of the force that could have destroyed an entire planet yet somehow preserved its most sacred sites.

The damage increased as she progressed, with entire sections of floor missing in some areas, forcing her to find alternate routes through the maze-like structure. Strange sounds echoed through the vast spaces—distant metallic clangs, whispers of movement, and occasional voices speaking in languages she didn't recognize. Whether these were recordings from the past or manifestations of the present, she couldn't tell.

Throughout the castle, she could see streams of ambient magical energy flowing toward some central point, visible as ribbons of light that moved through the air like living things. The concentration grew denser as she approached what could only be the throne room, the very heart of this ancient place.

Finally, she reached an antechamber just ahead of the throne room. Four armored figures stood within, swords in hand, clearly dangerous. They blocked her path, offering a challenge for the right to proceed.

She gripped her sword, prepared to draw it and take up the trial, but the armored figures parted in unison, a gate separating to allow her safe passage. The great doors behind them began to swing silently open as if they held no weight.

Morgana released her grip on her sword and stepped between the armored figures into the chamber beyond. An awe-inspiring sight—a vast space dominated by a golden sphere of pure magical energy nearly thirty feet in diameter—greeted her. The sphere rotated slowly above where a throne once stood, its surface rippling like liquid gold shot through with veins of brighter energy that arced across it like miniature lightning strikes. Occasional flares of even more intense energy erupted from its surface, casting dancing shadows across the chamber walls.

Towering columns of bluish-black stone supported the structure, each carved with intricate scenes depicting the history of a civilization whose name had been lost to time. The ceiling soared so high it faded into shadows despite the brilliant illumination from the sphere below, creating a sense of infinite space that dwarfed even Morgana's imposing presence.

But it was not the sphere that captured her attention for long. Standing before the rotating orb were four figures—the remaining guardians of this sacred place. Each was translucent, their forms suggesting the echoes of long-dead beings. They watched her approach with expressions that ranged from curiosity to judgment to something that might have been compassion.

At their center stood a figure that commanded immediate respect. Tall and regal, she wore flowing robes that seemed to be cut from the very fabric of night itself, dark material that shifted and moved like living mist. Her face—beautiful but marked by the weight of accumulated wisdom and sorrow—was ageless in the way of the truly ancient. When she spoke, her voice carried the authority of ages.

"Morgana, Queen of the Draconite Empire," the figure said, inclining her head in a gesture that conveyed acknowledgment rather than submission. "I am Ceridwen. We’ve been expecting you."


CHAPTER 6


Morgana stepped forward, her armored form a stark contrast to the ethereal beauty of the guardians. "You called to me," she said, her voice echoing in the vast chamber. "Through the Scrying Eye, through visions I failed to understand properly. I've come seeking answers."

"And perhaps something more," Ceridwen observed, her ancient eyes peering directly into Morgana's soul. "Your heart carries great pain, child."

The casual use of 'child' rankled, but Morgana forced herself to remain composed. "You know why I'm here. You know what I've lost."

"We know of Mordred's death," another guardian spoke, his voice carrying the weight of mountains. "We felt the disturbance in the magical currents when his life force was severed from his body. It is as it is.”

Morgana's scales darkened with emotion. "You speak of my son's murder as if it were some natural occurrence. As if it were inevitable."

"Was it not?" Ceridwen asked gently. "You created Sir Turquine, enhanced him beyond the limits of nature, gave him power that corrupted his judgment. You ignored the warnings of instability, dismissed the counsel of those who urged caution. In your pursuit of the perfect enforcer, did you not create the weapon that would ultimately turn against you?"

The words struck hard, each one finding its mark with devastating accuracy. Morgana's hand moved to her weapon, but she stopped herself. These beings were beyond the reach of conventional violence, and more importantly, they spoke truths she had been avoiding.

"I could not have foreseen⁠—"

"How could you not have?” Ceridwen cut her off. “The nanites you used to enhance Turquine were designed to evolve, to adapt, to grow beyond their original parameters. Did you truly believe that such power would remain forever under your control? Or did you simply choose not to consider the consequences because they interfered with your immediate goals? With your desire to see Arthur’s ship destroyed?”

Fury and grief warred within Morgana's heart, threatening to overwhelm the careful control she had maintained for so long. "I acted to preserve my empire, to maintain order in a galaxy torn by conflict. Every decision I made was calculated to serve the greater good of Avalon."

"The greater good?" A third guardian stepped forward, this one bearing ancient battle scars. "Tell us, Morgana, what greater good was served by the destruction of Camelot? What order was preserved by the genocide of billions of innocent beings?"

Morgana's scales flared with rage. "They were obstacles to lasting peace. Their continued existence would have led to endless war, countless conflicts that would have consumed entire systems. I chose the difficult path—the necessary path—to ensure that such devastation could never occur again."

"And how did that work out for you?" Ceridwen's voice remained calm, but there was steel beneath the softness. “The act that you call necessary to preserve stability created the very instability you claim you sought to prevent. It drove Arthur into exile, scattered his knights across the galaxy, and planted the seeds of rebellion that now threaten your throne. Was this the lasting peace you envisioned?"

The chamber fell silent except for the soft humming of the magical sphere above them and the whisper of energy streams flowing through the air. Morgana felt the weight of time—the accumulated cost of every decision, every compromise, every atrocity committed in the name of order—against her. But it was the thought of Mordred that broke through her defenses, the image of her son's body animated by Klingsor's malevolent spirit that led her to admit the truth.

"They were inferior," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, yet carrying clearly in the vast space. "All of them weak. Undeserving. But Mordred...he was perfect. He was everything I had hoped to create, the finest specimen of what our species could become. And now he's gone, his body desecrated by a monster that you preserved. That you allowed to be taken from this place.” Her voice hardened, as did her gaze as she looked upon the guardians.

Rather than rebuke her with equal anger, Ceridwen's expression softened further, ancient compassion flickering in her translucent features. "And there it is, the truth beneath all your justifications. You mourn not because you’ve learned the value of all life, but because you’ve lost something you valued that was yours alone. And even when pressed, you shift the blame. This place is as it has ever been for time beyond your imagination. To you, your son is worth preserving, but the billions on Camelot and around the galaxy are expendable. Do you not see the fundamental flaw in such thinking?"

"I see that I've lost the only being in this galaxy who truly mattered to me," Morgana replied, her voice cracking with suppressed emotion. "I see that my efforts to protect him, to give him a stable empire to inherit, have led directly to his destruction. I see that every choice I've made has been wrong."

"You are not the first ruler to believe herself impervious to the machinations of fate and the whims of the unknown," Ceridwen said. "Power has a way of blinding those who wield it to the consequences of their actions, of making them believe they can control forces far greater than themselves."

Morgana's composure finally cracked, fury and anguish pouring out in equal measure. "Don't lecture me about power! I have maintained order across a thousand worlds for a century. I have prevented wars that would have consumed entire systems. I have⁠—"

"You have built an empire of fear." Ceridwen’s ancient voice cut through Morgana's protests like a blade. "You’ve crushed the spirit of countless beings, reduced proud species to cowering servants, and called it peace. And where was this remorse when you ordered the destruction of Camelot? Where was this anguish when you watched billions die in service to your vision of order?"

The words drove into Morgana, each one stripping away another layer of the justifications she had built around her actions. "They were obstacles," she repeated, but the conviction had drained from her voice, leaving only hollow echoes. "They would have⁠—"

"Lived," Ceridwen said simply. "They would have loved, learned, grown, contributed to the galaxy in ways you never allowed yourself to imagine. But they were not your son, so their lives held no value in your calculations."

"Mordred was the finest specimen!" Morgana snarled. "He was everything our species could aspire to become. Strong, intelligent, loyal, perfect in every way. Those others were weak, divided, inferior. They⁠—"

"Were intelligent beings,” the fourth guardian spoke for the first time, her voice carrying a sadness that seemed to permeate the very air around them. "Each one unique, irreplaceable, carrying within them potential you never bothered to recognize. Your son was indeed remarkable, in the same way they were remarkable. The difference is that you choose to see value in one and dismiss it in all others."

Morgana remained silent and frozen in place, the weight of her armor suddenly crushing rather than protective. For the first time in decades, the hidden parts of her soul, those she had locked away even to herself, opened up.

"My selfish ambitions," she whispered, the words barely audible. "All of this...Mordred's death, Turquine's betrayal, the chaos consuming my empire...it all traces back to my selfish ambitions."

"Now you begin to understand," Ceridwen said, her voice carrying both sorrow and a glimmer of hope. "But understanding alone is not enough. The question that remains is what you intend to do with this knowledge. Have you learned from the pattern of your mistakes?"

Morgana straightened slowly, her armored form regaining some of its earlier composure. “The past cannot be undone,” she replied. “My decisions, whether correct or in error, cannot be changed.” She paused as the open door in her soul once more slammed shut. “I came here to destroy you," she hissed. "To eliminate the source of all magic and thereby strip Klingsor of his power. If I cannot have my son back, at least I can ensure that his murderer cannot use him to destroy all that I have made.”

The guardians exchanged glances. The streams of magical force flowing through the chamber pulsed more intensely, as if responding to her declaration. Finally, Ceridwen nodded slowly. “We cannot stop you, should you choose that path. We can only bear witness to the choices of those who come before us."

"Then why are you trying to dissuade me?" Morgana demanded, confusion and frustration warring in her voice. "Why not simply accept the inevitable?"

"Because," Ceridwen answered, her voice taking on an urgent note that cut through the chamber's ancient stillness, “as you should have realized by now, no decision is without consequences that echo through the ages. How can you be sure that by destroying us, by destroying magic, you aren’t also destroying the last vestiges of your son?”

Morgana’s thoughts turned back to her conversation with Arthur. He too had suggested as much. A storm of emotions washed through her. For all her betrayals, he had never lied to her. Not once.

Not even to save Avalon.

“Then there is a chance he can still be saved?” she asked, angry at revealing the hope that poured out through her words.

"Your son was meant to be replicated,” Ceridwen replied. “As are you now. While we are part of the fabric of magical energy, even we cannot control the fates or the chaos of time. Perhaps he’s lost to us. Or perhaps not.”

“He's dead," Morgana reminded them, her voice breaking slightly on the words. "His body is occupied by Klingsor's essence. He’s lost to all of us.”

“That remains an open question.” Ceridwen's ancient eyes held depths of knowledge that spanned millennia, secrets accumulated over ages of watching the universe unfold. "The replication process doesn’t require a living body. It requires only that the mind remain intact. As long as Mordred's persists, the possibility of replication remains.”

The implications stunned Morgana, stealing the breath from her lungs as her legs buckled beneath her. She caught herself against a nearby column, her clawed fingers scraping against the ancient stone as she struggled to process what she had just heard. "You're saying...you're suggesting that there is a chance my son may be returned to me?”

"I'm saying," Ceridwen replied carefully, her words measured and deliberate, "that your son’s mind may still be viable for replication. Not for you, Morgana. For this place, as a guardian. For the preservation of magic. For all of the galaxy.”

Morgana’s legs grew too weak to hold her up, and she allowed herself to slide down the column until she sat on the chamber floor. The possibility that Mordred might somehow be recovered, that his death might not be as final as she had believed, was almost too overwhelming to process.

"How?" she whispered, her voice barely carrying across the chamber. "How could such a thing be possible?"

“You’re standing at the center of all magic, and yet you still ask that question?” the second guardian wondered.

“How…what would I need to do to preserve him?”

“Perhaps the hardest quest of any that has ever been undertaken,” Ceridwen replied. “You would need to capture both the manifestation of Klingsor and his crystalline matrix and return them here. Then, you would need to separate the manifestation from Mordred’s body and send the necromancer back to his matrix.”

"And then?" Morgana asked without hesitation.

“Then your son could be replicated. His consciousness would be preserved in crystalline form as a guardian of the Wastes. He would not be exactly as he was in life, but he would exist. He would…endure."

“And I would be replicated also,” Morgana said. “I would be here with him.”

“You would,” Ceridwen agreed.

Morgana's mind raced, hope warring with suspicion as she struggled to comprehend the magnitude of what was being offered. To have Mordred back, even in a different form, even changed by the experience of death and imprisonment…it was more than she had dared to dream.

"Why tell me this?" she asked, her voice thick with emotion. "Why offer such a chance when you know my intentions toward this place?"

Ceridwen's expression grew solemn, the weight of ages visible in her translucent features. "Because the choice must be yours, made with full knowledge of what you would destroy. If you eliminate the source of magic, you eliminate any possibility of saving your son. If you preserve it, you maintain hope for his recovery, but you also allow Turquine and Klingsor to advance their plans with no certainty of your own success.”

"A test," Morgana realized, her voice hardening with familiar suspicion. "Another test, like the one Nimue subjected me to."

"Not a test," Ceridwen corrected gently. "A choice. Perhaps the most important choice you will ever make. We do not seek to manipulate you, Queen Morgana. We seek only to ensure that you understand the full consequences of your actions before you commit to them. As you said, you cannot change the past. But you can learn from it."

The chamber fell silent again. Morgana found herself staring at the golden sphere, trying to imagine Mordred's consciousness copied into a crystalline matrix, with her own in another. The prospect was tantalizing, offering a form of reunion she had never dared to hope for.

But it would require her to abandon her plan to destroy magic itself. It would mean allowing Klingsor to continue his existence, trusting that somehow, some way, she could capture the dark wizard with her son’s body fully intact.

"You could be lying," Morgana said finally, her voice heavy with suspicion earned through decades of political maneuvering and betrayal. "This could all be an elaborate deception designed to prevent me from destroying the source."

Ceridwen nodded slowly, accepting the accusation without offense. "It could be. We cannot prove the truth of what we've told you, any more than you can prove your intentions are justified. You must decide for yourself what to believe, what risks are worth taking."

"And if I choose to proceed with my original plan? If I destroy the source despite what you've told me?"

"Then you will live with the consequences of that choice for whatever time remains to you," Ceridwen replied simply, her voice carrying no trace of threat or judgment. "As will we all."

The other guardians remained silent, their translucent forms flickering in the golden light of the sphere. Morgana studied their faces, searching for any sign of deception, any hint that they were manipulating her emotions to serve their own ends. But she found only ancient wisdom and patient waiting in the expressions of beings who had witnessed the rise and fall of civilizations and had learned to accept the choices of mortals, however devastating those choices might be.

Long minutes passed as Morgana wrestled with the decision before her. The rational part of her mind insisted that this was indeed a trap, that the guardians were telling her what she wanted to hear in order to preserve themselves. But another part desperately wanted to believe that redemption was possible, if tremendously difficult.

Her thoughts turned to the Daeardrayke and Excalibur. If anyone would have a chance to capture Klingsor without destroying Mordred's body, it would be him.

The irony wasn’t lost on her. She’d already made an alliance with Excalibur’s captain that left a sour taste in her mouth, and now she would need to amend it, to exponentially increase the difficulty of the quest in hopes of preserving her son. The idea of what more she might have to sacrifice made her scales crawl with instinctive revulsion. Permanent freedom for Avalyeth at a minimum, she was sure.

Yet what choice did she have? Her most trusted enforcer had become her greatest enemy. Her own forces whispered of his superiority. It was only a matter of time before more of them began to defect. Her empire was crumbling even as she stood in this sacred place, torn between destruction and love.

Was Mordred worth such a sacrifice?

The question answered itself before she could even fully form it. Yes. A thousand times yes.

“I’ve made my decision,” she announced to the guardians. “How do we begin the replication process?”


CHAPTER 7


Ceridwen's ancient gaze regarded Morgana as if she were reconsidering her offer to replicate the Queen of the Draconite. Suddenly, her translucent form shifted, the dark mist of her robes swirling as she gestured toward the back of the throne room.

"Beyond this chamber, you’ll find a spiraling staircase that descends deep into the heart of this fragment. Follow it to its end. There you’ll find a way opened for you. A path no other may tread.” The other guardians moved aside as Ceridwen continued, their forms creating a clear path for Morgana. "Within that place, you must claim your crystalline matrix, the vessel that will house your replicated essence. But understand this…the cave does not give its treasures freely. You will be tested."

"Tested how?" Morgana asked, though part of her already knew the answer would be vague.

"Each seeker faces what they must face," Ceridwen replied, her ancient eyes holding depths of knowledge she would not share. "Some encounter manifestations of their past. Others battle representations of their fears. The cave knows what trial each soul requires."

Morgana's scales rippled with anticipation and dread. "And if I fail?"

"Then you will not emerge," Ceridwen replied with matter-of-fact directness that sent a chill through Morgana's scales. "The trial doesn’t offer second chances. Success brings you one step closer to replication. Failure brings only death."

The casual mention of potential death should have given Morgana pause, but instead, she found it oddly reassuring. A trial that carried no real risk would be meaningless, a mere formality rather than a true test of worthiness. The guardians weren’t offering her false hope or easy answers. They were presenting her with the same harsh realities that had always governed the acquisition of true power.

"I won't fail," Morgana declared, her voice carrying the iron determination that had seen her through a century of rule. "What happens after I claim the matrix?"

"Return here to this chamber," Ceridwen instructed. "Descend the stairs you see there." She pointed to a previously unnoticed spiral staircase near the edge of the room. "In the crystal chamber below, you will find empty pedestals. Place your matrix upon one and lay your hand against it. Do not remove your hand until the process completes, no matter what you experience. The replication will draw from your very essence, copying not just your consciousness but the fundamental pattern of who you are."

"Will it hurt?" The question escaped before Morgana could stop it, a moment of vulnerability she immediately regretted showing.

Ceridwen's expression softened with surprising compassion. "Pain is transformation's companion. But it will pass, and what emerges will endure far longer than flesh and bone."

Morgana straightened, her armor catching the golden light as she moved toward the rear of the throne room. The guardians watched her passage in silence, their translucent forms flickering like candle flames in unfelt wind. She could feel their ancient gazes upon her back, weighing and measuring her, but she didn’t turn.

The staircase Ceridwen had described lay exactly where indicated, a narrow spiral carved from the same bluish-black stone as the chamber's columns. Unlike the rest of the castle, these stairs showed no sign of age or damage. Each step was perfect, unmarred by the passage of countless feet or the weight of eons.

Morgana began her descent, her armored boots echoing against the ancient stone. The staircase spiraled downward in a tight helix, each step taking her deeper into the fragment's heart. The walls here were different from those above—rougher, more primitive—as though carved by forces that preceded architecture itself. Strange symbols were etched into the stone at irregular intervals, their meanings lost to time but their power still palpable in the way they pulsed with inner light.

The air grew thicker as she descended, heavy with accumulated magical energy that made her scales tingle with each step. The temperature dropped steadily, though she couldn't determine whether it was from the depth or from supernatural influence. Behind her, the the light from the throne room’s entrance dwindled, then disappeared entirely as the staircase curved downward. Only her Draconite ability to see well in the dark allowed her to keep from missing a step and falling to what would undoubtedly be her doom.

Time lost meaning in the spiraling darkness. She descended for what felt like hours, though it might have just as easily been minutes or days. The symbols in the walls grew more frequent and more complex, their alien geometries suggesting mathematical relationships that existed beyond conventional understanding. Just when Morgana began to wonder if the staircase truly had a terminus, or if Ceridwen had tricked her into voluntarily entering a magical trap of some kind, the staircase finally ended.

She found herself in a rough-hewn passage, the worked stone giving way to natural cave formations. Phosphorescent minerals embedded in the rock provided her just enough illumination to see how the passage stretched ahead into the darkness.

She moved forward cautiously, one hand on her sword hilt, the other raised to cast defensive magic if needed. The passage wound through the living rock, following some path known only to itself.

Then she saw it, a wall of solid stone—no door, no visible mechanism for an opening, just seamless rock that might have been there since the planet's formation—blocking the passage ahead. As she approached, the stone began to shimmer, rippling like water.

The stone wall dissolved like morning mist, revealing a vast cavern. Morgana stepped through, noting how the barrier reformed behind her with a finality that sent ice through her veins. There would be no retreat. She would either prove herself or die trying.

Light bloomed gradually around her, revealing a cavern that defied the fragment's constructed nature. This was no carved chamber or architectural space. A natural cave system that seemed to extend beyond the reach of her vision, stalactites hung from the ceiling like the teeth of some primordial beast, while stalagmites rose from the floor in twisted formations that cast grotesque shadows across the rough walls.

The air here carried different scents—earthier, more primal, tinged with something that might have been decay—than the castle above. Water dripped somewhere in the darkness, each drop echoing through the cavern system with crystalline clarity. The magical energy that permeated the fragment was stronger here, almost oppressive in its intensity.

Morgana advanced cautiously, her hand resting on her sword's hilt as she navigated between the stone formations. The light that illuminated the cavern had no visible source. It simply existed, providing just enough visibility, even with her keen eyesight, to reveal the immediate area while leaving the cavern's greater depths shrouded in mystery.

She had progressed perhaps fifty meters when she heard it—a sound that made her scales crawl with instinctive dread. It was part growl, part roar, part something else entirely that her mind refused to categorize. The sound seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, echoing off the cavern walls in a way that made it impossible to determine its source.

Morgana drew her sword in one fluid motion, the blade singing as it cleared its scabbard, the weapon’s edge barely visible in the cavern's meager light. The enchanted steel having tasted the blood of countless enemies over the decades of her reign, whatever trial awaited her here, she would meet it with the same ruthless efficiency that had built her empire.

The growling grew louder, closer, though she still couldn't pinpoint its origin. Then, emerging from the shadows between two massive stalagmites, came her test.

The creature moved with impossible grace, its form a nightmare fusion of different predators that should never have existed as one being. The body was wolf-like, only covered in scales that shifted between black and deep purple. It moved on powerful legs ending in talons that scored grooves in the stone floor. Three heads—a wolf with teeth like daggers, a dragon with eyes of molten gold, steam rising from its closed maw, and a lion with a mane of writhing shadow—rose from its thick neck.

All three heads focused on her simultaneously, six eyes burning with predatory intelligence. The dragon head spoke first, its voice a deep rumble. "Queen Morgana. Destroyer of Worlds. Maker of Monsters."

The wolf head took up the litany, its voice a howling accusation. "Mother of Abomination. Betrayer of Trust. Architect of Genocide."

The lion head finished in a judgmental growl. "You seek to preserve what you have destroyed in others. You wish to guard what you have torn from countless souls. By what right?"

"By right of power," she declared, magic already gathering around her free hand. "By right of will. By right of a mother's love that transcends death itself."

"Love?" The dragon head laughed, a sound like grinding stone. "You speak of love while standing on the ashes of civilizations? Your love is possession. Your protection is domination."

"I have been invited here for replication. Stand aside or be destroyed.”

“Invitation is not equal to worthiness,” the lion head said. “If you claim worthiness by right of power, then prove your might.”

The beast struck without warning, all three heads lunging forward in perfect coordination. Morgana rolled to her left, the lion's fangs missing her armored shoulder by centimeters. She came up in a crouch and lashed out with her sword, the enchanted blade scoring a deep cut along the creature's flank. Dark blood welled from the wound, but the beast showed no sign of pain or weakness.

The dragon belched forth a gout of flame that would have incinerated an ordinary opponent. Morgana countered with her own magic, launching a cone of cold air into the oncoming fire. Steam filled the cavern as competing forces fought for dominance, neither gaining clear advantage.

The wolf struck like lightning, its jaws gaping wide to reveal rows of sharp teeth. Morgana barely managed to get her sword up in time, the blade wedging between the creature's upper and lower jaws. The wolf head's bite force was immense. She could feel her weapon's enchanted steel beginning to bend under the pressure.

With a snarl of effort, she channeled magical energy through her blade, sending crackling bolts of power into the wolf's mouth. The creature recoiled with a howl of pain and rage, releasing its grip on her weapon. But even as she congratulated herself on the successful counterattack, the creature slashed at her with claws that would have disemboweled a lesser opponent.

Morgana's armor turned the worst of the blow, but the impact sent her stumbling backward toward a cluster of jagged stalagmites. She used her momentum to her advantage, planting one foot against the stone formation and launching herself back at her opponent with renewed force. Her sword carved through the air, aimed at the junction where one of the creature's necks met its body.

The blade bit deep, dark blood spraying across the cavern floor. But the creature's hide was tougher than she had anticipated. With her swing severing muscle and tendon but stopping short of decapitation, the head remained attached and functional.

All three heads turned toward her, their eyes blazing with fury and intelligence that spoke of more than animal cunning. This was a thinking opponent, capable of strategy and adaptation. As if to confirm her assessment, the creature began to circle her, its movements calculated to drive her toward a section of the cavern where fallen rocks would limit her mobility.

Morgana recognized the tactic and refused to be corralled. She feinted left, then spun right, bringing her sword around in a wide arc that forced the beast to give ground. As she moved, she began weaving a more complex spell, something that would require time and concentration to complete but might prove decisive if she could maintain focus long enough.

The dragon attacked again, this time coordinating with the lion to create a joint attack that would have been lethal against a static opponent. Morgana was far from static. She leaped high, her powerful legs launching her over the converging heads, and landed between its shoulder blades. She lashed out with her sword in a series of rapid strikes, carving through the scale and flesh of all three necks, the grievous wounds spraying the cavern walls with dark ichor.

Still, the creature was far from finished. It bucked and writhed beneath her, trying to dislodge its unwelcome rider. The wolf head twisted back on itself with unnatural flexibility, striking at her with long fangs. Morgana barely managed to interpose her armored forearm, the creature's teeth scraping against it with a sound like iron to a grindstone.

Energy erupted from her free hand, taking the form of a writhing whip of pure force. She wrapped it around the lion's neck and with a savage jerk, the magical noose crushed the lion’s windpipe and vertebrae with equal efficiency. The lion head went limp, its eyes glazing over as death claimed it.

One down. Two to go.

The creature's remaining heads screamed in unison, a sound of rage and loss that shook dust from the cavern ceiling. It began thrashing more violently, no longer trying to dislodge her so much as attempting to crush her against the stone formations surrounding them.

Morgana abandoned her position on the creature's back, dropping to the cavern floor and rolling clear just as the beast slammed itself against a massive stalagmite. The impact shattered the stone formation, sending razor-sharp fragments flying like shrapnel through the air. She felt several pieces bite into her armor, one finding the split at her elbow that the creature’s claws had created. Fresh blood flowed down her arm, but she ignored the pain, focusing instead on her next spell.

As the beast turned to face her, she cast out a focused beam of crackling power that struck the dragon head squarely between the eyes. Its skull exploded in a shower of bone and brain matter, the massive head toppling to the cavern floor with a wet thud.

Two down. One to go.

The wolf was the most dangerous of the three heads—larger than its destroyed companions, more intelligent, and possessed of a cold malevolence. It studied her with eyes like burning coals, not attacking immediately but assessing her capabilities and looking for weaknesses to exploit.

The standoff stretched for long moments, predator and prey each waiting for the other to make the first move. Morgana used the time to catch her breath and assess her injuries. The wounds were painful but not incapacitating, and her nanites would repair them soon enough. More importantly, she remained strong despite the energy she had expended in destroying the first two heads.

The beast struck once more, moving faster than seemed possible for something of its size. But Morgana had expected the attack. She sidestepped the lunge and brought her sword around in a diagonal slash that opened the creature's throat from jaw to chest.

Dark blood fountained from the wound, but still the wolf fought on. It whipped around with its dying breath, jaws gaping wide in one final attempt to take her into death with it. Morgana met the attack, driving her sword deep into the roof of the creature's mouth and into its brain.

The wolf head convulsed once, twice, then went still. Its massive body collapsed to the cavern floor with a sound like falling timber, dark blood pooling beneath all three heads and their ruined corpse.

Morgana stood over her fallen opponent, breathing heavily from exertion and blood loss. The trial was complete. She had faced the guardian of this place and emerged victorious. But even as she watched, she spotted something that chilled her to the bone.

The severed heads were beginning to regenerate.

It started as barely visible wisps of energy gathering around the ruined necks, turning into motes of light that swirled and condensed like magical condensation. As she watched in fascination and growing horror, bones reformed and flesh began to regrow. Heads began to reattach.

This wasn’t an opponent she had truly defeated. It was a guardian that would restore itself no matter how many times it was destroyed, ready to test the next challenger who dared to seek the deeper mysteries of this place. She hadn’t conquered it. She had merely proven herself worthy to pass.

The walls of the cavern began to shift and flow—much as the entrance had done—and a new passage opened for her.

Beyond that threshold lay her prize.


CHAPTER 8


Morgana carefully approached the portal, her sword still ready despite her growing certainty that the combat portion of her trial was complete. As she drew closer, she could see into the chamber beyond—a perfect sphere carved from living crystal, its walls reflecting light in patterns that hurt to look at directly.

Within the chamber, floating at precise intervals throughout the space, were the matrices. Each one was a work of art beyond mortal comprehension. They pulsed with inner light, some bright, some dim, some shifting through spectrums of color.

She stepped through the portal and immediately felt the weight of decision pressing down upon her. Each matrix was different, unique, and the choice she made here would determine the fundamental nature of her existence for all eternity. Some called to her with promises of power, others with whispers of knowledge, still others with the gentle warmth of compassion she had rarely allowed herself to feel.

But it was one matrix in particular that captured her attention. Unlike the others, it wasn’t beautiful in any conventional sense. Its crystalline structure was darker, more complex, shot through with veins of deep blue. When she looked at it, she saw not promises of what she might become, but reflections of what she believed herself to be—a ruler who had made hard choices, a mother who loved her son more than life itself, a being capable of both great cruelty and profound sacrifice.

This was her matrix. Not because it was the most powerful or the most beautiful, but because it was true to her nature. To choose anything else would be a betrayal of everything that had brought her to this moment.

She reached out with trembling claws and grasped the dark crystal. The moment her scales made contact with its surface, energy shot through her nervous system like liquid fire. Glimpses of possible futures, echoes of alternative pasts, the weight of countless decisions that would shape the fate of Avalon itself flashed before her eyes.

Beneath the chaos of visions, she felt something else. A sense of rightness, of destiny fulfilled.

The crystal pulsed in her grasp, responding to her touch with increasing intensity. She could feel it beginning to attune itself to her consciousness, preparing for the replication process that would copy her essence into it. The sensation was both thrilling and terrifying as the promise of immortality balanced against the certainty of fundamental change.

She had passed her test. She had claimed her prize. Now came the greater challenge.

The replication itself.

Morgana made her way back through the portal, the matrix clutched against her chest. She passed through the massive cavern, past the reformed beast resting on its haunches, watching her with six intelligent eyes. She returned to the staircase and began to climb.

The ascent seemed to take less time than the descent, though whether that was due to anticipation or some property of the staircase itself, she couldn't say. Finally, she emerged and returned to the throne room, where the guardians waited as if she’d never left. Ceridwen turned toward her, ancient eyes focusing on the matrix in her arms.

"You’ve chosen well," the ancient guardian said simply. "The dark crystal suits you. It will serve as a faithful vessel for your duplicate.”

"What now?" Morgana asked, though she already knew the answer.

"Now you must descend to the crystal chamber and complete your transformation. But remember, once begun, the process cannot be stopped. You will emerge duplicated or you won’t emerge at all."

Ceridwen pointed to a separate spiraling staircase that led down into blue-tinged darkness. This descent was different from the trial below—shorter, more direct, carrying her toward her destiny with inexorable certainty.

She quickly reached the crystal chamber, a perfect circle lined with pedestals. Four of the eight supported a crystalline sphere that pulsed with replicated consciousness. The guardians of magic in their eternal forms, watching over the source of all magic. Soon, she would join their ranks.

She looked at each of the four empty pedestals. Like the matrix she had taken, one in particular called to her, drawing her over. She approached the pedestal with reverent care, placing her matrix upon its surface with the solemnity of a coronation ceremony. The crystal settled into position with a soft chime that resonated through the chamber, harmonizing with the subtle songs of its neighbors.

After hesitating for half a breath, she placed her clawed hand upon the matrix's surface. Energy began to flow between crystal and consciousness, a trickle at first, then a stream, then a raging torrent that threatened to overwhelm her senses entirely.

The pain built slowly, beginning as a gentle warmth that spread through her nervous system like the first touch of sunlight after a long winter. But it increased rapidly, intensifying beyond anything she had ever experienced. It felt as though every atom of her being was being disassembled and catalogued, her consciousness torn apart and examined from angles that shouldn't exist.

She wanted to scream, to pull her hand away, to flee this place and abandon her quest to save her son. But Mordred's face—proud, strong, and perfect in every way—floated before her inner vision. For him, she could endure any agony. For him, she would burn in the fires of replication.

The energy reached a crescendo that pushed her beyond the boundaries of physical sensation. She felt her consciousness stretching, expanding, being copied into the matrix with painful fidelity. Every memory, every emotion, every aspect of her personality was recorded in crystalline perfection in a process that revealed truths about herself she refused to admit.

She saw herself as she truly was. Not the noble ruler she pretended to be, but a being driven by selfish desire. Someone who had committed atrocities to come to power, who had destroyed billions in service of her want of control, who had created the instruments of her own downfall through pride and perceived invulnerability.

But she also saw the love she bore for Mordred, pure and uncomplicated despite everything else. The fierce protectiveness that had driven her to such extremes, the desperate hope that had brought her to this place, the willingness to sacrifice for even the slimmest chance to return him to existence.

The replication process reached its conclusion with a final surge of energy that hurt like being struck by lightning. For a moment that lasted forever, Morgana existed both in her physical body and within the crystal matrix, experiencing the strange duality.

Then it was over.

She collapsed to her knees beside the pedestal, every nerve in her body screaming from the ordeal she had endured. Her armor had cracked in several places from the energy discharge, and she could taste blood from where she had bitten through her tongue, but she was alive, and more importantly, the matrix was glowing.

Deep blue light pulsed from within the crystal, shot through with specks of white that might have been stars or tears. The replica—a perfect copy of her consciousness preserved in crystalline form for all eternity—was complete. Whatever happened to her physical body, this part of her would endure.

She stared at the glowing matrix for long moments, marveling at the alien beauty of her duplicated self. This crystalline guardian would be her primary self from now on, her current sentience a temporary vessel.

The thought should have frightened her. Instead, she felt a strange sense of peace. Whatever came next, she had taken the first step toward Mordred’s redemption. The path ahead would be difficult, perhaps impossible, but at least now she had hope.

Slowly, painfully, she rose to her feet and made her way back up the staircase to the throne room. The guardians waited for her, their expressions carrying a mixture of welcome and warning. A new translucent form had joined them, one she recognized instantly and intimately.

Her own.

"It is done," Ceridwen said simply. “As you can see, you are one of us now, bound by the same duties and restrictions that govern all guardians.”

“Can I speak to myself?” Morgana asked, looking at her phantom visage.

“What would you ask of me?” her duplicate questioned.

“Is it true what Ceridwen suggests? Can Mordred truly be copied? Can a version of him reside here, a guardian of magic?”

“All that Ceridwen has told you is true,” her replica replied. "Bring him here if you can, along with the matrix meant to contain Klingsor’s essence. I would so like him to join us in our eternal vigil."

“I’ll bring him," Morgana replied with quiet conviction. "Whatever the cost, whatever the sacrifice required, I’ll find a way."

“Then go,” Ceridwen said. “Your empire awaits, and time grows short. Turquine and Klingsor advance their plans with each passing moment, and the longer Mordred remains in their power, the more difficult his salvation becomes."

Morgana turned to leave, then paused. "The other empty pedestals. Who are they waiting for?"

"Those from another age, whose time has not yet come," Ceridwen answered cryptically. "The future holds its own guardians, its own trials. Focus on the present, Morgana. Save your son if you can."

It was dismissal and advice combined. Morgana accepted both, bowing slightly to the guardians before making her way out of the throne room. The castle seemed less oppressive now, its damaged passages and ruined galleries merely obstacles rather than omens.

She had work to do.

The walk back to her ship passed in a blur of planning and determination. By the time she reached the plateau where her transport waited, her mind was already racing through possibilities. She would need to contact Sir Dragon, explain the new parameters of their alliance. She would need to gather what forces remained loyal to her, prepare them for a battle unlike any they had faced. She would need to find a way to separate Klingsor from Mordred without destroying her son's body in the process.

The tasks ahead were monumental, perhaps impossible. She had her matrix now, a guarantee of continuation. If she failed, if she died in the attempt, a version of her would endure here. Success would mean Mordred preserved in his eternal form alongside hers.

Her transport's airlock cycled open at her approach, welcoming her back to the familiar confines of technology and metal. She settled into the pilot's seat, her claws dancing across the controls with renewed energy. The engines hummed to life, lifting the ship from the plateau with smooth efficiency.

As the broken planet fell away behind her, Morgana allowed herself one glance back at the castle. Within those ancient walls, her matrix waited on its pedestal, patient and eternal, for Mordred's to join it. Mother and son, preserved forever in crystal and magic, guardians of the very force she had once sought to destroy.

The irony wasn't lost on her. But irony was a small price to pay for hope.

She turned her attention forward, entering the commands that would take her back through the Wastes toward the wider galaxy. There was much to do and not much time in which to do it. Turquine grew stronger with each passing day, his evolution and Klingsor's power making him increasingly dangerous.

If she was going to act, it had to be soon. And it had to be with Sir Dragon’s help.


CHAPTER 9


Thomas settled deeper into the command pod, the neural gel's familiar coolness enveloping his body. Through the interface, he sensed Aldrich and Gareth's consciousnesses merging with his own, their thoughts interweaving like threads in a tapestry.

Four days had passed since the battle in the Pyrhus system. The initial shock of Lancelot’s death had faded, but only a little. The three men normally went down to the Druid Command Center for daily reports and planning sessions, but today was different. Today, they would collectively send Lancelot off to be with Arthur among the stars. The memorial service would begin in two hours. First, they needed to coordinate resources.

Thomas opened a channel to the CIC, which immediately materialized in their shared consciousness, displaying a small conference room with two men seated ahead of the camera. Rather than their usual, somewhat casual military tunics and pants, they each wore more formal outfits in preparations for the upcoming service.

“General Calithar, Commander Lestain,” Thomas acknowledged. “I have Aldrich and Gareth here with me.” Excalibur’s systems merged the views such that the two sides of the feed formed a whole table with five men sitting around it. “Can you please give us the latest update from the fleets?”

“Yes, Sir Dragon. The resistance ships in the Caeromir system have yet to turn up any sign of Turquine or Klingsor’s presence there,” Lestain reported, frustration evident in his gruff voice. "We've swept nearly every planet, every moon, every significant asteroid. If Turquine was ever there, he left no trace.”

"What about the mercenary fleets?" Gareth asked.

"Captain Halarax reported in six hours ago," Calithar answered. "His sweep of Thaloryn has been fruitless. On the positive side, the mercenaries have proven surprisingly thorough. Whatever else can be said about them, they earn their weight in gold."

Thomas nodded, unsurprised. Aldrich had specifically chosen Halarax's company to lead the paid hunt for Turquine for their professional reputation. The Ursan mercenary captain might fight for coin rather than ideals, but he understood the value of success.

"Merlin heard from Commander Thrush about Pyrhus an hour ago,” Thomas said, the memory of that battle—and its cost—resonating through the shared consciousness. “It’s become painfully clear he chose to attack us in that system to throw us off his trail and buy more time before we locate his true base of operations.”

“A clever maneuver,” Calithar agreed.

“Almost too clever for the likes of Turquine,” Gareth said.

“Don’t forget, he’s evolving right along with his nanites,” Thomas reminded. “But you’re right. I still believe Sir Ironside helped him plan the attack.”

“What matters is what we learn from the victory,” Lestain said.

“I’d hardly call it a victory,” Aldrich countered. “Even if Turquine did ultimately surrender the field.”

“Lestain is still right,” Thomas said, “in that we need to learn from this. Vic always told me that failure creates greater opportunity. We can be pretty confident Ironside is helping Turquine now, both in tactical planning and commanding his reanimated armies. And since Turquine also left with ten Draconite ships and their crews, he’ll be working to command a real military even as we speak.”

“Which only increases the pressure on us to find him before he can fully regroup and re-emerge,” Calithar said.

“Montsalvat,” Thomas replied. “I suspected that system from the beginning, and our lack of discovery anywhere else has only cemented that belief.”

“We should have just listened to you in the first place, Sir Dragon,” Lestain said. “We could have saved a week.”

“I think searching the other systems was a wise move,” Thomas replied. “Entering Montsalvat is too dangerous to charge into without certainty.”

“How do we go forward from here?” Lestain asked. “Navigating a fleet through the Blackveil Corridor requires extreme skill and carries significant risk. Going around will take too long. How can we move our entire fleet through there intact and in time?”

Thomas had been considering this same problem. The narrow passage between the neutron stars that protected Montsalvat's approach would become a bottleneck, potentially catastrophic if Turquine had forces waiting on the other side.

“That remains an open question we’ll need to solve soon enough,” Calithar answered. “Halarax will be finished with his sweep in the next two days. I’ve already ordered him back here once he’s completed the search. He’ll need another day or two to resupply.”

“Same for the resistance,” Lestain said. “We have four to six days to come up with a solution that will allow us to get through the Corridor without losing half our fleet.”

“Unless we go it alone,” Gareth said. “Excalibur, I mean.”

“Cousin, I don’t think that’s wise,” Lestain replied.

“Why not? The fewer ships attacking, the fewer that can be converted to undead crews. We don’t need to defeat their fleet. We need to destroy Klingsor’s machine and kill Turquine. That should end things quickly.”

“Except we have no idea what to expect inside the Montsalvat system,” Thomas said. “What if there’s already an entire ghost fleet there? Or what if he has something like the Wild Hunt ready to defend his fortress? He made the thing out of drakhem. It’s guaranteed to be a tough nut to crack.”

“The kind of nut that may be easier for one small team to sneak into.”

“I agree with that, Gareth, but we still need to get our team to the surface and into the fortress. We need backup. We can’t afford to fail.”

“Of course, you’re right, Sir Dragon,” Gareth capitulated. “I’m concerned about the losses to our people.”

“We all are,” Calithar added, “but this is a fight we must win.”

“Which means we have four days to come up with a plan,” Thomas said. “Does anyone have anything else to report?” When silence reigned over the comms, he continued. “Very well. We’ll speak again in person tomorrow. In the meantime, Merlin and I will visit the library—after the service, of course—to see what we can learn about the Corridor and if there’s any way we might be able to reduce the risk of passing through it.”

“We’ll see you at the service then, Captain,” Calithar said.

“And gentlemen...thank you. For everything you're doing. Lancelot would be proud to see how far we've come in such a short time.”

The communications ended, leaving Thomas alone with his flight crew in the neural interface. He sensed their collective exhaustion, not just physical but emotional. The past days had been a blur of activity, using constant motion to avoid fully confronting their grief.

“We should get ready for the service,” Aldrich suggested gently.

"Aye," Gareth agreed. “Though I have to admit, I’m not looking forward to this.”

“I don’t think anyone is,” Thomas replied before opening his pod. The neural gel sloughed away from him when he stepped out, leaving him feeling oddly vulnerable as his consciousness contracted down to solely his own thoughts.

From their respective pods, Gareth and Aldrich joined him in the corridors before separating, Aldrich going to his quarters and Gareth joining his wife and son at Kael’s family home. Thomas entered his room and stood for a moment in the silence, giving himself a few breaths to simply exist without the constant press of decisions that could determine Avalon's fate.

The formal clothing Merlin had provided hung near his bed. The deep crimson fabric had been embroidered with a dragon symbol similar to the one on Arthur’s shield, but with a fresh sleekness and aggression in its posture that made it feel like Thomas’ own. The golden threading seemed to shimmer with its own inner light, projecting strength and power.

Thank you, Merlin, he thought, knowing the digital consciousness would hear.

You’re welcome, my boy. Sir Lancelot deserves nothing less, as do you.

The mention turned Thomas’ thoughts to Lancelot as he dressed. Not the legendary knight of Arthur's Round Table, but the man he'd come to know. The warrior who'd attacked them when they first arrived in Avalon, convinced they were enemies. The teacher who'd shared hard-won wisdom during quiet moments and often painful wisdom during training. The friend who'd stood by them despite centuries of self-imposed exile, finding new purpose in their cause. He’d become another mentor to him, like Vic, before he too had died.

In that way, Thomas was beginning to feel cursed. Every father-figure he came to love or depend upon—including his biological father—had left him way too soon.

Thomas fastened the formal jacket and looked into a nearby mirror. All of the boyish youth that remained when he’d fled Manchester was gone now, replaced by hard lines that, like the embroidery, projected a mature strength, determination, and purpose.

And like the embroidery, he thought he looked pretty good.

Maybe like a king.

He shook the rash thought out of his head as a soft chime indicated someone at his door. “Enter,” Thomas called out, signaling the ship to open the door.

Kaelithan stepped in, dressed in a formal Druid robe of deep green run through with the same golden embroidery. The wizard's face showed the same tense grief they all carried, but also a quiet strength.

"I thought we might walk together," Kaelithan offered. "The others are gathering."

Thomas nodded gratefully, falling into step beside his friend as they made their way through Excalibur's corridors. They found the rest of the crew assembled near the teleportal, also dressed in their uniform finery reserved for occasions like this. Thorgrim looked the most uncomfortable in a brown doublet over a tan shirt, while Bilbic ran his hands along his sleeves, visibly appreciative of being so well dressed in his new uniform. Merlin was present in his humanoid GOLEM for the occasion.

“Ready?" Gareth asked quietly.

Thomas looked his crew over. Sometimes, he still couldn’t believe the direction of his life’s progression from bicycle courier to wanted man to captain of a legendary starship. He also couldn’t believe how fortunate he was to have found every one of the beings in front of him. They'd faced impossible odds together, shared everything through the neural link, and trusted each other with their lives and souls. Through grief shared becoming grief diminished, the loss of Lancelot had drawn them closer. "Ready," he confirmed.

They exited through the teleportal, emerging onto the platform where Excalibur hovered just above Primaltree's landing pad. The great tree stretched below them, its massive trunk housing a civilization that had stood for millennia. Today, that civilization mourned with them.

The walk to the Council Hollow passed in respectful silence. Thomas noticed the unusual quiet that had settled over Primaltree. Many shops were closed, the usual flow of Druid pedestrians heavily reduced. High Elder Ossara had announced the day as one of mourning and reflection.

As they followed the path toward the Council Hollow, they joined a growing stream of mourners. Most had never known Lancelot personally, but his legend was one that had spread across Avalon, dwindling only a little over time. It had been more than a hundred years since the Druids had put someone of the ancient knight’s stature to rest. They all wanted to be part of the moment. Part of this history.

The Council Hollow's approaches were lined with honor guards—Calithar's soldiers standing at perfect attention, their staves glowing with imbued magic. They saluted as Thomas and his crew passed, the gesture carrying weight beyond military protocol.

Inside, the vast circular chamber had been transformed. The tiered seating remained, but the space felt different—softer somehow—with gentle light filtering through the restored stained glass windows. Where normally the focus would be on the central speaking platform and the High Elder's dais, today attention drew to a simple memorial that had been erected.

A holographic projection of Lancelot stood at the center, captured in a moment of quiet dignity. Not in battle, not wielding weapons, but simply standing with the bearing that had made him legendary. Around the projection's base lay tokens of remembrance—flowers from Avalyeth's forests, written messages, a child's drawing of a knight protecting the innocent.

Thomas’ throat tightened at the sight.

The chamber was already nearly full, with more arriving every moment. Thomas recognized many faces—Iona and her parents along with Thyreon, various council members, Merrith from the Twisted Root, Master Crom, and others. But there were far more he didn't know who'd come to pay their respects.

High Elder Ossara stood near the memorial, her hair woven with mourning flowers, her expression combining grief with the strength her position demanded. She caught Thomas's eye and nodded, gesturing to seats that had been reserved for them near the front.

As they took their places, Thomas sensed dozens of eyes on his back. The few whispers he heard offered recognition of Excalibur's crew. He tried to ignore it, focusing instead on the memorial, and the memories of a friend lost too soon.

The chamber continued filling until beings stood along the walls, packed into every available space. Still more waited outside, the ceremony being projected for those who couldn't enter. The sheer number spoke volumes about Lancelot's impact on Avalon across the years, but especially recently. Thomas knew the crowd wasn’t only there to support the knight. They had all come to show their support for Excalibur and more importantly in gratitude for their freedom.

Finally, High Elder Ossara tapped a staff against the floor, the sound echoing with magical enhancement. The chamber fell silent, thousands of voices stilling as one. Her gaze landed on Thomas again, eyes meeting for only a moment before she looked out at the rest of the assembly.

"We gather here today in grief," she began, her voice carrying clearly through the space without amplification thanks to the Hollow's acoustic design. "We gather in remembrance. We gather to honor one who stood against darkness when light seemed lost forever."

She paused, eyes once more sweeping the assembly. "Sir Lancelot du Lac. Avalonian Knight. Defender of freedom. His name echoes through history, but today we remember not the legend, but the man."


CHAPTER 10


Ossara moved with graceful steps around the memorial, her robe whispering against the polished floor. "In our traditions, we speak of the great tree of life, how each soul—individual yet connected, temporal yet eternal—is both leaf and root. Lancelot understood this truth. He fought not for himself, but for the forest in its entirety, for every life that sheltered beneath Avalon's branches."

She paused at the eastern point of the memorial, raising her staff. The crystal at its peak began to glow more brightly, and answering lights appeared throughout the chamber as other Druids ignited their own crystals. "We begin with the Lighting of Memory," Ossara intoned, her voice taking on the cadence of ancient ritual, "each flame a life touched, each light a moment of grace given freely."

From her staff, a small orb of golden flame emerged, no larger than a candle's light. It drifted free, beginning a slow orbit around Lancelot's holographic form. One by one, others throughout the chamber followed suit. Beside Thomas, Kaelithan lit a flame of his own, sending it to circle the hologram. Tryvane created a small orb of light as well, letting it go.

Thomas watched in wonder as their lights joined hundreds more in the dance. The memorial became the center of a galaxy of remembrance, each mote representing someone Lancelot had helped, protected, or inspired. The sight was breathtaking and heartbreaking in equal measure. So many lives had been touched by one man's dedication to freedom and justice.

When the last light had joined the constellation, Ossara moved to the northern point. "Now," she announced, "in the old tongue that predates even the founding of Avalon, we sing the ‘Lament of Passing,’ the words echoing in the space between stars."

A low humming began, not from any single throat but from the Druids amassed throughout the hollow. The sound built slowly, harmonics layering upon each other until the very air vibrated with tonal frequencies that bypassed the ears to resonate directly in the soul. Then words emerged, ancient syllables that carried meaning beyond language.

The lament continued for long minutes. Thomas found unashamed tears on his cheeks though he couldn't understand the words. Around him, even the most stoic grew teary-eyed, touched by something primal in the song's resonance.

As the last notes faded, Ossara moved to the western point. She produced a crystal vial filled with a glowing liquid. "The Sharing of Life," she said softly, though her voice still carried throughout the chamber. "From the sacred springs at Primaltree's roots, where the first Druids pledged themselves to the natural order.”

She poured a small amount into a shallow bowl that appeared to be carved from a single piece of living wood. The bowl was passed from hand to hand through the assembly, each being touching the water in acknowledgment. When the bowl reached Thomas, he remembered all the advice the knight had given, all the times they had trained together, safe in the knowledge that he had survived this long only with Lancelot’s help. Arthur’s essence thrummed within him the entire time, proud and mournful as Thomas dipped his finger and passed the bowl on.

The ritual took time with so many present, but no one showed impatience. This was about connection, about sharing in something larger than individual grief.

When the bowl finally returned to Ossara, she had moved to the southern point of the hollow, completing the circle. She raised the remaining water high, then poured it at the base of the memorial where it was absorbed into the living wood of the floor. "As water returns to the tree, so spirits return to the source. What was separate becomes whole. What was lost is found in a new form."

The formal ritual complete, Ossara turned to face the assembly, her expression gentle but expectant. "In our traditions, we now invite those who knew the departed to share their memories, that the full measure of a life might be honored. Captain Drake, would you speak for Sir Lancelot? You fought beside him. You knew him not as a legend, but as a friend."

Thomas felt every eye in the chamber turn to him. His legs were leaden as he stood, but Arthur's essence flowed through him like warm courage, steadying his steps as he approached and walked up the steps to the speaking platform. He stood there, looking out at the sea of faces, all united in grief and respect. For a moment, words failed him. How could he possibly capture Lancelot in mere speech?

Arthur's essence surged stronger, not overwhelming but supporting, and Thomas found his voice. "I knew Sir Lancelot for a short time," he began, surprised by how clearly his voice carried. “Months only. But in those months, I saw the true measure of the man." He paused, glancing at the hologram, still encircled by the enchanted lights. “Lancelot died as he lived—protecting others, facing impossible odds with courage that never wavered. He died with calm conviction that most of us fail to exhibit even while we live, with such certainty in his heart that there was no sacrifice in his loss, because sacrifice suggests giving up something of yourself. Lancelot didn’t give up who he was. That is who he was. A courageous warrior, a true knight, whose only fitting end could ever be to die in the field, protecting the ideals Arthur put in place and that he believed in unwaveringly for more than a century.”

He turned back to the assembly, seeing tears on many faces, determination on others. "We mourn today, and that's only right. We've lost a friend, a protector, a legend. Moreover, I’ve lost a confidant and mentor. But if we only mourn, we dishonor Lancelot's sacrifice. He didn't die for us to grieve. He died so we could continue in our stand against the darkness he spent a century fighting."

The chamber had gone completely still, thousands hanging onto Thomas’ every word. Within him, Arthur's essence burned brighter, ancient determination fusing with modern purpose. "I make this vow,” he said, “here in this sacred space, before all who witness my words. Lancelot's death will not be the end but a beginning. We will hunt down Turquine and Klingsor. We will stop their horror from spreading across Avalon. We will continue the fight Lancelot began, until every world knows freedom, until Arthur's dream of unity and peace becomes reality."

His voice rose to fill the chamber, carrying the weight of prophecy and promise combined. "The darkness gathers, but so does the light. Every one of us here, every being who stands against tyranny and chooses hope over fear—we are Lancelot's true memorial. Not stone or ritual but living defiance of those who would enslave us."

He paused, letting his tumultuous words settle before concluding softly, "Sir Lancelot du Lac, knight, teacher, and friend, is gone from this life but never from our hearts. Never from our purpose. When future generations speak of this time, of when darkness rose and heroes stood against it, they'll say Lancelot lit a flame that could not be extinguished." Thomas looked one last time at the memorial. "Rest well, my friend. We'll take it from here."

He stepped down from the platform in profound silence, making his way back to his seat on legs that trembled with emotional exhaustion. As he settled beside his crew, Gareth gripped his forearm in wordless support while Kaelithan nodded in approval.

Then the silence broke. Not with applause, but with a sound that started low and built like thunder. Thousands of voices raised in a powerful battle hymn that spoke of Arthur uniting the galaxy and the fall of tyrants. The air vibrated with collective determination, as if Lancelot's spirit had passed into everyone present.

High Elder Ossara waited for the sound to fade before resuming the ceremony, but Thomas barely heard the remaining words. He was lost in memory and purpose combined, Arthur's essence a steady flame within him, burning away everything but determination.

When the formal ceremony concluded, beings began filing past the memorial to leave their own tokens or simply stand in silent respect. Thomas remained seated, watching the procession.

"Beautiful words, my boy," Merlin said softly beside him. "Both kings would be proud—Arthur and the one you're becoming."

“Thank you, Merlin,” he replied. “But I…”

He froze suddenly as something at the edge of his vision caught his attention. A figure in a deep hooded cloak stood near one of the chamber's side entrances, somehow managing to be both present and apart from the crowd. Something about the stillness, the posture, sent a chill through him, though he couldn't say why.

As if sensing his attention, the figure departed, slipping through the crowd with liquid grace.

Thomas found himself standing without conscious decision. "I'll be right back," he murmured to his crew, moving to follow.

"Thomas?" Gareth called after him, but he was already threading through the mourners, drawn by an instinct he couldn't name.

The cloaked figure moved with purpose but without haste, always staying just at the edge of Thomas's vision as they left the Council Hollow and descended the spiraling paths of Primaltree. They took routes Thomas hadn't known existed, the hooded figure always maintaining the same precise distance ahead of him as if leading him somewhere specific.

Arthur's essence stirred with something that might have been recognition or warning, Thomas couldn't tell which. But he couldn't stop following, couldn't shake the certainty that this was important, that whoever it was beneath that cloak, he or she held answers to questions he didn’t yet know to ask.

The figure led him away from the public spaces of Primaltree, into deep sections rarely visited. The living wood here bore patterns of growth that spoke of millennia. Bioluminescent fungi provided the only light, casting everything in an ethereal blue-green radiance.

Still the figure moved on, and still Thomas followed, drawn by threads of fate he could feel but not see.


CHAPTER 11


The cloaked figure finally stopped in a circular chamber deep within Primaltree's trunk. The walls here were smooth, worn by countless centuries of careful tending, and covered in patterns of growth deliberate in their spiral configurations. A soft phosphorescent glow emanated from the walls themselves, as if the wood had absorbed millennia of magical energy and now released it in gentle pulses.

Thomas cautiously entered the chamber, his hand instinctively moving to where his sword would normally rest, though he'd left it on Excalibur. The figure stood at the chamber's center, still and silent as a statue. Facing away from him.

Waiting.

"Who are you?" Thomas asked, his voice echoing strangely in the organic acoustics of the space. "Why did you lead me here?"

“You know who I am, Daeardrayke,” the figure replied in a soft but powerful voice as she turned toward him.

Thomas's mind reeled. “Lady Nimue,” he replied with certainty, even before her pale hands rose to her hood, drawing it back with a motion so graceful it seemed choreographed by the universe itself.

He might have guessed the Lady of the Stars before she spoke, but her statement itself confirmed her. The most powerful wizard in the universe, creator of the nanites and Merlin’s former lover. He'd seen her echo in the crystal she’d left in her cottage and again during the trial she’d prepared for him, but this was different. This was the true Nimue, the living Ninue, undiminished and radiating easy power.

Her silver hair floated free, framing a face of such ethereal beauty that Thomas' breath caught in his throat. Her eyes glowed with an inner light that spoke of power beyond mortal comprehension, and her very presence made the air shimmer with power and possibility.

“Well met, Thomas Drake," she said, her voice shifting to a more melodic resonance that prickled his skin. “I’m pleased to finally meet you in person."

"Lady Nimue," he managed, offering a bow that felt inadequate to the moment. “I…I don’t mean to sound rude, but why are you here?"

She moved closer, her robe shifting and flowing with each step. "I came to send off an old friend,” she said simply. “Sir Lancelot was important to me. To all of us who remember the true Avalon, before Morgana poisoned its heart."

"You knew him well?"

"I knew them all," Nimue replied, a distant sadness flickering across her ageless features. "Arthur, Lancelot, Gawain, Gareth, Kay...I watched them forge something beautiful from the chaos of warring worlds. I helped where I could, creating tools they needed, offering guidance when asked." Her expression darkened slightly. "I also created the instruments of their destruction, though that was never my intent."

Thomas thought of the nanites, how they'd been perverted from healing organisms into weapons of conquest and control. “Again, I don’t mean to be rude, but that sounds strangely familiar.”

“You refer to Morgana and her inadvertent creations,” Nimue replied. “Sadly, where I chose self-exile in punishment for my crimes, I fear the queen may be much less remorseful. But that conversation is premature. Tell me, Sir Dragon, what do you think of the burden you carry?"

The question caught him off guard. "I'm not sure what you mean."

"Don't you?" She circled him slowly, her movements liquid grace. "I heard echoes from the future, whispers in the magical currents of something profound. I left my exile, believing that Arthur was calling out to me across space and time. That the High King lived.” Her eyes landed on Thomas’, and he could feel her peering deep into his soul and finding Arthur’s essence there. “And he does, in a sense.”

Thomas felt Arthur's essence respond to her words, warming within him in recognition of an old friend. "It's...strange," he admitted. "Sometimes I feel him so strongly I wonder where I end and he begins. Other times, he's just a warm presence, like having the universe's most patient advisor living in my soul."

"And does it frighten you? The possibility of losing yourself to a legend?"

"Every day," Thomas replied honestly. "But less than failing those who depend on me. Less than letting Turquine and Klingsor destroy Avalon.”

Nimue stopped her circling, studying him with those impossible eyes. "Yes," she murmured, almost to herself. "Yes, I see why he chose you. Not despite your fears but because of them. A man without fear cannot be truly brave.” She paused, as if considering a thousand complex things he’d never understand. “Tell me, Thomas, what do you see when you look at me?"

This question surprised him more than the last. "I see the Lady of the Stars,” he answered, unsure what she was getting at. “One of the most powerful wizards who ever lived."

"And what do you feel?"

Arthur's essence pulsed stronger, flooding Thomas with emotions not entirely his own. "Recognition. Like seeing someone you've known your whole life, even though we've never met. Like..." He struggled for words. "Like coming home to a place you didn't know you'd been missing."

Nimue's smile held layers of sadness and joy intermingled. "Arthur's essence recognizes me, as mine recognizes his. Even filtered through your consciousness, diluted by time and circumstance, that connection endures. It always has."

Thomas found himself taking a step closer, drawn by forces he didn't fully understand. "You loved him."

"I loved him. I love him still." The admission came without shame or hesitation. “Love doesn't end with death, Thomas. It transforms, it evolves, but it doesn't simply cease. My love for Arthur is what drove me into exile when I realized what my creations had cost Avalon. It's what kept me there even when the galaxy burned around us. And it's what brought me here now, to witness what he has become through you."

"He's not come back through me,” Thomas argued. “I’m still myself."

"Yes," Nimue agreed. "And that's what makes this so remarkable. Arthur's essence didn't overwhelm you or replace who you are. It merged with you, enhanced you, while leaving Thomas Drake fundamentally intact. It's the fusion Arthur himself never achieved in life. The balance between individual will and greater purpose."

Arthur's essence stirred in response to her words, a warm current of agreement flowing through Thomas’ consciousness. "You speak like you've been watching me from the beginning."

"In a sense, I have."

“What do you mean by in a sense?”

“You understand the state of magical energy within the universe, do you not?” she questioned.

“Yes,” Thomas replied. “It flows through all of time simultaneously.”

“Once a wizard has truly mastered the arcane, they’re able to perceive the flow of time differently. Merlin also had this ability, which is what made him such a valuable advisor to Arthur. What you experience as linear progression, I perceive as currents and eddies, streams that sometimes flow backward or branch into multiple channels. I've seen fragments of what was, glimpses of what might be, echoes of what must come to pass."

"If you could see the future, why didn't you try to stop any of this?" Thomas gestured broadly, encompassing everything—Camelot’s destruction, Arthur’s loss, or even something more recent like Turquine's visit to the Wastes and Klingsor's return. "You could have done something, warned Arthur, or somehow prevented⁠—”

"Prevented what?" Nimue's voice carried an edge now, ancient authority asserting itself. “Don’t mistake a learned wizard for a god. And don’t presume that every tragedy is truly tragic.”

“Isn’t it?” Thomas countered.

“Would you undo Arthur’s decision to flee Avalon if you could?” she asked.

The question stopped Thomas cold. He thought of the altercation in the alley. He thought of his escape from the police. He thought of the first time Merlin had spoken to him in the cave beneath the lake. He thought of the crew that had formed around Excalibur, the bonds forged in neural link and battle. He thought of Arthur's essence flowing into him, the weight and wonder of carrying that legacy forward.

"I..." He found he couldn't answer.

“By erasing that tragedy, you wouldn’t be here. Already, that simple change would be calamitous to you.”

“But I’m only one person. Surely⁠—”

“Surely none of this would have ever happened,” she completed for him. “Turquine would remain Morgana’s enforcer and Klingsor a replica within the Wastes. But what if some greater calamity struck Avalon as a result?” She put a gentle hand to his cheek, her touch soft and smooth as silk. “The future isn't a book to be read from beginning to end, Thomas. It's a web of infinite complexity, where each strand affects every other. I can see the shape of certain threads, catch glimpses of critical junctures, but the full tapestry remains hidden even from me. To interfere carelessly might save one life while dooming thousands, prevent one tragedy while enabling catastrophe."

Thomas sighed, suddenly feeling the exhaustion he'd been holding at bay. "It's maddening, isn’t it? All this power, all this knowledge, and none of it seems to matter when it comes to saving the people we care about."

"Power without wisdom is destruction," Nimue said. "Wisdom without restraint is tyranny. The balance between action and patience, between intervention and acceptance—that's the hardest lesson for those who can see far enough into the future to help shape it.”

"Is that why you went into exile? Because you couldn't find that balance?"

"I went into exile because I found it too late. My nanites—my attempt to gift healing and enhancement to the galaxy—instead became tools of transformation and oppression. The Draconite Empire exists because of my creation, Thomas. Every world they've conquered, every being they've enslaved, every atrocity committed in the name of their supremacy—all of it traces back to my desire to help."

Thomas felt Arthur's essence responding to her pain with echoes of understanding and forgiveness. "Arthur never blamed you for that."

"Arthur was too noble for his own good." Nimue's smile was rueful. "He saw only my intent, not the consequences. But I lived with those consequences every day, watched my gift become a curse that consumed the galaxy. Exile wasn't punishment. It was the only way I could ensure I wouldn't make things worse."

"But you've come back now."

"Because the balance has shifted again. Because new players have entered the game with power they don't understand, wielding forces that could unravel everything Arthur worked to build." Nimue's star-flecked eyes found Thomas’. "Because you carry his essence now, and that changes the fundamental nature of what's possible."

Seeing into her eyes, Arthur’s essence picked up on something hidden behind them, pushing it to the forefront of Thomas’ attention. "You've spoken to Morgana recently.”

It wasn't a question, and Nimue didn't treat it as one. She also didn’t seem surprised that he’d made the statement. "I have. She came to me seeking passage to the Wastes, convinced that destroying the source of all magic was the only way to stop Klingsor."

“What did you do?” Thomas asked, suddenly cold with uncertainty and dread.

“I provided her a safe path to the source of all magic.”

“You helped her?” Thomas cried angrily. “You gave the Queen of the Draconite Empire the means to destroy magic itself? Didn’t you just say⁠—”

“Mind your tongue, Daeardrayke,” Nimue charged, her expression hardening, ancient authority blazing in her eyes. “Your titles and Arthur's essence don't give you the right to question my choices or make demands of my actions. I’m not your subject to be commanded."

The rebuke froze Thomas. Even Arthur's essence recoiled from the power behind her words. "I'm sorry," he said quietly. "You're right. It’s just…well, I thought you were on Arthur’s side.”

“And what makes you think I’m not?” Nimue answered. “I did just try to teach you that not all tragedy leads to more tragedy, and no decision is without risk or consequences.”

“But your decision risks all of the magical energy in the universe,” Thomas pointed out.

“Do you take me for a fool, Thomas Drake?”

“No, of course not,” he replied defensively.

“Morgana came to me convinced that destruction was her only option. I could have simply refused her, left her to rage impotently while Klingsor grew stronger and her empire crumbled around her. Instead, I gave her what she asked for and ensured she understood the full weight of what she contemplated."

"You tested her, like you tested me,” Thomas said, understanding beginning to dawn.

"I showed her the truth of herself, just as the guardians of the Wastes will show her more truth still. Morgana is many things—tyrant, destroyer, betrayer. But she’s also a mother who loved her son. Sometimes the only way to save someone from their worst impulses is to show them what those impulses truly cost."

"You think she won't go through with it,” Thomas guessed.

"I think she'll face a choice that reveals who she truly is beneath all the rage and justification," Nimue replied. "What she chooses will determine not just her fate, but the fate of Avalon itself. I cannot make that choice for her. Nor should I."

Thomas was quiet for a moment, processing the implications. "Whose side are you on, Nimue? Really?"

"Arthur's," she said without hesitation. "For all that I can take sides in this conflict. His dream is worth preserving. But Arthur himself understood that dreams don't survive through fear and force. They require choice, commitment, the willingness of individuals to embrace something greater than themselves."

"Even if those individuals are former enemies?"

"Especially then. Redemption isn't just possible, it's necessary. The alternative is endless cycles of vengeance that consume everything in their path."

Thomas rubbed his temples, the beginning of a headache building behind his eyes. “Well, you shared some of your wisdom with Morgana. Maybe you can spare a little more for me?”

Nimue smiled, appearing almost like a normal person instead of the Lady of the Stars for the first time. “That depends on what you intend to ask.”

“I believe we’ve located Turquine and Klingsor. I’m pretty confident they're in the Montsalvat system, hidden beyond the Blackveil Corridor. But getting our fleet through that passage..." He trailed off, subtly shaking his head, the logistics nightmare playing out again in his mind.

"The gravitational stresses would tear apart all but the most experienced pilots," Nimue finished. "And even those who survived the passage would arrive piecemeal, easy prey for whatever forces await on the other side."

"Exactly. We need our entire fleet to arrive intact and coordinated, but I don’t know any way to achieve that without catastrophic losses."

Nimue was quiet for a long moment. Thomas took it as a good sign, since she hadn’t dismissed him immediately.

"There is a way," she said finally. "But it requires understanding the true nature of what Klingsor has built."

“It projects enchantment across vast distances,” Thomas said. “Necromantic enchantment.”

“That’s its most visible effect,” Nimue replied. “But the deeper workings are extraordinarily complex. Klingsor's machine establishes channels of magical energy that connect distant points in space. Remember, the same magic that flows through Avalyeth today also existed at the beginning of the universe.”

“From the source of magic, I assume,” Thomas said. “Otherwise magical energy couldn’t have existed when the universe began.”

Nimue nodded. “Yes, that’s right. Perhaps given time, you would make a fine wizard yourself.”

“So…” Thomas said, thinking it through. “Magical energy at the beginning of time is condensed on itself. It hasn’t spread out yet. Which means the distance from one magical energy unit then is much less than the distance today.”

Nimue’s smile expanded. “Keep going.”

“Since that same energy unit is available across all of time and space, then his enchantment passes from one to the other as if it were local. That’s how his machine works.”

“At a high level, but again, correct. There’s a lot more complexity in how he’s calculated the positioning and is able to access the right fields of magical energy, but you get the general idea.”

“And you’re saying this can help us somehow solve the transit problem?”

“Perhaps.”

“You aren’t sure?”

“I know I have a reputation, but as I said, I’m not an all-powerful god. My answer comes from my decades of studies in the mechanics of magical energy, not any divinations. I believe that every time the machine projects to a distant location, it creates an anchor point so that it can continue feeding energy from the source to the destination. I also doubt this path can only be traversed in one direction.”

“So we could send an enchantment back at him?” Thomas asked.

“Perhaps more than that,” Nimue replied. “Theoretically, with the right enchantments and enough magical energy, you could open a gateway similar to the portals on Excalibur, only on a grander scale. You could send the entire fleet through instantly without concern for cosmic instability or gravitational shear.”

“That would be incredible,” Thomas said, hope and excitement blooming in his chest before becoming tempered by concern. “It sounds like it would require enormous amounts of magical energy. More than we could possibly generate."

“It would,” Nimue confirmed.

Thomas stared at her in confusion. "Then why tell me about it? If we can't possibly achieve the energy levels needed⁠—"

"Because," Nimue said, "you have something your enemies don't expect. You have Arthur's essence, Thomas. You have the loyalty of beings across multiple species. You have Excalibur itself, a ship designed to channel magical energy beyond normal limits. Most importantly, you have the ability to inspire others to attempt the impossible."

"That's not exactly a detailed tactical plan."

"No," Nimue admitted with a laugh. "But it's the foundation upon which such plans are built. Arthur never achieved his greatest victories through superior force or perfect strategy. He won by convincing others to believe in something greater than themselves."

Thomas felt Arthur's essence responding to her words with warm recognition. "You think I'll find a way."

"I think you'll find a dozen ways, discard eleven of them as too dangerous or costly, and then execute the twelfth with such audacious brilliance that historians will debate whether it was genius or madness." Nimue's star-flecked eyes held depths of affection and pride. "Just as Arthur did."

Thomas stared at her, feeling somehow lighter despite the enormity of the task ahead. "Will I see you again?"

"Perhaps. The currents of time grow murky around coming events. There are too many variables, too many critical choices yet to be made. But know this, Thomas Drake.” She reached out, her fingers once more brushing his cheek with infinite kindness and care. "Arthur chose well when he joined his essence with yours. You carry not just his power but his heart, his unwavering belief that you can make things better, not only for yourself but for others. Hold fast to that belief, especially in the dark times ahead."

"Thank you,” Thomas said. “For everything.”

“Of course,” Nimue simply replied. “Remember, love doesn't end with death. And neither does hope."

A distant sound penetrated the grove's ancient quiet. Thomas recognized Merlin's voice, calling out for him.

"I should go," Thomas said reluctantly. "They'll be worried."

"Yes, you should." Nimue stepped back, raising the hood of her cloak to once more shroud her face. “Before you do, I have one last gift for you, freely offered. When the moment comes—and you'll know it when it arrives—remember that the greatest strength isn't in the power you wield but in the connections you forge. Alone, even the mightiest fall. Together, even the impossible becomes achievable."

"Thomas!" Merlin's voice echoed through the passages, urgent with concern. "Where are you, my boy?"

Thomas turned toward the sound for just a moment. "I'm here, Merlin! I'm⁠—"

When he looked back, Nimue was gone. No shimmer of teleportation, no rustle of movement, just absence where presence had been. The chamber felt suddenly ordinary, just another room in an ancient tree.

"—fine," Thomas finished lamely, staring at the empty space where the Lady of the Stars had stood.


CHAPTER 12


"Thomas!" Merlin's voice echoed through the ancient passages, closer now, tinged with genuine concern. "Where are you, my boy?"

Thomas took one last look at the empty space where Nimue had stood, her final words echoing through his mind. The greatest strength isn't in the power you wield but in the connections you forge. He drew a steadying breath, centering himself before responding.

"I'm here, Merlin!" he called back, moving toward the chamber's entrance. "I'm coming!"

He emerged to find Merlin's humanoid GOLEM approaching at a rapid pace, blue eyes bright with worry. A sudden slump in the mechanical’s posture conveyed his relief as he spotted Thomas.

"There you are. We've been searching for you. When you vanished from the memorial..." Merlin's synthetic voice carried genuine emotion. "After everything that's happened, we worried, of course.”

"I'm sorry," Thomas said, falling into step beside the GOLEM as they made their way back toward the Council Hollow. "Merlin, what would you say if I told you I just spoke with the Lady of the Stars?”

The GOLEM stopped walking entirely, blue eyes flaring brighter. "I would say that's impossible. Nimue has been in self-imposed exile for decades. She hasn't been seen since..." He trailed off, his optical sensors whirring as they focused intently on Thomas. "You're serious."

"Completely serious. She was at the memorial, hidden in the crowd. She came to pay her respects to Sir Lancelot. But also…she led me to that chamber so we could speak privately.”

"About what?" Merlin's voice carried a complexity of emotions—hope, disbelief, longing.

"Many things. But most importantly…” A furtive smile turned up one side of Thomas’ mouth. “...she may have given us a solution to the Blackveil Corridor problem."

Merlin's optical array flickered rapidly, the digital equivalent of blinking in astonishment. "What kind of solution?"

"She suggested we could use Klingsor's machine against him. Since it creates a pathway to transfer formed magical energy across vast distances⁠—”

“Of course! The pathway must be bi-directional,” Merlin finished. “I should have thought of that. ”

“She suggested it may be possible to create a massive teleportal that would bypass the Corridor entirely and deliver our whole fleet directly into the Montsalvat system."

“Hmm, let me consider it,” Merlin said, pausing while he presumably worked through basic calculations. "The energy requirements alone would be staggering. More magical power than has ever been channeled through a single enchantment."

"She seemed to think it was possible. Though of course, she was rather vague on the specifics."

"Nimue always was one for cryptic guidance," Merlin said with what sounded like fond exasperation. "But if she mentioned it at all, there must be some theoretical foundation. We should confer with Kaelithan and Taliesin immediately. Their expertise might better illuminate what she had in mind, or at least give us more of an idea of how viable a concept it may be.”

They continued to the Council Hollow's approaches, where crowds of mourners were still dispersing. The formal ceremony had concluded, but small groups lingered in conversation, the solemnity gradually giving way to the kind of storytelling and remembrance that followed such gatherings.

Thomas spotted his crew near one of the side entrances, their formal attire making them stand out among the predominantly Druid attendees. Gareth was deep in conversation with General Calithar, while Burl appeared to be sampling something from a flask Percival had produced. Thorgrim stood slightly apart, his discomfort with large gatherings evident in his rigid posture, while Bilbic showed his usual interest in all the new things and people surrounding him.

"Thomas!" Gareth called out as they approached. "There you are. We were starting to worry."

“No need to worry. I’m fine.” Thomas looked around the group, noting an absence. "Where's Kael?"

“He said he was heading off to the library," Tryvane replied. “He wanted to get a jump on the research into bypassing the Blackveil Corridor.”

“He said every second we waste is another second Halvy is stuck with Turquine,” Aldritch said.

“You can’t blame him for being eager to aid his kin,” Thorgrim said. “I’m just as eager to give my axe a taste of that worm’s flesh. The service was all well and good, but it’s time to return to action.”

“And we will,” Thomas promised. “That’s why I need to find Kael.” He turned to Taliesin. “I need you, too, Tal.”

“How can I be of service?” the shapeshifting engineer asked.

“There may be a solution to the Blackveil Corridor problem, but it requires significant theoretical work before we can determine if it's viable. And like Thorgrim just pointed out, we need to make that determination quickly. Merlin, Tal and I will meet Kael in the library.” Thomas looked around at the group. “The rest of you, carry on with whatever you had planned for the day.” He turned to Calithar. “General, I’ll report on our findings as soon as possible.”

“Of course, Daeardrayke,” Calithar replied. “I’ll be anxiously awaiting word.”

“So will the rest of us,” Gareth added.

“Are you sure we can’t help?” Tivan asked.

“Not unless you’re an expert in enchantment theory,” Thomas replied.

“That leaves me out,” Brennan said.

“Me, too,” Burl agreed.

“Well, we’ll be around if you need us,” Tivan said with a grin. “Good luck, Captain.”

“Thank you,” Thomas replied. He took his leave, Merlin and Taliesin joining him as they headed for the Great Library. He reiterated his tale of Nimue’s visit to Tal along the way, getting him caught up in what he hoped to accomplish at the library.

“It’s definitely an interesting idea,” Taliesin agreed. “But you’re right to question its viability. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but my first reaction is that it’s untenable within a reasonable timeframe. And there are so many variables and unknowns…” He trailed off, becoming lost in thought for the remainder of the trip.

Thomas had visited the library several times since their return to Avalyeth, but the sight never failed to impress him. The scale and grandeur was mesmerizing, as was the skill and patience that had been required to build such a massive space out of the living wood of Primaltree.

They passed through the main entrance into the soaring central hall, where the soft patterns of turning pages and whispered conversations created a symphony of scholarly pursuit. The circular information desk at the chamber's center was staffed by several custodians, their deep green robes marking them as keepers of the library's vast collections.

“Excuse me,” Thomas said, stepping up to the counter and getting the attention of one of the custodians.

She turned to face him, blushing the moment she saw who stood before her. “You…you’re him. Sir Dragon.”

Thomas smiled back at her. “I am. I’m looking for my friend Kaelithan. Do you know what section he might be in?”

Her gaze shifted to Taliesin and Merlin’s GOLEM, equally impressed with his companions. “I just want to thank you, Sir Dragon. For ridding us of the Draconite. For giving us a chance to determine our own destiny once more.”

Despite receiving similar gratitude hundreds of times since he’d helped depose both Trilthan and the Draconite, Thomas still wasn’t fully comfortable with it. He nodded, trying not to look too flustered as he replied. “You’re welcome.”

His humility only seemed to make him more attractive to the custodian, who smiled prettily. “Let me see where Kael may have gotten off to.” She tapped on her terminal before turning back to him. “He’s in Enchantment Theory. Custodian Iona is assisting him. I can show you the way?”

“I believe I know the way,” Thomas replied. “Thank you.”

“Of course. If you need anything else, all you have to do is ask.”

Thomas felt his cheeks heat at the way she said anything, leaving him glad he still had some stairs to climb before he reached Kaelithan and his sister.

They made their way up a spiraling wooden staircase to the third floor, sticking close to the railing along the inner perimeter of the floor to reach Enchantment Theory. Navigating toward the private study alcoves near the rear, the sound of Kaelithan and Iona engaged in animated discussion reached them before they saw them. Reaching the alcove, they found Iona sitting across from Kael. Thyreon occupied a chair nearby, his young face intense with concentration as he followed the energetic conversation.

“It’s not just the gravitational anomalies,” Kael was saying. “Even magical energy struggles to pierce the Blackveil in a consistent manner, making enchanted solutions to perfecting navigation questionable at best. And even if we can get all the ships through with little concern, getting them there at the same time is a totally different problem. Otherwise, the Draconite Turquine managed to turn to his cause will pick us off, one by one.”

“Certainly Excalibur can overcome whatever forces are gathered there,” Iona countered. “Between you, Thomas, and his crew, I imagine you could destroy Turquine’s fleet on your own.”

“That’s very supportive of you, sister,” Kaelithan replied, “and you may be right about that. But we don’t know what kind of defenses Klingsor may already have in place in the system. Perhaps the dozen or so Draconite ships are the greatest of our concerns. Or perhaps they’re the least. We may only get one attempt, we need to be sure it’s a successful one.” He looked toward the doorway at the sound of footsteps. "Thomas! We were just discussing Montsalvat.”

"So I heard," Thomas said, entering the room. “Iona, it’s good to see you again.”

“It’s always good to see you as well, Thomas,” she replied. “Your speech at the memorial was quite touching and motivational.”

“Thank you, I did my best.” He looked at the young Druid. “How are you, Thyreon?”

“Better every day,” the boy replied. “The academy is set to re-open in two weeks. I’m excited to resume my studies.”

“Considering you were learning under Master Grenyth, I imagine you’ll be well ahead of most of your peers,” Thomas said. “You may spend more time teaching than studying in the beginning.”

“Kael said the same thing. Either way, I’m happy to have somewhere to belong again. Somewhere that isn’t a cage.”

“I’d hoped to get a jump on some research into the Corridor problem,” Kaelithan said. “I didn’t expect you to arrive quite so soon.” His gaze shifted to Taliesin and Merlin. “And with such a specific entourage.” He smiled, his eyes returning to Thomas. “You have the look of a man who knows something.”

“Perhaps,” Thomas replied. “While you were here preparing to bury your nose in ancient Druid tomes, I was deeper in Primaltree having a conversation with Nimue.”

The silence that followed was profound. Iona's eyes widened, while Thyreon's mouth fell open slightly and Kaelithan simply stared.

"The Lady of the Stars?" Iona whispered. "She spoke to you?"

"After the memorial. She had some ideas of her own about reaching Montsalvat safely in force. Theoretical, of course.”

“Of course,” Kaelithan agreed, looking at Taliesin. “What do you think of it?”

“I think it may have merit,” Tal replied. “But Thomas thought it best if we all put our heads together to make a more educated determination.”

“I’m eager to help,” Kael answered. “Now that we’re getting closer to finding Turquine, I can’t get Halvy’s face out of my mind. I believe there’s a part of him that knows he’s a prisoner, and the idea of him suffering…just…”

He trailed off, eyes becoming distant. Iona put a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll save him, brother. Do not doubt it.”

Kaelithan nodded. “We will.” He turned back to Thomas. “Now, tell me what Nimue told you.”


CHAPTER 13


Kaelithan sat with his hands on the side of his head, rubbing his temples as he considered everything Thomas had related to him about Nimue’s idea.

He’d been processing this way for a few minutes when he finally spoke up. “I think the concept itself is incredible,” he said. “And it offers a lot of clarity into the function of Klingsor’s device as well. This transfer of enchantment through a network of anchor points in the construct of magical energy…I mean, there’s probably an entire new field of magic that could come from that, with all kinds of interesting and incredible possibilities. To think Klingsor mastered it hundreds of years ago, without any of the additional clarity we have today.” He shook his head. “It’s hard for me to fully wrap my mind around it.”

“I feel the same,” Taliesin confirmed. “It makes the work I did on Excalibur feel rudimentary by comparison.”

“The important thing is, can we turn Nimue’s suggestion into reality?” Thomas asked. “Would it be possible to piggyback on the same principles to bypass the Blackveil Corridor?”

“Klingsor made it work, so it’s clearly possible,” Kael said. “But the power requirements…” He picked up a data pad on the table and drew a simple enchantment. “Thyreon, what is this?” he asked, showing it to the boy.

“A containment sigil,” Thyreon answered. “Grenyth had them on all of his pots to keep water from accidentally spilling out and burning us. It’s also the first enchantment he taught us to activate.”

“How much energy does it require?”

“Not much. A thimble’s worth, if that.”

Kael added another line to the sigil. “What if I do this?”

“Still containment, but more forceful,” Thyreon replied. “You could throw the pot against the wall and the water wouldn’t spill.”

“How much energy for this?”

“Nearly ten times more.”

Kaelithan glanced at Thomas. “For a single line. Magical energy requirements tend to be logarithmic.”

“I understand that much,” Thomas replied. “Merlin, how much energy does the teleportal require?”

“Quite a lot, my boy, “ Merlin replied. “To make it large enough to pass a starship through would, as Kaelithan suggests, require exponentially more.”

“We're talking about a magical force equivalent to a star's output concentrated into a single moment,” Kaelithan said.

“That’s more than the collectors on Avalyeth could provide even if you drained them completely all at once,” Iona said.

“Much more,” Kael agreed, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Thomas. This is theoretically possible, but practically impossible. There’s just nowhere to get enough magical energy to trigger the kind of reaction we would need.”

Thomas nodded, disappointed but able to accept the cold, hard truth. “It just makes me wonder why Nimue brought it up in the first place, if⁠—”

“Let’s not be too hasty in our dismissal,” Taliesin spoke up suddenly.

“You have an idea?” Kaelithan asked.

“I do,” he replied. “Soul stones."

The others turned to him with expressions of surprise and growing excitement.

"Soul stones store massive amounts of magical energy," Taliesin continued. “A single stone can potentially contain enough energy to match what’s available through Avalyeth’s collectors. The difference is that by nature, that energy can only be used by the stone’s owner and the soul trapped inside. But if we could build a device to allow us to extract that energy and harness it for our own purposes, that could make up some of the deficit.”

"The calculations do become much more favorable if you don't have to generate all the power from scratch,” Kaelithan agreed.

"But we don't have any soul stones," Thomas pointed out.

"True," Taliesin said, "but we know who does.”

“Morgana,” Thomas answered.

“Nine of them,” Merlin said.

“Nine soul stones would get us a long way toward our requirements,” Kaelithan said. “And she did promise to provide any help we needed to help her avenge Mordred.”

“That would sound promising, but Nimue told me Morgana went to the Wastes,” Thomas said. “We can’t get the stones from her, even if she was willing to part with them, which I doubt.”

“Wait, what?” Merlin said. “You didn’t mention that part of your conversation. What do you suppose Morgana will do if she reaches the shattered Camelot?”

“When she reaches it,” Thomas said. “Nimue gave her directions. Hopefully, she’ll replicate herself to become a guardian and that’s all.”

“Or she’ll destroy the place,” Kaelithan said. “Destroy all magic to stop Klingsor.”

“The possibility exists,” Thomas said. “But we have to work with where we are right now. We don’t know when Morgana may return or what state she’ll be in when she does. We don’t even know if magic will still flow through the universe by then. We have to assume her soul stones aren’t available. Where else can we find more?”

“There are no more, my boy,” Merlin said. “At least, not any that would be easily discovered. Time is our biggest obstacle right now. It’s the reason we’re considering such a drastic step. Soul stones may carry enough energy, but they’re not a stable solution.”

“Which brings us back to square zero,” Kaelithan said. “This approach isn’t going to work.”

The group fell silent. Thomas wasn’t very bothered by the verdict since it had never seemed more than theoretical, but he could tell that Kael, in his desperation to save Halvy, clearly wasn’t happy with having possibility dangled in front of him only to have it ripped away. Taliesin, too, seemed bothered, though Thomas guessed it was more because of his desire to solve the problem and frustration with its elusiveness than anything.

"Unless..." Thyreon spoke up hesitantly. "What about Sidhe crystals?"

The others looked at him with surprise. The young Druid continued. "I was reading about them before the Wyldentree…well, before. Sidhe crystals can modulate magical energy fields, smooth out fluctuations, and provide stability and amplification."

Thomas looked to Kael and Taliesin, who both seemed immediately intrigued by the idea.

“Thyreon, that’s brilliant,” Kael said. “There may be something to that. Stabilizing the energy flow would reduce the waste, which would reduce the overall requirements. And the amplification properties could help us achieve the force we need.”

“It would take a lot of crystal,” Taliesin said. “Much more than might be on Avalyeth. But…”

“But what?” Thomas asked.

“This is all theoretical, mind you,” Taliesin reminded him. “But, we could potentially construct a gateway out of Sidhe crystal. The frame of the teleportal. We would still need a large infusion of magical energy for it to amplify, but so long as the resonance is correct inside the portal, I believe we can reach our power requirements.”

“And how do we provide this infusion of energy?” Thomas asked.

“The Collectors could likely provide enough.”

“I have to admit, it’s an intriguing thought,” Kaelithan said.

“Except Falias is under Morgana's control,” Merlin pointed out. “We’d need to liberate the planet to gain access to the crystal.”

“Do we have any idea what the Draconite garrison looks like on Falias these days?” Taliesin asked.

“No,” Thomas replied. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t risk losing good people trying to create a means to bypass the Blackveil Corridor when the goal is to preserve as much of our forces as possible in the first place. It’s counter-productive.”

“Perhaps not,” Taliesin countered, his expression suggestive of him working through a complex mental problem while he spoke. “There is another potential benefit to freeing Falias.”

“What kind of benefit?” Thomas asked. “Don’t leave us hanging.”

“The nanites,” he said. “My other iron in the fire.”

“You’ve made progress with them?”

“Some. With Merlin’s assistance, I’ve had success programming Nimue’s base nanites to attach to Turquine's and overwrite their instructions. Initial lab results are promising, but there's still extensive testing required before we could deploy them in the field."

“Turquine’s nanites?” Thomas said. “What about Halvy’s?”

“Potentially disrupting Turquine is no small feat, my boy,” Merlin said.

“I know,” Thomas said. “I don’t mean to diminish the accomplishment, it’s just that Halvy is, well, I think he’s a higher value target.”

“I agree,” Kaelithan said. “The problem is that the nanites we recovered from Trilthan’s lab don’t respond the same way to the programming.”

“Unlike Turquine’s nanites, they’re able to store magical energy,” Taliesin explained. “Which means they’re also able to use it to kill Nimue’s nanites, even when their other defensive systems have been bypassed.”

“And there’s no way to stop it?”

“We’d need to fight magic with magic,” Kael said. “One method would be for me to try to counter the absorption of magical energy following the introduction of the nanites into Halvy’s bloodstream. But we’d need to completely subdue him to keep him from fighting back. Plus, the physical and mental risk would be acute.”

“Another method would be to enchant Nimue’s nanites,” Tal said. “But none of us here have the level of skill necessary to do that at the molecular level.”

“But Sidhe artificers do,” Merlin said, answering Thomas’ next question before he could pose it. “Their command of integrating magic and technology far surpasses that of the Druids.”

“And the enchantment method would be safer for Halvy?” Thomas asked.

“Much,” Kael confirmed. “It’s the difference between removing a lesion with a scalpel instead of an axe.”

The group fell silent, all eyes on Thomas. The discussion had veered far from where he’d expected, leaving him feeling overwhelmed.

Arthur's essence stirred within him, warm and encouraging, helping to steady his thoughts. The benefits of liberating Falias were clear. Not only in the potential to sneak their fleet into Montsalvat without running the gauntlet of the Blackveil Corridor and the potential to save Halvy from Turquine’s control. Freeing Falias would also provide access to another ally—along with the additional ships and resources that Nimue had suggested they would need.

“There’s one more thing you should know, Sir Dragon,” Taliesin said before Thomas could complete his thoughts. “Even if everything else goes right and we build the teleportal to make the crossing to Montsalvat, using it isn’t as simple as just activating it. We need it to be placed within the area of effect of Klingsor’s machine so that we can trace the incoming flow back to its source.”

The statement froze Thomas in his tracks. “You mean we need to launch our attack on Klingsor at the same time he’s launching an attack on us?”

“Precisely. The good news is that once we destroy the device at the source, the attack ends.”

“Right,” Thomas said. “I think this may be the most insane thing we’ve ever tried to do, and that’s saying a lot.”

“We don’t need to go ahead with this, my boy,” Merlin said. “There are still a lot of unknowns. Nimue may be powerful, but she isn’t infallible. We can still take the fleet through the Blackveil Corridor and take our chances when we reach the other side.”

Thomas considered for another moment before responding. “Tal, Kael, I need you two to work out the specifics of the portal. I want the highest confidence you can provide that we can build it and make it work the way we intend.”

“Of course, Captain,” Taliesin replied. “We’ll get on it right away.”

“Merlin, I want you to help them any way you can. Iona, if you don’t mind, it would be helpful if you could continue providing library resources as needed to see this task done.”

“I don’t mind at all, Thomas,” Iona replied. “I’m happy to do it for you.”

“What about you, my boy?” Merlin asked. “What do you intend to do?”

“The more I think about it, the more I want to free Falias. Even if the portal idea never comes to fruition, it feels like the right move.”

“Arthur’s essence flows through your veins,” Merlin said. “Perhaps it is the right move. I’m certain Sir Lancelot would be proud to see you like this.”

“Thank you, Merlin,” Thomas replied. “I hope to make him proud. You all know what you need to do. I’m going to speak with the others and General Calithar. We have a battle to plan.”


CHAPTER 14


Thomas left the Great Library with a renewed sense of purpose thrumming through his veins, Arthur's essence responding to his determination with waves of warm approval. The memorial for Lancelot had provided a stark reminder of what they were fighting for, and Nimue's cryptic advice had helped show him a path forward. Now he needed his crew, his allies, and a plan that would honor both the fallen knight's sacrifice and the living's hope for freedom.

The walkways of Primaltree buzzed with subdued activity as beings went about their daily routines, but Thomas noticed how many paused to nod respectfully as he passed. He acknowledged their gestures with small nods of his own, but his mind was focused on the task ahead.

He didn’t have to go far to reach the residential area where Kaelithan’s parents lived. He stopped in front of the ornate door marking the entrance to their home and knocked sharply, the sound echoing across the living wood. He immediately heard footsteps, expecting one of the family servants to answer. Instead, the door swung open to reveal Elara, Kaelithan's mother, her silver and white hair arranged in an elaborate style with multiple gilded pins sticking out like branches.

"Sir Dragon," she said, her eyes widening slightly with surprise and pleasure at seeing him. "What an unexpected pleasure.” She offered a graceful bow that he quickly waved off.

"Thank you," Thomas replied. “I’m sorry to intrude. I’m actually looking for Gareth. I assumed since Anise and their baby are staying with you, that I would most likely find him here.”

“You assumed correctly,” she answered with a light grin. “They're in the garden chamber. Please, come in; it's no intrusion at all."

Thomas stepped into the warmth of the home, once again struck by the sense of peace that permeated the space. The walls showed the characteristic flowing patterns of grown wood, but here they'd been enhanced with subtle artistic touches—carved reliefs, crystalline fixtures that cast gentle rainbow light, the faint scent of spices and flowers that spoke of a home heavy with love. It was an environment he’d never experienced until he’d come here and met Kaelithan’s family.

There was nowhere else in Avalon he liked better.

Elara led him through a short corridor that opened into what she'd called the garden chamber—a circular room where the outer wall had been shaped to create large openings that let in both natural light and the gentle sounds of Primaltree's forest canopy. Flowering plants of all colors filled the space, and beneath a crystalline light, a smoothly carved table and set of chairs sat at the room’s center. According to Kael, such chambers were common in Druid homes, though they varied in size. This one was quite large, and like the rest of Primaltree, truly a sight to behold.

Gareth sat in one of the chairs, his normally serious expression softened by a contented smile as he watched his son gurgle happily in his mother’s arms, his tiny hands reaching for butterfly-like insects that flitted about the chamber. It was a scene of such domestic tranquility that Thomas almost hesitated to disturb it.

Gareth looked up at his approach, and Thomas saw the exact moment when the man’s expression shifted to alert recognition. Gareth knew him well enough by now to read the set of Thomas' shoulders, the focused intensity in his eyes, the way he radiated determination.

"Anise," Gareth said softly, finally taking his eyes off Thomas. "I think our afternoon just got shorter."

His wife turned, her own eyes lighting up with recognition and respect as she saw Thomas. "Sir Dragon," she said warmly. "How wonderful to see you again."

"The pleasure is mine," Thomas replied, shifting his gaze. "And how is young Gareth doing today?”

"Growing stronger every day," she said proudly, adjusting the baby so Thomas could see his face more clearly. “Give him another month or two, and he’ll be ready to take on the Draconite.”

“He already looks the part of a knight,” Thomas agreed, making a face at little Gareth that elicited a sharp laugh. “Perhaps he can join the flight crew. We still have two open pods.”

“Perhaps when he’s a wee bit older,” Gareth laughed as he rose to his feet, his expression sobering as studied Thomas. “You have that look about you again.”

"What look?" Thomas asked, though he knew exactly what Gareth meant.

“You know what look.” Gareth's eyes never left Thomas's face. “The look that says you've made a decision with far reaching consequences.”

Arthur's essence pulsed within Thomas, recognizing the truth in Gareth's words. “I have,” he admitted. His resolve had crystallized during the conversation in the library, shaped by Nimue's guidance and tempered by the practical realities Kaelithan and Taliesin had outlined. “There’s a way forward. A path to victory. But it’s heavy with risk. It won’t be easy.”

“When is it ever easy?” Gareth replied. “I’m with you, Daeardrayke. Until the end.”

“I know,” Thomas answered. “And I appreciate that. I need you to come with me now.”

“Of course,” Gareth said, turning to Anise. “I have to go, love.”

“I know,” she replied, her voice carrying neither resentment nor surprise.

"I'm sorry," Thomas said, meaning it. "I know you were hoping for more time together."

"Don't apologize," Anise replied firmly. "This is what we signed up for when we joined this fight." She looked at her husband with fierce pride. "Gareth wouldn't be the man I married if he could ignore a call to duty."

Gareth leaned down to engulf his wife and son in his arms for a tender and lingering goodbye. "I'll be back soon," he promised quietly.

"I know you will," she replied. "Be careful.” She glanced at Thomas. “Take care of my man, Captain.”

"Actually," Thomas said, smirking, “he’ll more than likely be taking care of me.” He sobered. “I’ll bring him home to you, Anise.” Of course, they both knew that was something he couldn’t really promise.

As they left the garden, Thomas caught Gareth's arm. "I'm sorry to pull you away from them."

"Don't be," Gareth replied. "I knew this peace was temporary. What's the plan?”

"Nothing yet. But we need to move. I'll explain on the way."

They walked swiftly through Primaltree's winding passages, the evening crowds parting respectfully as they recognized the Daeardrayke and his executive officer. Thomas outlined his conversation with Nimue and the subsequent discussion in the library as they moved, Gareth listening with growing interest.

"Falias," he mused as they approached the landing platform where Excalibur waited. "It's ambitious, but from what you just told me, I can see why it moved to the front of your mind. There are a lot of reasons to redirect there before moving on Turquine. But it’s risky.”

"My thoughts exactly. I think it’s worth having Aldrich and Tryvane come with us to speak with Calithar and your cousin. This isn't a decision I want to rush into without their input."

They entered Excalibur through the teleportal, the familiar hum of the ship's systems welcoming them home.

Merlin, Thomas projected to the digital consciousness. Are Aldrich and Tryvane onboard?

Indeed, my boy. Shall I inform them that you’re looking for them?

Please do. Tell them to meet Gareth and myself at the teleportal.

Of course.

“Merlin’s gathering Aldrich and Tryvane,” Thomas informed Gareth. “They’ll be here shortly.”

They didn’t wait long for either man to arrive. Aldrich had changed out of his more formal clothes and into his more typical military-style fatigues, while Tryvane wore a simple tunic and trousers, his hair slick with sweat.

“I was just in the training compartment,” he said as he approached. “Shall I go clean up, or⁠—”

"Come as you are," Thomas said. "Time is a factor."

“Merlin didn’t say what this is about,” Aldrich said.

“I want you to be part of a meeting with Calithar and Lestain,” Thomas replied. “I’ll fill you both in on the way.”

The four of them made their way back through the teleportal and began the descent toward the Druid Command Center. Located in the lower levels of Primaltree, it was a bustling hub of activity where military and civilian authorities coordinated Avalyeth's defense and growing independence. The paths here were broader, designed to accommodate the movement of troops and supplies, and the atmosphere was notably more martial than the scholarly upper levels or residential middle sections.

Guards in enchanted wooden armor and carrying magically-powered staves snapped to attention and saluted as they passed, a deference that Thomas acknowledged with a nod. He still wasn't entirely comfortable with the protocol, but Arthur's essence helped him respond with appropriate dignity.

The Command Center itself occupied a vast hollow within the tree, its walls lined with communication equipment and displays showing both an assortment of linear data, graphs, and feeds from the satellites orbiting the planet. Officers and technicians moved between stations with expert efficiency, the low murmur of their conversations creating a constant backdrop of activity.

General Calithar stood near the central planning table, reviewing training schedules with several of his senior staff. He looked up as they entered, his expression shifting from concentration to curiosity as he took in Thomas's expression and the assembled group.

"Daeardrayke," he greeted formally, then nodded to the others. "Gentlemen. I wasn't expecting to see you so soon after the memorial."

“We’ve had some new developments,” Thomas replied. “Where’s Lestain?”

“In the training hall, watching Master Thorncrest put his fighters through their paces. Shall I send for him?"

"Please."

Calithar gestured to one of his aides, who hurried off to fetch Lestain. "While we wait, perhaps you could give me some indication of what this is about?"

"Falias," Thomas said simply.

The general's eyebrows rose. "That's...unexpected. Two hours ago, you headed off to the library to find a way around the Blackveil Corridor. Now you return to speak of an unrelated planet?”

“Not exactly. Falias may be part of the answer. I’ll go into more detail when Lestain arrives.”

They didn’t have to wait long. The stocky resistance leader strode into the room with purpose, his expression grave as he joined them at the planning table. “Sir Dragon. Cousin,” he nodded to each of them. “Tryvane and Aldrich. I didn’t expect to see any of you again so soon. I hear there have been some surprising new developments.” His attention returned to Thomas, a grin splitting his face. “I hear you ran into the Lady of the Stars.”

“I did,” Thomas confirmed. “It’s part of the reason I’m here.” He quickly explained everything to both men, getting them up to speed on the conversation he’d held with the others in the library.

“So…Falias,” Lestain said after a brief silence once Thomas had finished the recounting. “After what you just told us, I can certainly see why you’ve set your sights on the planet. And stars know, we can use all the allies we can gather. But Daeardrayke, surely you know that Falias isn't some backwater posting. The Draconite maintain a significant garrison there that I’m sure has only been bolstered since your deal with Morgana. The dragonfolk run a lot of trade through the Sidhe worlds, and as you know they rely on materials they gather there for their war machines. They won’t give it up easily.”

“I know,” Thomas agreed. “Which is why we need to be cautious.”

“I don’t think we should spend too much time being too cautious,” Tryvane said, getting the attention of the others. “I mean, we didn’t consider how we were going to free Avalyeth ahead of time. The opportunity arose and we seized it.”

“I understand your eagerness to free our people,” Calithar said, “but to concentrate on Falias now…we'd be stretching our forces thin when we need them concentrated for the assault on Montsalvat."

“There is no assault on Montsalvat without the liberation of Falias,” Tryvane insisted. “It isn’t wise for any of us to ignore advice from the Lady of the Stars.”

“We aren’t ignoring it, my friend,” Gareth said. “We’re discussing it.”

“Merlin cautioned me that while Nimue is powerful, she isn’t perfect,” Thomas added. “It would be easy for us to rush into things, but it’s better that we’re all aligned on our goals and how to reach them.”

“I have doubts about committing significant forces to liberating Falias while Turquine remains the primary threat,” Calithar reiterated. “I don’t want us to lose sight of that.”

"What if we didn't need to commit significant forces?" Tryvane asked. "The Sidhe resistance took heavy losses, yes, but the majority of Sidhe have long tired of the occupation. They want the Draconite off their planet. All they need is a spark to ignite them into action.”

"You mean Excalibur," Gareth said.

"Exactly. The moment we begin striking at the Draconite’s orbital defenses, word will pass from the resistance to the people. They’ll rise up, of that I have no doubt. The Draconite rule through fear, but that fear evaporates quickly once people see them bleeding."

“Tryvane,” Thomas said calmly. “You were there with us when we fled Aelindral. We barely escaped Turquine, and Amren paid the ultimate price to help us get away. Even then, the Draconite defenses were too great for us to stand against, and it’s only gotten worse since then.”

“You only had five flight crew members at the time,” Tryvane pointed out. “There are ten of us now. Only two seats shy of a full complement. Surely, Excalibur’s strength has increased exponentially since those early days.”

“I’m with Tryvane on that one,” Aldrich said. “We held our own against the reanimated crews and Draconite ships in the Phyrus system. There’s no reason to think we can’t hold our own against them at Falias. Plus, I could send word to Captain Halarax to begin moving his mercenary forces into position to assist in an assault.”

“No,” Thomas said. “Whatever we ultimately decide, we can’t include mercenaries in a liberation action. That would definitely violate the spirit of our agreement with Morgana and put Avalyeth under threat of her reprisal.”

“Understood,” Aldrich said. “Well, I still think Excalibur can handle whatever orbital defenses the Draconite might throw at us.”

"In space, perhaps," Calithar said. "But ground operations are different. Even with the Sidhe rising up, urban combat against entrenched Draconite positions would be costly."

“My people are willing to pay for their freedom with blood if they must,” Tryvane insisted. “The Draconite garrison numbers in the thousands, but the Sidhe number in the millions.”

“I know you have a lot of faith in your people,” Thomas said. “But not everyone is a warrior. How many will truly answer the call without hesitation?”

Tryvane opened his mouth to answer quickly before thinking better of it.

“Captain,” Lestain said, speaking up during the moment of silence. “You mentioned Morgana and your agreement. I have to wonder, how do you think she might react when she gets word of you liberating planets instead of hunting Turquine?"

“Honestly,” Thomas replied, Arthur’s essence echoing his righteous anger. “I don’t care. There was nothing in our agreement that said we couldn’t liberate planets and hunt Turquine at the same time. And even if there was, she’s the one who disappeared into the Wastes on her own agenda. She’s the one who abandoned Malevolence and her assault flights during the battle in Phyrus. If she were here now, we could speak to her about using her soul stones to power the teleportal instead of exploring Sidhe crystal as an alternative, but she isn’t here now, which means she has no right to complain if we strengthen our position while she's gone."

"Assuming she even plans to come back," Gareth added quietly.

The room fell silent at that. The possibility that Morgana might destroy the source of all magic—ending Klingsor's threat but also devastating Avalon's ecosystem—hung unspoken between them.

“Where do you suggest we start, Sir Dragon?” Calithar finally asked, breaking the silence.

"We scout first," Thomas replied. "Take Excalibur to Falias and assess the situation properly. We won’t commit to anything until we know exactly what we’re facing.”

"I can help with that," Tryvane offered eagerly. "If we can get close enough, I can contact my mother and what remains of the resistance. They can help us gather real intelligence on Draconite positions across the planet, and, we can help ensure they’re ready to act whenever the time comes.”

“I think it’s a solid plan,” Gareth said. “We go in, gather intel, and get out. Minimal risk to Excalibur, and zero risk to the combined Druid and Ursan Resistance forces. I don’t see how any of you can argue with that.”

“Not with that,” Calithar confirmed. “I’m more concerned about what happens if you determine Falias is ripe for plucking and what might happen if you’re wrong.”

“You don’t trust me?” Thomas asked.

“I want to, Daeardrayke. But there’s so much at stake.”

“There is, but even if you can’t trust me, maybe you can trust that every world we free makes us stronger. That every ally we gain brings us closer to victory. That the risk is worth the reward."

Calithar looked thoughtful, his gaze locking on Thomas’, searching him for any sign of hesitation or doubt. There was none to be found. Arthur’s essence warmed Thomas with determination, ebbing and flowing in rhythm with his heartbeat, supporting his resolve.

“Very well,” he agreed at last. "When do you intend to depart?"

“As soon as possible. Can you send runners to help gather my crew? Some of them scattered after the memorial."

"Of course." Calithar gestured to several aides, barking quick commands to have the city watch find Excalibur’s crew. “Is there anything else you need?"

"Just your faith in us," Thomas replied.

“That you have," Calithar said, extending his hand. Thomas clasped it firmly. Then he exchanged a handshake with Lestain.

“Good luck out there, Sir Dragon,” the resistance leader said.

“Thank you, Commander,” Thomas replied, leading his crew from the Command Center and back through Primaltree's ascending passages.

The evening meal hour had begun, filling the air with scents of cooking and the sounds of families gathering. It was a poignant reminder of what they fought to protect and liberate—not abstract ideals but real lives, real communities that deserved freedom—from Draconite cruelty and oppression.

Having received word to return to Excalibur, Burl and Percival were already on the landing platform, headed for the ship, when they arrived there. The pair stopped and waited for Thomas and the others near the teleportal.

“So we have a new mission already,” Percival said. “I was worried we’d be sitting here twiddling our thumbs for far too long.”

“We’re returning to Falias for reconnaissance ,” Thomas replied. “If we’re lucky, the next few hours will be edifying without being too exciting.”

“Knowing us, I doubt that,” Burl said.

They stepped through the teleportal onto the ship and headed for the flight deck. Merlin, is everyone on board? Thomas asked.

Not yet, my boy. Thorgrim is still disembarked, as is Bilbic.

Bilbic? I didn’t think he ever left the ship on his own.

He’s becoming more comfortable among the Druids. They treat him well as a member of Excalibur’s crew. I assume since you’re rounding everyone up, we’re soon to depart?

We are. The plan is to make a quick reconnaissance trip to Falias, contact Lady Aelan for some intelligence, and head back here to digest it. We shouldn’t be gone more than a few hours.

A logical series of events, Merlin agreed. Do you want Kaelithan to join us?

No. I want your GOLEM, Kael, and Tal to keep working on the details of the portal. We can handle the scouting mission without the three of you. His essence, of course, remained aboard Excalibur.

Of course, my boy. I’ll let them know.

Let me know as soon as Thorgrim and Bilbic arrive as well.

Of course.

Thank you, Merlin.

When Thomas and the others reached the flight deck, Tivan and Garant were already there, waiting beside their pods.

“You can’t keep a good dragon grounded, can you, Captain?” Tivan asked as they entered.

“Not for long,” Thomas replied with a grin. “Everyone into your pods. We’ll leave as soon as Bilbic and Thorgrim arrive.”

“What about Kaelithan?” Garant asked. “Is he joining us?”

“Not this time,” Thomas answered. “He has a different mission to complete at the library. You’ll understand as soon as we merge in the interface.”

“Is it a good idea to go running off without our wizard?” Burl questioned. “What if we need to glamour the ship?”

“This is only a scouting mission,” Thomas repeated, climbing into the command pod. “We’ll be fine without him.” He sank into the pod’s dark gel, the canopy closing as the thick material slipped down his throat and into his lungs without disrupting his breathing. Extraordinary perception exploded within his senses as the gel connected him to the ship’s neural interface, where the rest of the crew that were present joined him moments later.

“This is bold, Captain,” Percival commented, their shared consciousness allowing him to instantly experience Thomas’ interaction with Nimue, his conversation in the Great Druid Library, and his discussions with Calithar and Lestain in the Druid Command Center. “I have to admit, I like it.”

“I’m glad you approve,” Thomas replied.

“My only question is, are you sure this is a scouting mission? Because I think we can do a lot better than that.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“If you say so,” Percival laughed.

They hadn’t needed to wait more than a few minutes for Thorgrim and Bilbic to arrive. When they climbed into their pods and joined the interface, the latter excitedly shared his adventures in Primaltree. He had spent the afternoon walking freely through the city, enjoying the positive attention that came with being part of Excalibur’s crew. It was a simple thing, but Thomas found it left the Goblin filled with hope for what they could accomplish with all of Avalon, given the chance. Thomas was glad the young Goblin had enjoyed such a positive experience, one that had seemed to bolster his confidence even more.

“All right then, since everyone’s accounted for…” Thomas’ voice emitted from the flight deck speakers so Thorgrim, positioned at the guard post he’d taken up at the door, could hear him as well. He opened a comms channel to Avalyeth Orbital Control. “Control, this is Excalibur requesting clearance for liftoff.”

A young Druid’s face appeared within the interface. “Excalibur, this is Control,” he said. “Request granted. Don’t stay away too long.”

“We’ll be back before you know it,” Thomas answered. “Excalibur out.” He disconnected the comms. Brennan, take us out. Merlin, prepare a wormhole to Falias.

Aye, Captain, Brennan replied. The ship rose smoothly from the landing pad before climbing through Avalyeth’s atmosphere.

Wormhole coordinates set, Merlin announced soon after they reached orbit.

Thomas initiated the wormhole, space tearing open before them. As Excalibur surged toward the passage, a fresh wave of hope washed over him, Arthur's essence pulsing in harmony with his heartbeat. Every mission brought them closer to defeating Turquine. Every action pulled Arthur's dream into sharper focus.

His final thought before crossing the threshold was of Lancelot's sacrifice—how the ancient knight had given everything in service to his king. Though Lancelot had fallen short in that final battle, it was his unwavering grit and resolve that Thomas would carry forward.

The legendary knight wasn’t just a memory to honor, but a legacy to live by with every breath he took.


CHAPTER 15


Excalibur emerged from the wormhole with characteristic elegance, the tear in space immediately collapsing behind them. Through the sensors, Thomas saw Falias hanging in space ahead, its surface a tapestry of blue-green land masses crisscrossed by sprawling silver rivers and speckled with wisps of white clouds. From this distance, the world looked peaceful, untouched by Draconite oppression.

Thomas knew better.

"Brennan, keep us out of enemy sensor range,” he instructed over the comm. “We don’t have Kaelithan to disguise our presence if we get too close.”

“Aye, Captain," Brennan replied. “Maintaining position well outside detection range."

"Good," Thomas said. "Keep us here until we've made contact. Tryvane, open an encrypted channel to Lady Aelan. Let’s see what we can find out about the situation down there.”

“Aye, Captain,” Tryvane replied. “Secure channel established,” he added after a moment.

“Go ahead and do the honors,” Thomas said. “I’m sure your mother will be happy to hear your voice.”

“And I, hers,” Tryvane agreed. “Mother, it’s Tryvane. I’m here aboard Excalibur with Captain Drake. Do you copy?”

The viewscreen remained blank. Seconds stretched with no response. "Try again," Thomas directed, a faint unease beginning to stir in his gut.

"Mother, this is Tryvane. Please respond."

Another period of silence followed. Thomas felt the tension ratcheting up across the neural interface as they all began to wonder at the lack of reply. Tryvane was the most tense of all, his worry for his mother creating a chaotic discord across their shared consciousness.

“What if this channel is compromised?” Percival asked. “The Draconite may be trying to triangulate our position as we speak.”

“Tivan, Garant, keep a close eye on the sensors,” Thomas ordered. “Tryvane, one more time.”

“Mother,” Tryvane said, his voice quivering with worry over the comm. “It’s Tryvane. I’m here on Excalibur with Captain Drake. Mother, where are you?”

Without warning, a face suddenly appeared over the comms, but instead of Lady Aelan, it belonged to a young Sidhe woman Thomas had never seen before. "Daeardrayke," she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper. Her features sharp yet delicate, her skin characteristically dark, silver patterns adorned her face in subtle geometric designs. Her eyes, a striking violet, held a mixture of relief and urgency. "Praise the ancient stars. You've come."

Through the interface, Thomas sensed Tryvane’s confusion. Obviously, he had no idea either who the woman was who’d answered their call instead of his mother.

"I'm sorry," Thomas said, projecting his and Tryvane’s appearance through the comm feed. "We were trying to reach Lady Aelan, and you’re clearly not her.”

“Who are you?” Tryvane demanded. “And what did you do with my mother?”

“I’ve done nothing,” the woman replied calmly. “Please, allow me to explain. My name is Lyselle. I’m part of the resistance. Lady Aelan…she…she bade me to monitor this channel. She…she knew what would happen, just as she knew you would come.”

“What happened?” Tryvane asked, tension evident in his voice. “Where is she?”

Lyselle's expression darkened. “Taken prisoner by the Draconite. Three days ago, Commander Nirkus and her guards raided the safe house where she had gone after the death of Sir Tristan. Your grandfather. She was coordinating resistance efforts, but someone sold her out. Someone sold us all out.”

"Commander Nirkus?" Thomas asked, unfamiliar with the name.

"The Draconite put in charge of Falias after Sir Kallax’s death,” Lyselle explained, disgust evident in her tone. "She's..." The Sidhe woman hesitated, searching for words. "She makes Sir Kallax seem merciful by comparison. Where he was merely brutal, she’s outright sadistic. She’s like a female Turquine.”

Through the neural link, Thomas felt his crew's collective concern spike. Gareth's thoughts brushed against his own—a wordless question about whether they should abort the mission and return to Avalyeth. Thomas pushed back, wanting to hear more before making any decisions.

"What's happening with Lady Aelan?" he pressed. “Please, we need to know more.”

"She's been charged with treason against the Draconite Empire," Lyselle replied, her voice catching. “They have no evidence to support the accusation. Only the words of a traitor to support their actions. But it’s worse than that. Commander Nirkus has scheduled her public execution for today, in the Grand Plaza of Aelindral. She means to use it as a spectacle to crush the Sidhe spirit.”

Tryvane’s anxiety stretched across the interface with such force Brennan had to react quickly to keep Excalibur still, lest they betray their position.

"How long do we have?" Thomas asked, Arthur’s essence pulsing within him.

Lyselle glanced at something off-screen. "Three hours. They're already preparing the plaza."

“You said she knew we would come,” Thomas said. “She saw what was going to happen to her.”

“Yes,” Lyselle confirmed. “She saw glimpses of what awaited her, and she also saw Excalibur in Falias' skies. She saw our people fighting back. And she saw you, Daeardrayke, leading the charge to freedom. 'Tell him when he comes,' she said to me. 'Tell him I knew he would arrive today, at this hour, in this moment of our greatest need.'"

The words penetrated Thomas’ psyche, opening his eyes to the greater truth of things. Nimue might have gone to Avalyeth to attend Sir Lancelot’s memorial, but their meeting had been equally on her mind. Her cryptic guidance, her theories about Klingsor’s machine, her comment about forged connections—none of it was as simple as it had seemed. She’d taken the future and peeled it back in layers as though she were peeling away the layered skin of an onion, giving him exactly what he needed to walk the path of her choosing.

She had known. Perhaps not every detail, but enough to set events in motion that would bring him here, now, when Lady Aelan needed him most.

When Falias needed him the most.

“Captain,” Aldrich said, responding to his ripple of determination across the interface. “Perhaps we should return to Avalyeth and inform General Calithar. We can come back with reinforcements. Surely, we have a right to strike against this kind of gross injustice from a rogue garrison commander.”

“I doubt Commander Nirkus is rogue,” Gareth replied. “You know as well as anyone what kind of leaders the Draconite put in charge of their holdings. She may be worse than Kallax, but the differences are hardly stark.”

“Captain, please,” Tryvane said, his fear once more spreading across their shared consciousness. “We have to do something. We can’t just let her die.”

“Three hours,” Thomas answered. “There’s no time for Calithar to organize an offensive. And there’s no question that we’re going to do something. I won’t allow our allies to perish alone and unaided.”

Arthur’s essence flowed through his words, bolstering the interface with fresh confidence and strength. Decision made, Thomas returned his attention to the comms.

"Lyselle, I need everything you can tell me about the Draconite disposition. Orbital defenses, ground garrison, the execution itself—every detail you can provide."

The Sidhe woman nodded sharply, shifting into the efficient demeanor of a resistance operative. "Commander Nirkus has strengthened the orbital defense grid significantly. Two entire defensive flight patrols overhead. Nearly thirty ships, including a dozen destroyers, not to mention over a hundred starfighters.”

"And the ground forces?" Thomas prompted.

"The garrison has nearly doubled since Nirkus was put in charge. Five thousand troops in Aelindral alone, with another fifteen thousand distributed among other major population centers. I’m sure you recognize, that’s a significant force of Draconite military.”

“I’ve never heard of such a large pure Draconite garrison,” Aldrich said, clearly impressed by the numbers. “Most planets don’t keep more than a thousand.”

“It just shows you how important Falias is to them,” Tryvane replied.

“How exactly are we going to overcome those kinds of numbers?” Percival asked. “I mean, I’m all for a good brawl, but there are limits.”

“There’s more, Daeardrayke,” Lyselle said. “I don’t know how she did it, but Nirkus convinced her superiors to also deploy a primal dragon to Aelindral. She rides the beast as though it's some kind of steed.”

The addition caught Thomas by surprise, but he tempered it quickly so as not to let it spread across the interface. “Will it be in the Grand Plaza?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. I do know that the Plaza will be heavily guarded. I can see it from my current location. Even now, hundreds of Draconite soldiers are taking positions along the perimeter, searching every Sidhe trying to move through the area and causing alarm.”

"And the resistance?" Thomas asked. "What forces can you muster?"

Lyselle's eyes gleamed with fierce pride. "More than the Draconite suspect. Word of your liberation of Avalyeth has reached us here, and inspired many who had been sitting on the sidelines to prepare for the same opportunity to reach our lands. We have cells across Falias, especially in Aelindral, armed and ready to move at your command. In total, perhaps two thousand fighters across the city."

“Two thousand against five thousand plus a primal dragon is still bad odds," Burl noted through the link.

“Two thousand to start,” Tryvane countered. “More will rise up when they see Excalibur. I’m sure of it.”

Thomas considered the information, letting Arthur's tactical experience meld with his own assessment. The situation was dire, the odds heavily stacked against them.

And yet, he felt no fear. No distress. No cause for concern. He saw only one way forward, and while it wasn’t the easy way…it was the only way.

Arthur's essence surged in agreement, flooding him with the absolute conviction that characterized the ancient king's approach to duty. This wasn't just about saving one woman. It was about standing against tyranny when others would falter. About showing both Draconite and Sidhe alike what strength and courage looked like.

"Lyselle," Thomas said, turning back to the screen. "If you can get a message to Lady Aelan, tell her we're coming. Tell her to be ready."

The Sidhe woman's eyes widened slightly, hope blooming in her expression. "You're really going to attempt this? Against such odds?"

"We are," Thomas confirmed. "Have your resistance fighters ready to move when we give the signal."

"It will be done, Daeardrayke," Lyselle promised, determination hardening her delicate features. "What signal should we watch for?"

Thomas smiled grimly. "Trust me, you'll know it when you see it."

The connection ended. For a moment, the neural interface was oddly quiet and still, the shared emotions of the crew momentarily held in stasis.

"Well," Burl commented “I hate to say I told you so, but…”

"This is no joke," Gareth said, his consciousness radiating serious concern. “Captain, are you certain about this? We came here for information, not invasion."

Thomas let Arthur's essence flow through him, tempering his response with the ancient king's wisdom, Tryvane’s anger at Gareth’s dismissal of his mother’s life filtering through their link as well.

“Tryvane, I didn’t mean to diminish your⁠—”

“Leave it,” he growled. “I understand your concerns, but she is my mother and the Falias Resistance leader. She is important to more than just me.”

"He’s right, Gareth. Sometimes fate presents us with choices that aren't really choices at all. Like the moment I took a literal leap of faith to board this ship for the first time. Nimue knew her words would lead us here. Aelan saw this moment as well. We’re right where we’re supposed to be.”

“Then the question is, to what end?” Gareth asked.

"To free Falias," Thomas replied simply. "To gain an ally we'll need if we're going to defeat Turquine and Klingsor. To do what's right when doing nothing would be easier."

Through the neural interface, Thomas sensed his crew's reactions shifting from hesitation toward resolve. Even the most cautious among them—Gareth and Aldrich—couldn't deny the necessity of action.

"Thorgrim," Thomas called out to the Dwarven warrior who stood on the flight deck. "Gear up. We're going in."

The Dwarf's wide face split in a fierce grin. "About time, Sir Dragon."

“Gareth, Brennan, Bilbic, Tryvane,” Thomas continued, “you’ll stay in your pods for the duration. The rest of you⁠—”

“Wait,” Tryvane said. “This is my planet, Captain. My mother. My fight. I want to be on the ground with you.”

Thomas didn’t argue. “Very well. Aldrich, you’ll replace Tryvane. The rest of you, prepare for combat. Full armor, weapons ready. Return to your pods as quickly as possible. We launch our attack in fifteen minutes."


CHAPTER 16


Ten minutes after his ‘gear up’ order, Thomas—now fully armored and armed—left his quarters, making his way back to Excalibur's flight deck. His new plate mail was a masterwork of Merlin’s expert digital craftsmanship. Deep crimson metal worked with intricate patterns flowing like living flames as he moved, each piece had been sized perfectly to Thomas’ frame, the weight distributed so expertly that he barely felt encumbered despite the comprehensive protection it provided. And the dragon emblem emblazoned on the breastplate left no doubt who wore the suit.

Cindlar's Blade hung at Thomas’ side, the drakhem weapon secured in a scabbard of matching crimson leather. The sword's presence felt reassuring, its weight familiar despite its recent acquisition. Thomas found himself grateful for the Dwarven craftsmanship that had created such a perfect weapon. He almost felt as if it had been made just for him.

Thorgrim waited at the door to the flight deck as they approached. The Dwarf was barely recognizable within his repurposed mining exosuit. The powered armor stood nearly as tall as Thomas, its reinforced plates dull and slightly rusted. Hydraulic servos hissed softly as Thorgrim adjusted his stance, his massive two-handed warhammer connected to the suit's power core, crackling with energy.

"Impressive, isn't it?" It was Merlin’s voice, but deeper than normal. When Thomas turned toward him, he saw why. This GOLEM was unlike any he’d seen before. It was like the one that had been destroyed in the Wastes, only bigger.

Much bigger.

Standing close to three meters tall with shoulders so broad it barely fit in the passageway, the combat GOLEM moved smoothly despite its imposing size. Its armor plating looked to be thicker and was more angular than the first version of the combat GOLEM, this one apparently designed to deflect energy weapons and physical attacks alike. A familiar blue glow emanated from its optical sensors, but everything else about the construct spoke of devastating combat potential.

"Merlin, this is incredible," Thomas said, walking around the combat GOLEM to take in its full scope. It carried a large sword on its back, but additional weapon ports were visible along its shoulders and torso, suggesting a variety of combat options. Most impressive of all was the way the construct moved. Despite its massive size, every motion was controlled and efficient, betraying no awkwardness or mechanical limitation. "When did you build this?"

"I've been working on the design since we encountered Turquine in the Wastes,” the GOLEM replied. "It became clear that my first attempt, while adequate for most situations, was insufficient against enhanced Draconite opponents. This version incorporates heavier armor, enhanced strength servos, and weapons systems designed specifically for anti-Flayer combat. The armor composition includes Dwarven alloy plating salvaged from Ferraden. It should provide excellent protection. The weapons systems are designed to overwhelm nanite regeneration capabilities."

"You built this specifically to fight Turquine," Thomas observed.

“I built this specifically to protect you as best I can,” Merlin answered. “Be it against Turquine, another Flayer, or a garrison of Draconite soldiers. I don’t intend to stand idly by while you rush off into danger, my boy.”

Thomas nodded approvingly. “With that GOLEM, you don’t have to.” He turned to the Dwarf. “Thorgrim, are you ready?"

The Warden’s voice came through the exosuit's speakers, distorted but unmistakably eager. "Born ready, Sir Dragon."

"Then let's not keep everyone waiting."

Stepping onto the flight deck, Thomas immediately saw that the others had beaten them there, each flight crew member already sealed within their pod, the dark gel covering their armored forms. Only their faces remained visible through the transparent canopies, their expressions focused and determined. Their helmets and weapons awaited them on the deck beside their pods, secured and ready for retrieval.

Thomas approached his command pod. He secured his helmet and sword beside it before stepping onto the platform and sinking backward into the neural gel. The canopy sealed with a soft hiss, and immediately his perception exploded outward as the ship's systems merged with his consciousness.

The sensation never failed to amaze him. One moment he was Thomas Drake, an armored human sitting in a pod of neural gel. The next, he was Excalibur itself—sensors, weapons, shields, and engines—all extensions of his own body. Through the neural interface, his crew joined him, their minds weaving together in the shared consciousness that made them more than the sum of their parts. He felt the anticipation rippling through their shared awareness. Not fear, but the focused tension that came before battle.

Brennan, Thomas projected, take us in. Standard approach vector, but be ready to maneuver aggressively once we're detected.

Aye, Captain, Brennan replied, his consciousness focusing primarily on the ship's flight controls. Excalibur began moving toward Falias, accelerating smoothly as they closed the distance to the planet.

Tivan, Garant, Thomas continued, keep a close eye on the sensors. I want to know the moment they detect us, and I want constant updates on their response patterns.

Understood, Tivan and Garant simultaneously responded, their awareness spreading across the ship's sensor array like a web.

The plan is simple, Thomas projected to the entire crew. I want us to create chaos in orbit before dropping into the atmosphere. Enough that we can hopefully inspire the Sidhe across Falias to join the fight. With ten of us linked through the interface, we can do significant damage to their defensive grid. When the time comes to drop into orbit, we need to make a show of our arrival to the beings below. We can’t win this without their participation.

What kind of show are you talking about, Captain? Percival asked.

I have an idea on that, Thomas replied without being specific, though the former mercenary picked up the answer in his thoughts.

Oh, that’ll be fun, he responded with a subliminal chuckle.

As they continued their approach, waves of resolve flowed through the interface. Thomas sensed Falias growing larger in their sensors, the planet's beauty masking the oppression that gripped its surface. Somewhere down there, Lady Aelan prepared to face execution, counting the minutes until her son and his friends would either save her or watch her die.

“Contact!” Tivan announced suddenly, his voice sharp with attention. “One of the Draconite patrols just noticed our approach. They’re shifting vectors to converge on our position."

Through the sensors, Thomas watched six enemy destroyers, one after another, changing course and accelerating toward them, each ship at least twenty times Excalibur's size.

Let them come. Percival, Burl, prepare all weapons systems. Target the lead destroyers. Let’s show them why Excalibur is legendary.

Weapons hot and ready, Percival responded.

Through the shared interface, Thomas felt the power coursing along the hull, blue energy crackling across the embedded enchantments with barely contained destructive force.

Targeting systems active, Burl added, his awareness locked onto the approaching enemy vessels. I've got firing solutions.

Hold steady, Thomas projected. Let them think they have us where they want us.

The lead Draconite destroyer opened fire, its forward batteries unleashing a coordinated barrage of crimson energy beams. The bolts tore through space with lethal intent, each one capable of vaporizing a conventional starship's hull. Thomas felt Brennan's response through the interface—not panic, but cold calculation—as the pilot effected evasive maneuvers.

The ship moved with inherent grace, defying conventional physics as advanced inertial dampeners compensated for forces that should have turned the crew to mush. The energy beams passed within meters of their hull. One grazed their shields, sending ripples of feedback through the neural interface to register as a warm tingle across Thomas's consciousness.

Is that all you’ve got, you ugly lizards? Bilbic commented as the beams flashed past.

Return fire, Thomas ordered.

Gladly, Burl replied.

Twin beams of blue destruction erupted from Excalibur, reaching across space to strike the lead destroyer's forward shields. The enemy vessel's defensive barriers flared to brilliant white under the assault, energy cascading across their surface in brilliant sheets of coruscating light. For a moment, the shields held, Draconite technology proving its worth.

Then they failed.

Additional blue energy beams punched through the collapsed barriers like spears through paper, carving deep furrows in the destroyer's armored hull. Atmosphere vented from multiple breaches as the ship's structural integrity began to fail. Secondary explosions rippled along its length as power conduits overloaded, lighting the darkness with brief blossoms of destruction.

"First blood to us," Percival declared out loud with grim satisfaction. "Target's suffering major structural damage. She's falling out of formation."

The wounded destroyer tried to withdraw, its engines flaring as it attempted to escape Excalibur's weapons range. But the damage was too severe. Thomas watched through the sensors as a cascade failure in the ship's power grid triggered a reactor breach. The destroyer vanished in a brilliant fireball that illuminated the hulls of its companions, debris expanding outward in a rapidly growing sphere of twisted metal.

"One down," Burl confirmed. “Plenty to go.”

“That should be enough to make them sloppy,” Aldrich said.

Indeed, rather than exercising caution, the remaining destroyers immediately responded with indignant fury. Losing their cohesiveness as each sought to claim the glory of destroying the fabled Excalibur, their formation dissolved as each ship vectored to approach from a different angle. Energy beams quickly filled space in a deadly web of crimson light that turned the vacuum into a killing field.

Each beam passing within the ship's defensive envelope registered as heat and electromagnetic disturbance, the neural link translating the sensations into something Thomas’ human consciousness could process. He felt every near miss through the interface as a kiss of lethal energy, the whisper of death passing by on trails of light.

Brennan threaded the impossible needle with a deftness none could conceivably match. Excalibur twisted through space with unparalleled agility, its movements guided by the enhanced consciousness of ten linked minds. The ship rolled, dove, and spiraled through the storm of enemy fire, each maneuver calculated to place them where the Draconite energy beams weren't.

A destroyer tried to anticipate their movement, firing where they thought Excalibur would be rather than where it was. The prediction was flawless, the execution perfect…for a conventional opponent, but there was nothing conventional about Brennan linked to nine other minds. His awareness enhanced beyond purely human capabilities, he sensed the trap through the neural interface and adjusted their trajectory at the last possible second. As Excalibur slid sideways, the energy beams passed through empty space. Vectoring jets pushed Excalibur upward into a tight corkscrew that carried them through the maelstrom. Their trajectory ended in a sharp directional change that put them in a perfect firing position on the destroyer.

Burl unleashed Excalibur’s fury, blue fire reaching across the darkness to hammer the Draconite’s shields. This time there was no dramatic light show, no prolonged duel between offense and defense. The concentrated firepower simply erased the enemy's barriers and kept going, boring through armor plating like acid through flesh.

The destroyer came apart in stages, its superstructure peeling away in sheets of vaporized metal. The ship's power core went critical moments later, adding another expanding ball of plasma to the battlefield's illumination. Debris scattered in all directions, some pieces large enough to impact the shields of the remaining enemy vessels.

"Two down," Percival announced.

“They’re starting to wise up,” Garant commented, noting their efforts to back off and regroup.

“More quickly than I would have guessed,” Aldrich added. “Perhaps this group is smarter than most.”

“Or at least, Commander Nirkus may be,” Gareth said.

Thomas could see the wisdom in their withdrawal. The surviving destroyers had realized they were facing something beyond their normal experience, an opponent that didn't follow conventional tactical doctrine. Rather than continue feeding ships into Excalibur's weapons range, they were pulling back to better coordinate their response.

“We’ve got starfighters incoming," Tivan reported, his consciousness focused on the long-range sensors. "Forty-eight craft total, approaching in attack formation. ETA approximately three minutes."

"More contacts," Garant added urgently. “It looks like the second defensive flight is on its way. I count twelve ships, plus escort fighters. They're burning hard to reach us."

Thomas absorbed the full tactical situation through the interface. They'd bloodied the initial response, but the Draconite were bringing all of their forces to bear. Soon they'd be facing overwhelming numbers, even with Excalibur's enhanced capabilities. The question was how much more chaos they could cause before the reinforcements arrived.

The advancing fighter squadrons were visible now, their engines leaving trails of superheated plasma as they accelerated toward combat engagement. Each fighter was a work of deadly art, angular wings and predatory lines speaking of speed and lethality. Individually, they stood no chance against Excalibur, but in their present numbers, they became a formidable foe, more dangerous than the destroyers thanks to their superior maneuverability.

"Here they come," Aldrich observed, tracking the approaching swarm. "They're splitting into attack groups.”

The first squadron reached weapons range and immediately opened fire, their lighter energy cannons stitching lines of destruction across the space toward Excalibur. The individual shots weren't powerful enough to threaten the ship's shields directly, but accumulated damage could wear down even the most robust defenses.

“Burl, Percy, we need firing solutions,” Thomas said, monitoring the swarms of starfighters as they swept past Excalibur, unleashing dozens of energy beams. Brennan did his best to avoid every strike, but the sheer volume made it impossible. A constant electrified tickle coursed across Thomas’ body in response to the grazing hits.

“There’s too many,” Percival replied. “I can’t keep up.”

“Think smaller,” Burl advised. “Multiple lower-power beams instead of fewer heavy beams. We can do this.”

Confidence passed through the interface, bolstering the whole. Smaller bolts of blue energy lashed out from all around Excalibur’s hull, a fully spherical defense that caught the enemy starfighters by surprise.

The first fighter died in a bloom of blue fire, caught by a perfectly placed shot. The second lasted another few seconds before Percival vaporized the small craft in an instant. Six more were torn apart in the next few seconds, leaving a trail of debris in Excalibur’s wake.

“They’re buying time for those destroyers to get into position,” Aldrich warned, turning Thomas’ attention to the tactical situation. The larger capital ships had nearly completed regrouping, the two separate defensive flights vectoring to merge into a single, massive force blocking their path to the surface.

Energy beams crisscrossed around Excalibur like a cage of light, some finding their mark against the ship's shields. They were holding for now, but they were beginning to take damage faster than their energy stores could replenish.

“We can’t keep doing this forever,” Brennan said, the strain evident across the interface.

Arthur’s essence flowed through Thomas, a distant memory of a battle long forgotten moving to the forefront of his thoughts.

“Cut thrust, cancel evasives,” he said. “Let them come.”

“What?” Brennan replied with surprise.

“Trust me. Or rather, trust Arthur.”

Brennan did as he was told, and in the distance, the Draconite capital ships took notice of Excalibur’s sudden “loss” of maneuverability, and like sharks sensing blood in the water, the game was on.

Three destroyers approaching! Tivan’s mind shouted with growing concern.

Easy, Thomas crooned through the interface. I know what I’m doing.

They continued allowing the starfighters’ to pepper the shields with dozens of energy beams, each hit like an electric shock zinging through the interface to zap each and every crew member. With each passing moment, as the strikes came closer and closer to getting through the weakening shields, the pounding grew increasingly uncomfortable. All the while, the destroyers were getting closer and closer to adding their firepower to the mix.

Captain, Aldrich warned, nervously monitoring the situation.

We’re sitting ducks like this, Brennan added.

Thomas ignored them, instead spreading Arthur’s essence through the interface with such cool purpose it instantly calmed fraying nerves while he focused on building the power along the hull. He pulled resources from the shared connection, using them for full awareness of the swarm of starfighters around them.

To know when the perfect moment came.

Now!

With that single word surging through the interface, a burst of energy lashed out from Excalibur in a perfect sphere, spreading so quickly the Draconite starfighters had no chance to evade the immense energy that surged into and through their shields. The outpouring of fury enveloped twenty craft as it passed. In its wake, it left only shattered hulls and dead metal, disabling more than half the attacking squadrons with a single burst.

Brennan, floor it! Thomas ordered. Accelerate to full speed. Burl, Percy, target the destroyers.

There was no time for the crew to make sense of what he had just done. They acted, Excalibur’s thrusters flaring as they launched toward the incoming destroyers.

Surprised by the sudden movement and still reeling from the swift destruction of so many fighters, the Draconite ships immediately changed vectors, trying to retreat back toward safety of numbers. But in their eagerness, they had committed too soon, and now they would pay the ultimate price.

Fire at will! Thomas ordered, Excalibur’s weapons coming into range of the destroyers. Heavy blue beams lashed out from the bow, spearing two of the destroyers at the same time. At first, their shields held, flaring a brilliant white as they deflected the attack, but these were older defensive units, warships relegated to orbiting planets already under the Empire’s control. They were no match for Excalibur.

Their shields buckled under the pressure, nodes detonating in spectacular fashion as they failed. Excalibur’s blue beams continued slicing deep gashes in their hulls, venting atmosphere, debris, and bodies. Thomas lamented the loss of the slave crews he knew would be on board the ships, Ursans and other beings forced to labor on the vessels under the claws of their Draconite masters. He hated the cost to their lives, and he swore silently that their deaths would ultimately mean the freedom of all their people.

The two destroyers went dark, thrusters failing and leaving them drifting forward, moving away from Falias and the new starfighter contacts. Reinforcements launched from the surface, painting Excalibur’s sensors.

The worst of the enemy’s firepower was yet to come, but there was no fear lacing through the interface—no hesitation in the face of the coming onslaught—only resolve and determination, and the calm, powerful confidence of Arthur’s essence fueling their advance.

Brennan, take us straight at them, Thomas ordered, his tone like steel across the interface. Maximum acceleration.


CHAPTER 17


Brennan pushed Excalibur’s throttle wide open, sending them rocketing directly toward the Draconite ships massing between them and Falias’ atmosphere.

Captain. Gareth's thoughts carried a note of deep concern across the interface, his worry creating ripples of tension through their shared consciousness. They're positioning themselves to create a killing field, and we’re playing right into their hands.

I know, Thomas answered, his awareness expanding across Excalibur's systems through the interface. He could feel the ship's power building, energy coursing through conduits and enchantments that practically hummed with his barely contained fury. We need to spur the Sidhe into action, give them something to awaken their patriotic fervor. Half-measures won't inspire a planet to rise up against their oppressors.

Through the neural link, Thomas felt his crew's understanding dawn. This wasn't just about reaching the surface; it was about creating a spectacle of defiance that would echo across Falias like thunder. Every Sidhe watching the skies needed to see Excalibur stand against impossible odds and prevail, needed to witness legend made manifest in fire and starlight.

The enemy opened up the moment they closed to maximum range, a dozen warships unleashing their main batteries in perfect synchronization. Space erupted in a grid of crimson death. The concentrated energy beams burned across the vacuum of space, turning the darkness between stars into a web of lethal light and leaving little avenue for escape. The Draconite had learned from their earlier encounters. Instead of trying to predict Excalibur's movements, they were simply filling every possible path with enough energy to vaporize a mountain.

Brennan, get us through, Thomas commanded as the wall of fire approached like the wrath of angry gods. Through the interface, he felt the pilot's consciousness screaming warnings about the impossibility of threading through such concentrated firepower, but that didn’t stop him from trying.

Excalibur bucked and jerked, twisting and rising, rolling and falling, skirting the massive attack with Brennan’s superhuman precision. Blinding beams flashed past on every side, so close the heat passed through the interface and made the gel Thomas rested in feel like a spa bath. Despite Brennan’s impressive flying, there was still no way to avoid every attack. No way to ensure only glancing blows.

The first direct hit struck Excalibur with devastating force, the impact rippling through the neural gel like lightning seeking ground. Thomas gritted his teeth as feedback coursed through his nervous system, the interface translating raw energy into sensations that bordered on agony. His muscles locked as phantom electricity raced along his spine, every nerve ending alive with the echo of destruction barely held at bay. More beams found their mark, each impact adding to the accumulated stress on their defensive barriers like hammer blows on crystal.

Shields are struggling, Bilbic reported, his small consciousness focused on monitoring their defensive systems while alarms screamed through their shared awareness. They're hitting us hard, Captain. Really hard. Power drain is massive.

Thomas ignored the warnings, focusing instead on the approaching enemy line through vision that burned with Arthur's ancient fury. The enemy thought they had Excalibur trapped, wounded prey stumbling toward inevitable destruction like a dying star falling into darkness.

They were about to learn the truth.

Percy, Burl… Thomas’ consciousness blazed across the interface with purpose that felt like liquid fire. Concentrate all forward firepower on the center of their line. Maximum intensity. I want to punch a hole through their formation they'll see from the surface.

Aye, Captain, both men responded simultaneously.

Twin gouts of blue energy erupted from the ship's bow in concentrated beams that turned space itself into a river of annihilation. The focused assault struck the shields of two destroyers positioned at the center of the enemy formation, overwhelming their defensive barriers in seconds with power that made their weapons look like candle flames. The beams continued through weakened armor plating as though it were paper, carving deep wounds in both vessels as they desperately tried to maneuver clear of the impossible onslaught.

One destroyer's main reactor went critical, the ship vanishing in a brilliant fireball that illuminated the hulls of its companions. The second vessel managed to limp away. As emergency systems fought to contain the catastrophic damage, atmosphere streamed from multiple hull breaches like blood leaking from mortal wounds.

There’s your gap in the line, Percival announced with grim satisfaction, his consciousness tracking the enemy's desperate attempts to reposition.

Brennan, get us through it! Thomas ordered, his awareness locked onto the breach their firepower had created. Full acceleration. Excalibur surged forward like a spear thrust through armor, racing toward the opening with desperate acceleration. Don't give them time to close up!

The remaining destroyers tried to adjust their positions, but they were massive vessels designed for deliberate maneuvers, not for the rapid repositioning required to contain Excalibur's lightning assault. Their deadly blockade began to crumble as individual captains made desperate decisions, creating exactly the chaos Thomas had hoped for.

Energy beams lashed out from both sides as they passed through the enemy formation, striking their shields with thunderous impacts that sent shockwaves through the neural interface. Thomas felt each hit like sabers piercing his soul. The feedback translated into sensations of heat and pressure that made his teeth ache and his vision blur. The neural gel around him sparked with overload discharge, sending tiny arcs of electricity dancing across his skin.

Captain, we’re in trouble, Bilbic reported, his mental voice strained as he monitored the cascading system failures. Multiple grid sections show critical stress. Shield failure is imminent.

But they were through the line.

Through the sensors, Thomas watched the Draconite vessels fall behind Excalibur as it raced toward Falias with the fury of a legend made manifest. Their break through the enemy line disrupted their formations, turning their tactical advantage into a liability. Some were already turning to give chase, but their slower acceleration meant they were struggling to pursue and would never catch up.

Bring us around, Thomas commanded, Arthur's essence blazing within him like a star going nova. We're not done with them yet.

Captain? Brennan's confusion rippled through the interface like a snake through water. We broke through. We could head for the surface now.

Not yet, Thomas replied. The Sidhe need to see more than just Excalibur running for safety. They need to see us standing and fighting, no matter the odds.

Yes, sir. You got it. Excalibur moved in a wide arc that brought them around behind the scattered destroyer formation. The Draconite vessels were still trying to regroup when they suddenly found their prey had become the hunter, blue energy already building along Excalibur's hull.

Surface-launched fighters incoming, Tivan relayed, his consciousness focused on the long-range sensors. Sixty-plus contacts rising from multiple launch sites across the planet. They're burning hard to reach us.

Thomas absorbed the tactical information while maintaining his focus on the immediate threat. The destroyers were vulnerable now, their formation broken and their coordination shattered. This was the moment to press their advantage, to create the kind of spectacle that would be visible from every corner of Falias.

Percy, Burl, target the lead destroyers, Thomas ordered.

Blue fire reached out from Excalibur, slamming into the enemy defenses. The first destroyer's shields flared a brilliant white under the assault, energy cascading across its surface in sheets of light that painted the surrounding darkness. When the barriers finally collapsed, the follow up beam, like a scalpel, carved a precise line across the vessel's hull, opening it up to the vacuum.

The second target tried to evade, its massive bulk rolling desperately to present fresh armor to Excalibur's weapons. The maneuver only exposed its thrusters to attack, and Percival took advantage, his attack tearing through them and creating secondary explosions that rocked the destroyer. The ship went dark, momentum carrying it forward, adrift in the sea of stars.

Two more down, Burl confirmed, already tracking the next targets. The rest are trying to scatter.

Let them run, Thomas said, watching the surviving destroyers break formation and turn tail. We've made our point.

Through the sensors, he could see the ascending fighter squadrons already in attack formations, their engines leaving trails of superheated plasma as they accelerated toward Excalibur. He was about to give Brennan the order to come about and rush them when the comms crackled to life with desperate urgency. Lyselle's face appeared there, her violet eyes wide with terror and her delicate features twisted by anguish.

"Daeardrayke!" she called out, her voice heavy with fear. “They're moving up the execution! Commander Nirkus has arrived, and they’re preparing to bring out Lady Aelan!”

Thomas felt Tryvane's anguish spike through the neural interface, the young Sidhe's terror for his mother creating chaotic ripples that threatened their shared focus.

“How long do we have?” Thomas demanded, his consciousness fighting to maintain focus as the tactical situation shifted around them like sand in a hurricane.

"Minutes at most," Lyselle replied.” I can see them setting up the execution platform right now.”

Through the neural link, Thomas felt his crew absorbing this information with growing dread. They had broken through the orbital defense line and bloodied the enemy fleet, but now they were positioned between the regrouping destroyers behind them and the ascending fighters ahead.

But none of that mattered. Not the tactical difficulty of their situation, not the overwhelming odds, not the reasonable voice in his head that whispered about strategic withdrawal and living to fight another day. Not when somewhere below, Lady Aelan was being marched to her death.

Arthur's essence burned within him like a forge fire, ancient determination overwhelming every practical consideration with the simple truth that had defined the legendary king throughout his reign.

They wouldn’t abandon their friends.

Brennan, Thomas commanded, his voice carrying absolute authority across the neural interface. Break off the orbital engagement. Set course for Aelindral. Maximum velocity.

Aye, Captain, Brennan replied without hesitation, Excalibur burning hard. They left the scattered destroyer formation behind as they dove toward Falias with desperate urgency. The ascending fighters immediately adjusted their vectors to intercept, while behind them, the surviving orbital units worked to gain new firing solutions to unleash on Excalibur before they descended too deeply into the atmosphere.

The comms crackled to life again, Lyselle's voice cutting through the tactical chatter with raw desperation. "They're bringing her to the platform now! I can see Lady Aelan. She's in chains, but she's walking with her head held high. Daeardrayke, if you're coming, it has to be now!"

Thomas felt the weight of impossible choices pressing down on him, each option carrying consequences that could reshape the fate of worlds. Arthur's essence provided clarity that cut through complexity like light through darkness, showing him the path forward with crystalline certainty.

Thomas pressed through the interface. Brennan, get us over Aelindral as quickly as you can! His desperation lent the legendary starship speed as the hull’s energy bolstered their thrusters, sending them downward at breakneck speed.

Falias spread out below them in magnificent detail, Aelindral rising from the landscape like a jewel of impossible architecture. Its crystalline spires and raised walkways caught and diffused the light in mesmerizing patterns that spoke of Sidhe mastery over both magic and technology. Even now, the sight of the city brought a single memory to mind. Amren, held aloft by Turquine and thrown against the viewscreen of their fleeing Draconite shuttle, his broken body sliding off and vanishing somewhere far below.

The thought created a fresh round of determined fury within Thomas, even as they spiraled closer to Aelindral. The Grand Plaza came into view in the center of a ring of awe-inspiring crystalline towers. Thomas could see the crowds gathered around a raised platform at the plaza's center. Dark figures in Draconite armor formed perimeter lines, keeping the Sidhe population contained, while another large group marched along one of the raised walkways, a lone figure—Lady Aelan—trapped within their center.

She was halfway to the platform. Halfway to a large, dark shape that loomed there, casting a massive shadow across the gathering. A primal dragon, similar to the one Thomas had encountered in the Lair, but nearly three times its size. It seemed disinterested in the activity around it, its gaze locked on a golden-armored female Draconite waiting at the center of the proceedings who could only be Commander Nirkus.

Captain, Brennan said, we’re going to crash!

Thomas didn’t take the time to respond verbally. He seized the ship’s controls, forcing Excalibur to flip over nose-to-tail, all of her thrust pushing away from the ground. The vessel shuddered as if it might tear itself apart, a deafening roar reaching through the command pod, through the neural gel to Thomas’ ears.

They continued to drop, rapidly losing altitude as they approached the Grand Plaza with the recklessness of a kamikaze. Proximity warnings sounded in Thomas’ ears, the systems swearing that they wouldn’t make it.

He didn’t care what the systems thought.

They were going to make it.

Fifty-thousand feet, Bilbic provided, his panicked thoughts spreading across the interface. Forty thousand. Thirty.

Their velocity began to decrease, Excalibur shuddering so violently it seemed as though she might shake apart. Overhead, the starfighters pulled away, unwilling to follow their insane descent.

Twenty thousand feet! Bilbic yelled in his mind. Ten thousand. Captain!”

Thomas felt the strain in his mind and across the interface, but he could also feel Excalibur’s deceleration increasing, their velocity beginning to drop more rapidly than their altitude.

Seven thousand feet! Five thousand!

Excalibur dropped beneath the height of the surrounding spires jutting several thousand feet above the Grand Plaza. He didn’t need to look at the scene below to know that all eyes had turned upward to witness the silver sword dropping from the sky as if to stab the heart of Aelindral.

Just like he wanted.

Four thousand—oh shiii—! Thomas felt Bilbic faint as Excalibur shuddered one last time, the counter-thrust finally bringing the ship to a hovering stop.

A moment of utter quiet permeated the interface, and then a wave of relief swept through it. Then Percival broke through the silence. Can we please never do that again?

We’re just getting started, Thomas replied, expanding his senses outward to take in the surrounding scene. Below them, thousands of Sidhe watched with desperate hope while their oppressors scrambled to respond to the impossible sight above their heads. In hidden positions throughout the city, resistance fighters waited for the signal that would tell them the time for hiding was over.

Thomas knew exactly what that signal would be. Executing Starburst.

With a thought, energy erupted from every part of Excalibur's hull in a spectacular display that turned the afternoon sky into a canvas of pure light. Multi-colored fire radiated outward in all directions, creating a perfect sphere of energy similar to the one he had used against the starfighters in deeper space. Unlike that powerful attack, this version was functionally harmless.

But symbolically, the effect was impossible to quantify.

Beautiful and terrible in equal measure, it was a demonstration of power that spoke to something primal in every observer.

For a moment that lasted an eternity, silence reigned over Aelindral. The Draconite soldiers stared upward in shock, their weapons forgotten as they tried to process what they had just witnessed. The dragon itself seemed momentarily stunned, its enhanced intelligence struggling to categorize the display as either threat or spectacle.

Then the cheering began.

It started as scattered voices from the crowd pressed against the barriers, Sidhe citizens crying out in languages both ancient and modern as they recognized the legend hovering above their heads. The sound spread like wildfire through the plaza, then beyond it to the towers that surrounded the square, then further still to every district of the city where beings had witnessed the impossible display.

And then, the powder keg erupted.


CHAPTER 18


Captain! Tryvane projected through the interface, his shock and tension spreading across the interface. The Draconite are firing on the civilians!

Thomas took in the scene below. Seconds earlier, the Sidhe voices had risen as one to cheer for the arrival of Excalibur. Now those jubilant shouts were broken by frantic cries as the Draconite lines turned on them, energy weapons unleashing painful stings that left the gathering scrambling in all directions, desperate for escape and finding none.

Merlin, deploy the teleportal, he commanded. We need to get down there.

Deploying teleportal now, my boy, Merlin replied, his consciousness branching to control the ship's systems while maintaining his combat GOLEM form on the flight deck. The digital awareness split smoothly between tasks, monitoring both the ship's tactical situation and the ground deployment with mechanical efficiency.

Through the sensors, Thomas watched the rectangular portal drop from Excalibur’s bow, settling on the far side of the Grand Plaza from where Lady Aelan was being escorted toward the execution platform. The teleportal's blue energy field shimmered to life with an otherworldly hum, creating a connection between Excalibur and the surface below.

Time to go, Thomas announced, beginning the emergence sequence from his command pod. The neural gel pulled away from his body as the canopy opened, leaving him feeling momentarily vulnerable as his consciousness contracted back to solely human perception.

Around him, the rest of his designated away team rose hastily from their pods. The twins, Tivan and Garant, moved with synchronized grace as they retrieved their weapons, their identical features set in expressions of grim determination. Tivan's hands were steady as he checked his daggers, while Garant's showed the barely controlled trembling of rage held in check.

Thomas grabbed his helmet and secured it in place, the weight of Cindlar’s Blade reassuring at his side as he belted it around his waist. Beside him, Percival hefted his mace, and Burl drew his broadsword, testing it with two quick swipes that whistled through the air.

“We need to reach Lady Aelan. Everything else is incidental,” Thomas said, his voice carrying the weight of command as he led them away from the pods.

"Understood, Captain," Tryvane replied, his voice tight with controlled emotion as they made their way toward the door. The young Sidhe's hands trembled slightly as he adjusted his armor and checked his weapons—not from fear—but from the desperate need to save his mother burning through his veins.

"Let's give these dragonfolk a taste of Dwarven justice," Thorgrim growled when he joined them at the door, his voice carrying through his exosuit's speakers with mechanical distortion that made it sound like distant thunder. With every movement, his hydraulic servos whined, and blue sparks crackled across the face of his massive war hammer to dance off its lethal armor piercing spike.

Merlin's combat GOLEM brought up the rear, the construct's optical sensors pulsing as it accessed data from Excalibur’s systems. “I’m registering chatter across nearly every communication channel on Falias,” he reported. “The Sidhe know we’ve come to set them free, Daeardrayke, and they’re responding.”

“I knew it!” Tryvane expounded. “My people have been waiting for this moment a long time.”

“They aren’t free yet,” Thomas pointed out. “But they will be soon.” He drew his sword, charging into the teleportal without slowing, the others on his heels. One moment they were on Excalibur's deck, several thousand feet above the Grand Plaza and the next they materialized on the surface amid a scene of utter chaos.

Thousands of Sidhe voices raised in defiance assaulted Thomas’ senses from every direction, the cries echoing off the crystalline towers surrounding the plaza. The ancient architecture amplified every voice, turning individual cries into a symphony of liberation that shook the very air. Beneath their shouts of freedom lay the harsh reality of occupation. Draconite energy weapons discharged with ominous whines, cutting like knives through the din of orders shouted in their guttural language, all amid their own cries of pain and loss.

The smell was equally overwhelming—the ozone scent of energy blasts mixed with the metallic tang of blood, the acrid smoke of burning clothing, and underneath it all, the organic musk of thousands of beings pressed together in a space too small to contain their hope and fury.

A Draconite soldier not two meters away raised his rifle toward a cluster of Sidhe, the weapon clearly trained on a young female. Thomas’ enhanced reflexes responded before his conscious mind could fully process the scene. His blade sang through the air to find a gap between the soldier's armor plates, the sword sliding through scale and flesh as though it were made of water. The stone’s ancient enchantments made a mockery of Draconite defensive technology, the soldier's eyes widening in shock as he looked down at the rock blade protruding from his chest. As Thomas pulled it free, dark blood began to foam at the soldier’s lips. He collapsed without a sound, his rifle clattering to the ground as his clawed hands scrabbled uselessly at the wound to stem the flow of blood.

Thorgrim landed beside him with a thunderous crash that cracked the plaza's stone. The impact sent a cloud of crystalline dust up around him, catching the light like ground diamonds. The Dwarf's powered armor stood nearly as tall as Thomas and twice as broad.

"For Excalibur! For freedom!” he bellowed, his voice amplified by the suit's speakers as his war hammer swept in a wide arc, catching two Draconite soldiers who had been advancing on a group of cowering Sidhe civilians.

The weapon struck the first soldier in the chest, the impact lifting him off his feet and hurling him backward into his companion. Both Draconite flew through the air, trailing streams of blood before crashing into one of their own barricades. Their armor crumpled beyond recognition and their bodies twisted at angles that spoke of shattered bones.

The Dwarven warrior charged toward a cluster of enemy troops, moving like an avalanche given form, each pounding step shaking the ground. He swung his war hammer, the weapon leaving trails of energy in the air as its power core crackled with unimaginable force.

Behind Thorgrin, Arthur's essence surged through Thomas like liquid fire, sharpening his perception and accelerating his movements. His awareness of time slowed as the ancient king's tactical judgement merged with his consciousness, showing him the flow of battle unfolding across the plaza with crystalline clarity. He could see the positioning of every enemy soldier, the movements of civilians seeking cover, the emergence of resistance fighters from concealment points throughout the area.

Merlin's massive combat GOLEM immediately drew fire from a squad of Draconite soldiers. Energy beams splashed harmlessly off its reinforced plating, leaving only scorch marks on the dull metal as the construct advanced with unrelenting purpose, its massive hands closing around a Draconite rifle. The machined metal shrieked in protest as Merlin crushed the weapon like a child's toy. The soldier wielding it had just enough time to scream before those same hands closed around his torso, lifting him off the ground like a mere mannequin and hurling him into his companions. They scattered in every direction, some moving on their own, others knocked out of the way.

Tivan and Garant used the opportunity to move in on the stricken squad, their crimson armor and helmets giving them the appearance of twin angels of death. They moved as one entity in two bodies, their training and twin bond allowing them to fight with a coordination that seemed almost supernatural. As Tivan's blade found the throat of one Draconite, the dagger sliding between scales and cutting the life-sustaining arteries running through his throat, Garant met the charge of another. Shoving him off balance, the Draconite stumbled backward. Without laying eyes on him, Tivan spun in time to sink his weapon into the soldier’s back, severing his spine.

On Thomas’ other flank, Percival's mace sang through the air with deadly purpose. The former mercenary moved with professional efficiency, his years of combat experience showing in every strike and defensive position. He used the chaos to mask his movements, appearing and disappearing through the crowds like a ghost, emerging once more beside a Draconite soldier who had just stabbed a Sidhe woman in the back. The mace struck the soldier in the side of his head, caving in his helmet. Blood and brain matter flew, the Draconite collapsing in an unconscious heap. He spared only a moment to land two more blows on the Draconite’s head, further crushing it into pulp before moving to his next target, his face set in lines of cold fury.

Burl too carved a bloody path through a line of Draconite soldiers, his broadsword severing limbs and slicing through armor as if it were paper. Long gone was the man who had once relied purely on brute force to carry the day. Lancelot’s training had turned him into an artist of death, each movement calculated for maximum effect with minimum wasted motion, every stroke a masterpiece of violence that sent enemies falling like wheat before a scythe.

Around them, the Grand Plaza had become a battlefield painted in the primary colors of violence and hope, life and death. The ancient Sidhe stonework, polished smooth by millennia of reverent care, was now stained with blood and scarred black by energy weapon fire. Crystalline towers reflected the chaos below in fractured images that multiplied the horror and beauty of the moment into infinite fractals.

Resistance fighters emerged from hiding places Thomas hadn't even suspected were there, firing down on the Draconite from rooftops and appearing from behind decorative pillars and architectural features that had thoroughly concealed them. Wielding a mixture of captured Draconite weapons they had never been trained to use and traditional implements never meant to be used for killing, they moved with the fury of the long-oppressed, finally given a chance to strike back.

A group of young Sidhe males rushed a weapons emplacement, their blades flashing in the afternoon light as they overwhelmed the crew through sheer weight of numbers. An elderly female appeared on a balcony above the plaza, her arms raised as she channeled magical energy into bolts of silver fire that struck down Draconite soldiers from above.

But the Draconite were rallying.

Officers shouted, re-establishing defensive positions while calling for reinforcements. Increased energy weapons fire began to concentrate on Thomas's position as the enemy identified Excalibur's crew.

"Captain!" Tryvane's voice cracked with emotion as he pointed toward the central platform, his normally steady voice breaking under the weight of terror for his mother. "They're moving her!"

Thomas followed the young Sidhe's gaze to see two Draconite guards forcing Lady Aelan up the steps of the execution platform, clearly hoping to complete their grisly task before the situation could deteriorate further. The platform itself was a work of brutal black stone that seemed to drink in the light around them. It rose from the plaza's center like a shadow made solid, its blood-stained surface suggesting this execution was hardly the first.

Thomas swore silently that there would never be another.

Commander Nirkus stood at the platform's center, a golden-scaled Draconite whose armor stood in sharp contrast to the typical matte black of most Draconite. Instead, the influence of the palace on Draconia was obvious in the design, bright and reflective like the beam that rose from its center, the pauldrons and helmet ornamentation recreating the spires. She was larger than most females of her kind, her scales smaller and smoother than her male counterparts. She held a curved sword in one clawed hand, using the other to direct the soldiers bringing Lady Aelan to her.

The primal dragon loomed behind her like a mountain of flesh and fury, its massive head swiveling to track the battle raging across the plaza. The creature's intelligence was evident in its eyes—ancient, predatory, calculating. Yellow orbs the size of dinner plates watched the approaching rescue attempt with ultimate patience and lack of concern.

Its scales were the deep green of old copper, each one the size of a shield and marked with scars that spoke of its long existence. The air around it shimmered with heat that rose from its internal fires.

"We need to move now," Thomas said, his voice carrying over their helmet comms as he sprinted toward the platform. Arthur's essence flowed through his muscles, lending him speed and endurance beyond normal human capabilities as he wove between clusters of fighting that seemed to blur past him in streams of violence and desperation.

The plaza was a maze of obstacles—overturned market stalls, damaged vehicles, and the growing number of bodies that marked the tide of battle. Energy barriers sparked and failed as they took damage, some shorting out in showers of sparks while others simply winked out of existence as their power sources were severed.

Overhead, Excalibur streaked past like a silver comet, engaging enemy starfighters. The legendary ship moved with determined grace through three-dimensional space, rolling and diving through formations of enemy fighters like a dancer dodging raindrops. Blue energy lanced out from her weapons, turning enemy fighters into expanding clouds of debris that rained down on the surrounding area like deadly confetti.

Each explosion above sent shockwaves through the air that Thomas could feel in his chest, the pressure waves strong enough to rattle his teeth and make his armor vibrate against his skin. The sight sent fresh cheers through the Sidhe population, even as they ducked for cover from falling wreckage that crashed into the city spires with sounds like thunder and breaking glass.

Ground-to-air rockets suddenly blazed upward from concealed positions on surrounding rooftops, their contrails drawing white lines across the sky as they sought Draconite targets. The missiles moved like angry hornets, their guidance systems locked onto engine signatures and energy emissions as they climbed toward their prey. Furiously released magic joined them as silver spears exploding from alternate positions, sizzling on their way to their marks.

Numerous starfighters vanished in brilliant explosions as the surface-to-air defenses found their targets, the detonations so bright they threatened to blind Thomas. Debris rained down across Aelindral like metallic hail, pieces of hull plating and twisted components clattering on the stone.

Thomas reached the base of the platform just as Commander Nirkus forced Lady Aelan to her knees. The platform was higher than it had appeared from a distance, its black stone steps like the base of a twisted altar.

Nirkus' eyes fixed on Thomas with predatory interest, her snout pulling back to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth that gleamed like ivory daggers. She didn’t speak. Didn’t waste words or time. With a single smooth motion, she raised her sword, the curved blade catching the light as it reached its apex. Thomas’ chest tightened. He had reached the platform too late. There was no way to stop the blade’s descent. No way to prevent the killing blow.

Lady Aelan looked down the platform at Thomas with eyes that held no fear, only quiet dignity and the faint smile of someone who had foreseen this moment and its aftermath. As a Seer, she belonged to a special sisterhood with the Lady of the Stars, and looking in her eyes Thomas knew this moment might be the end of her life, but it was hardly the end.

The sword began to descend.


CHAPTER 19


“No!” Thomas cried out, vaulting up the steps as quickly as possible, Arthur’s essence providing superhuman agility. Somewhere behind him, Tryvane screamed his mother's name. A burst of silver light exploded past Thomas, crossing over his shoulder and slamming into a surprised Commander Nirkus. The energy crackled across her armor, leaving trails of brightness that lingered in the air like frozen lightning.

The Draconite commander staggered, her sword arm wavering as the magical assault temporarily blinded her. She snarled in fury and pain, her golden eyes blazing with rage as she fought to clear her vision. The magical attack had left her disoriented but far from defeated.

Thomas continued up the platform, taking the steps three at a time, racing to reach Nirkus before she could recover and finish the execution. He had nearly reached the top when the dragon's massive head swung toward him with reptilian grace, jaws opening to reveal teeth like mottled ivory spears. Each fang was longer than Thomas’ arm and sharp enough to cut through nearly anything, while the furnace glow from deep in its throat spoke of fires hot enough to melt steel.

He took up a defensive stance as the dragon rose and swung its head toward him, open jaws dripping fiery saliva as it snapped at him. Thomas blocked with Cindlar’s Blade, the weapon clanging against the beast’s teeth, its ancient enchantments allowing him to parry a blow that would have shattered any other sword. Even so, the impact drove Thomas to a knee, the force painfully wrenching his shoulder, but he maintained his guard, keeping the dragon's attention focused on him rather than Tryvane.

"Interesting," the dragon rumbled, its voice like distant thunder rolling across mountain peaks. The sound seemed to come from everywhere at once, resonating through the stones of the platform and into Thomas's bones. "You wield Dwarven stone. Drakhem, if I’m not mistaken. I hadn’t expected such quality among the rabble."

Thomas rose to his feet, Arthur's essence flowing through him like molten gold as he faced the ancient creature. The essence burned in his veins like liquid fire, lending strength to his muscles and clarity to his thoughts as he met the dragon's gaze without flinching.

"I wield more than just a Dwarven blade," Thomas replied, his voice carrying the authority of kings as Arthur's essence shaped his words. "I carry the hope of free peoples, the dreams of those who refuse to kneel to tyrants."

The dragon's laugh was a deep bass note that shook the air around them. Its massive head tilted slightly, studying Thomas with eyes that held the wisdom of ages beyond counting.

"Hope? You speak of hope while your friend kneels at the executioner's blade?" The creature's voice carried amusement tinged with ancient sadness. "How quickly hope dies when faced with reality. How many heroes have fallen, their dreams turning to ash in their mouths as they breathed their last?"

Thomas felt Arthur's essence burning brighter within him, the ancient king's determination flowing through his veins like molten steel. "Hope doesn't die easily. And neither do those who carry it."

Even as he spoke, Thomas could see Nirkus recovering, preparing to raise her curved sword above Lady Aelan's neck once more. Tryvane was still fighting his way up the platform steps, but he would never reach his mother in time.

Thomas broke away from the dragon's gaze, spinning toward Nirkus with desperate speed. Arthur's essence flooded his muscles with strength as he launched himself across the platform, Cindlar's Blade cutting through the air in a silver arc that sang with ancient purpose.

Nirkus saw him coming, turning to parry his attack before it could connect. Blade turned away but his body still maintaining momentum, Thomas crashed into Nirkus, his shoulder striking her in the midsection and sending both of them tumbling across the black stone. Nirkus struggled to recover from having the air knocked out of her lungs. Thomas didn’t dare stop moving, rolling to his feet just as the dragon's massive head descended toward him a second time, jaws gaping wide.

Cindlar’s Blade met the creature's fangs, the drakhem metal holding the massive maw back and turning it aside. The dragon pulled back just enough to strike again, this time from a different angle. Thomas twisted desperately, bringing his blade up in a defensive arc that barely deflected the massive jaws. Its teeth scraped against his armor, leaving gouges in the crimson metal as he rolled away from the dragon's snapping bite.

Behind the great beast, Thomas caught a quick glimpse of Tryvane reaching the platform's center, his blade cutting through Lady Aelan's bonds with frantic efficiency. 

The dragon struck again, faster this time, its ancient reflexes honed by centuries of combat. Thomas barely got his blade up in time, the weapon's edge scraping along scaled hide as massive jaws snapped shut inches from his face. The creature's breath was furnace-hot against his helmet, carrying the putrid scent of sulfur.

But this time, Thomas didn't just defend. As the dragon's head passed over him, he reversed his grip on Cindlar’s Blade and drove it upward in a rising cut that caught the creature across its left cheek. The drakhem edge parted scales like silk, opening a gash that ran from jaw to eye socket in a line of bright pain.

The dragon roared in shock and fury, rearing back as dark blood streamed down its face. For a creature that had lived for centuries without feeling the sting of a blade, the wound was as much psychological as physical—a reminder that even it could bleed.

"Impossible," the dragon snarled, one massive claw rising to touch the wound. When it came away stained with blood, the creature's eyes widened with something that might have been respect or rage. “What manner of mortal are you?”

“One who carries the Grail of the High King,” Thomas replied, Arthur's essence flowing through his voice with ancient authority. “One who still remembers when dragons still roamed free across Draconia. When your kind still controlled your own destinies.”

During their exchange, Tryvane had successfully freed his mother, helping her to her feet as she swayed from hours of captivity. Lady Aelan's legs shook from the ordeal, but her spirit remained unbroken, her violet eyes blazing with the fire that had made her a leader among her people.

"Mother!" Tryvane called out, catching her arm as she stumbled. His voice cracked with relief and terror in equal measure. “We need to move.”

The dragon's massive head swiveled between Thomas and the escaping prisoners, calculation flickering in its ancient eyes. Blood continued to drip from the wound Thomas had opened.

“The High King indeed,” the dragon said, its tone softening as it gazed curiously upon Thomas. “I remember those times.” It stared at him, not making any further move to attack. 

Behind Thomas, Nirkus snarled in frustration as her prize began to slip away. She lunged toward the escaping prisoners, her curved sword sweeping in a deadly arc that would have taken Lady Aelan's head from her shoulders in a spray of blood and severed tissue.

Thomas was already moving. Cindlar’s Blade met Nirkus's sword in a shower of sparks that illuminated both their faces in dancing light. He found himself face to face with the Draconite commander, her breath hot against his face as they remained locked weapon to weapon. Nirkus was physically stronger, her Draconite heritage giving her muscles like steel cables, but Arthur's essence flowed through Thomas like liquid lightning, evening the odds.

Around them, the battle continued to rage. Thomas caught glimpses of his crew still engaging the Draconite forces in the plaza. Thorgrim's war hammer sent enemies flying with each strike, the impact of his blows echoing across the plaza like artillery fire. Merlin's combat GOLEM systematically dismantled anyone foolish enough to engage it in close combat.

The twins moved through the enemy ranks like twin whirlwinds, their synchronized attacks creating gaps in the Draconite formation that other resistance fighters exploited with desperate courage. Tivan's blade work was poetry in motion, each strike flowing into the next with fluid grace, while Garant's style was pure aggression channeled into devastating effect.

But reinforcements were streaming into the plaza from all directions, fresh Draconite units advancing in formation like a black tide of scales and steel. Their rifles sent coordinated volleys into the crowds of resistance fighters, the crimson energy beams cutting down Sidhe who fought with improvised weapons and desperate courage against professional soldiers. The tide was turning against them despite their early victories. 

They needed his help.

Thomas disengaged from the blade lock, spinning away from Nirkus' follow-up strike as her sword whistled past his helmet. He riposted immediately, Cindlar's edge finding the gap between her armor plates to score a deep cut across her ribs. Dark blood flowed freely as she stumbled backward, her golden scales slick with crimson.

"First blood to me," Thomas said.

Nirkus snarled in pain and fury, her curved sword weaving desperate patterns through the air as she fought to regain control of the duel. But the wound was slowing her down, and Thomas could see the growing desperation in her movements as she realized she was outmatched.

"You may have skill," she gasped, blood frothing at her lips, "but you’re no Draconite!”

She lunged forward in a reckless attack that left her completely exposed. Thomas sidestepped the wild swing and brought Cindlar's pommel down on her back with crushing force. The Draconite commander collapsed to the platform's surface, her sword clattering away.

Thomas stood over her fallen form, ready to roll her over and force her surrender. Before he could, she rolled away, coming to her knees with murder in her eyes. “Agarax!" Her voice rose to a shriek that carried across the entire plaza. "Kill him! Kill them all! Burn this city to ash!"

The massive dragon had been watching the duel with calculating eyes, but now its attention focused entirely on Thomas. The ancient creature's intelligence was evident as it weighed the command against its own assessment of the situation.

“Agarax, I gave you a direct order!” Nirkus cried on seeing the dragon’s hesitation. “Kill him. Now!”

The dragon’s eyes shifted toward Nirkus before refocusing on Thomas. When it spoke, its voice held a sadness that seemed to echo from the depths of time itself.

"I remember when dragon-kind were honored for our wisdom and strength, not chained to serve petty tyrants who understand neither. Arthur Pendragon promised a realm where all thinking beings could find their place according to their nature and gifts. He didn’t seek to subvert nature, and twist our kind into something abhorrent.” Agarax’s head swiveled toward Nirkus again. “You may be direct kin to me, child, but I have found another more deserving of my loyalty.” It returned its gaze to Thomas then. “I won’t harm those of my own brood,” it declared. “But neither will I help them, from this day forward.”

Without another word, Agarax spread his wings and launched himself into the air. Its massive wings created winds that knocked combatants to their knees and sent debris swirling across the plaza in chaotic spirals. Rather than attacking, it landed atop the highest spire overlooking the plaza, settling there like a living monument.

The sight of the dragon's defection sent shockwaves through both armies. Draconite soldiers stared up at their former ally with expressions of disbelief, while the Sidhe resistance fighters felt their courage surge as they realized that even their oppressors' greatest weapon had abandoned the cause of tyranny.

Nirkus stared up at her former ally with disbelief that quickly transformed into pure rage. Her golden scales rippled with fury as she processed the magnitude of her loss.

"Traitor!" she screamed, her voice cracking with the force of her emotion. "When the Empire learns of this treachery, when they strip the flesh from your bones and use your skull as a drinking cup⁠—"

"The Empire has already failed," Thomas interrupted, placing the tip of his blade to her throat. "It failed the moment it chose oppression over cooperation, fear over hope, slavery over the dream of free beings working together. The days of tyranny are ending. Arthur’s dream will be remade.”

The tide of battle was turning throughout the plaza. With the dragon's defection, the Sidhe resistance fighters had found fresh courage, pressing their attacks against the increasingly outnumbered Draconite forces with renewed determination. The sight of their greatest symbol of oppression choosing freedom over servitude had unlocked something primal in the Sidhe spirit.

Overhead, Excalibur continued to dominate the skies, her weapons reducing enemy starfighters to expanding clouds of debris while resistance fighters on rooftops provided covering fire with weapons and magic.

Thomas could see victory within reach, could feel Arthur's essence singing with the approach of justice fulfilled. The dream of free beings choosing their own destiny was becoming reality here on Falias, just as it had Avalyeth. The spirit of the Sidhe had been bent for a century, but had never truly broken.

“Surrender,” Thomas said to the defeated Draconite commander. “Stand down your forces. It’s over.”

Nirkus’ vertical pupils narrowed into thin slits, her features defiant despite her situation. “Surrender?” she said. “You haven’t won, Daeardrayke. You’ve only invited more pain.”

Movement in her hand drew Thomas’ attention. An emergency transmitter, it flashed three times before going dark.

“What is that?” Thomas demanded, putting the tip of Cindlar’s Blade against Nirkus’ throat, drawing a line of blood. “What did you do?”

“Thomas, my boy!” Merlin cried through his helmet comms. “The orbiting destroyers are repositioning. I believe they’re going to bombard the planet!”

“Call it off!’ Thomas growled, holding the blade steady against Nirkus’ throat.

“I’d rather die,” she replied defiantly. Before Thomas could react, she lifted her chin and thrust her throat onto Cindlar’s Blade. The blade penetrated deep, blood spurting from the wound as she laid her head back, pulling herself free of Thomas’ blade, laughing even as she drowned in her own blood.


CHAPTER 20


Thomas stared down at Commander Nirkus’ dead body as her golden scales lost their luster, the dark pool of blood still spreading on the black stone platform beneath her head. The light that had burned with such fierce defiance only moments before in her still open eyes was already fading. Her vertical pupils had begun to dilate.

Thomas’ attention turned to the emergency transmitter that now lay on the platform beside her outstretched claws, its three warning flashes still burned into his retinas like afterimages of approaching doom. There would be no calling off the bombardment. No last-minute reprieve. No mercy from orbital destroyers that had already received their final orders from a commander who had chosen death over defeat.

"Thomas, my boy!" Merlin's voice crackled through his helmet comms with urgent desperation. “Sensors are detecting massive energy buildups from the destroyer formation. They're preparing to fire on the surface. Estimated time to impact: three minutes, forty seconds."

Three minutes to evacuate a city of millions. Three minutes to save lives that numbered beyond counting. Three minutes to prevent the kind of massacre that would echo through history as another chapter in Draconite brutality.

It couldn't be done. Not by any conventional measure.

But Thomas had stopped believing solely in conventional measures the moment he'd first set foot aboard Excalibur. "Merlin…" His voice carried across the comms with the authority of kings as he spun away from Nirkus' corpse. "...have Gareth bring Excalibur back around immediately. We're going to stop this bombardment before it starts."

"Understood, my boy. Transmitting orders now."

Thomas rushed down the stairs from the platform, skipping four steps at a time as he returned to the plaza. Around him, the battle was already waning as news of Nirkus' death spread through the Draconite ranks like wildfire. Without their dragon and their commander's iron will holding them together, the occupying forces were beginning to fragment, individual units making their own decisions about whether to continue fighting or to seek terms of surrender. Many were choosing survival over duty.

A squad of Draconite soldiers near the plaza's eastern edge had already thrown down their weapons, their hands raised in surrender as they knelt before a group of Sidhe resistance fighters. Others were retreating toward defensive positions, but their movements lacked coordination, allowing them to be easily picked off one by one.

"Everyone back to the teleportal! Now!" Thomas shouted into his comm, his voice cutting through the remaining chaos of the battlefield as he sprinted across the plaza. "We have less than three minutes before orbital bombardment begins!"

The words needed no further explanation. His crew understood what orbital bombardment meant for the millions of Sidhe still trapped in Aelindral and in other cities around Falias.

"Bloody dragons and their bloody pride," Thorgrim growled through the exosuit's speakers as he turned away from a group of surrendering Draconite and moved toward the teleportal with surprising speed for someone so heavily armored. "Should have known they'd rather burn the place down, even kill their own surrendering soldiers, than admit defeat."

"Can you blame them?" Percival called back as he vaulted over a damaged barricade, his mace secured at his side as he sprinted through the debris-strewn plaza. "We just handed them the worst defeat they've suffered in decades. Their reputation will never recover."

"Their reputation be damned!" Burl replied, the big man's face grim as he avoided stepping on the wounded and dying scattered across the ancient stonework.

“Thorgrim, Merlin!” Thomas called out. “Stay here and help direct the evacuation. Get these people underground if you can.”

“Aye, Captain,” Thorgrim answered. “I prefer my boots on the ground anyway.” He turned away from the teleportal, raising the volume of his speakers. “Everyone, get underground. Get to safety!” His exosuit pounded across the plaza as he repeated the message, following a stream of Sidhe toward an entrance in one of the spires.

Ahead, the rectangular portal came into view, its blue energy field shimmering like a beacon of hope amid the devastation spread across the plaza. Thomas reached it first. Damaged by falling debris, its edges flickered with unstable energy patterns. It was barely functional.

It would have to be enough.

He turned to ensure his crew was following, and then through his helmet's enhanced vision, he located Excalibur. Descending through the atmosphere, the legendary ship's hull gleamed like polished silver as it dove toward the surface with desperate urgency.

"Captain," Tivan said, he and Garant reaching him first. "The Sidhe in the plaza. They're not going to make it out in time."

Thomas and Garant followed his gaze to see thousands of beings still scattered across the Grand Plaza. There were so many dead and wounded, it nearly froze him in his tracks. Then his gaze shifted to Thorgrim and Merlin doing their best to clear the area.

Their best wasn’t nearly enough.

"We can't save them all," Garant added. "Not in three minutes."

Arthur's essence burned within Thomas, the ancient king's determination overwhelming every practical consideration with the simple truth that had defined his legendary reign. They would not abandon innocents to die. They would not allow tyranny to claim victory through mass destruction.

They would find a way.

"We're not giving up,” Thomas said firmly as Tryvane and Lady Aelan caught up to them. The young Sidhe was supporting his mother, who still moved stiffly from her hours of captivity.

“Sir Dragon,” Lady Aelan said, her voice carrying despite her obvious exhaustion. "I've seen this moment. Seen the fires falling from the sky, but I've also seen what comes after." She gripped his armored hand with surprising strength. "Trust in the bonds you've forged. Trust in the connections that span more than just your crew."

Nimue's words echoed in Thomas's mind: The greatest strength isn't in the power you wield but in the connections you forge.

"What do you mean?" Thomas asked, but Lady Aelan was already stepping through the teleportal with Tryvane, both of them carried up to Excalibur as the ship circled overhead. The rest of his crew reached the portal and streamed through. Once they were all on board, Thomas followed, trading the blood-stained stones of the Grand Plaza for the clean, peaceful corridors of Excalibur. He was already moving before the teleportation sequence had fully completed, his boots ringing against the deck plating as he sprinted toward the flight deck. He could hear his crew ahead of him, their heavy breathing and clanking armor creating a symphony of desperate urgency that echoed through the passageway.

"Merlin!" Thomas called out as he reached the flight deck, not bothering to wait for a response before ripping off his helmet and dropping it before throwing himself into the command pod. The neural gel embraced him like an old friend, its coolness enveloping his armor as the canopy sealed with a soft hiss.

Already climbing, my boy. Merlin's voice came through the interface as Thomas's consciousness expanded to merge with the ship's systems. The destroyers are preparing to fire. I estimate thirty seconds before the first salvo launches.

Through the neural link, Thomas felt his crew joining him in their pods, their minds weaving together in the shared consciousness. But this time, there was something different in the connection. An urgency that transcended their usual combat readiness, a desperation that spoke to the millions of lives hanging in the balance on the surface of Falias.

And underneath it all, Arthur's essence burned like a star going nova, the ancient king's determination fusing with Thomas's own will to create something that transcended both.

Brennan, Thomas projected through the interface, his consciousness flowing through Excalibur's systems like liquid lightning. Maximum acceleration. Get us into weapons range of those destroyers.

Already on my way, Captain, Brennan replied as Excalibur's engines roared to life with desperate fury.

Like a silver arrow, the ship climbed through Falias' atmosphere, her hull heating from atmospheric friction as they pushed the thrusters beyond safe parameters. Through the sensors, Thomas could feel the enemy formation above them, eighteen massive warships arranged in a bombardment pattern that would turn Aelindral into a crater of molten glass.

Weapons ready, Percival reported, his consciousness focused on Excalibur's offensive systems. But Captain, even at maximum power, we can't take on twelve destroyers simultaneously. The odds are...

Impossible, Thomas finished. I know. That doesn’t mean we don’t try.

Arthur's essence showed him something else, then. Memories that weren't quite memories flowed through his consciousness like fragments of prophetic dreams. Images of other ships, other weapons, other beings who had looked up at the sky and had chosen to fight rather than flee.

Captain, Tivan's voice carried a note of wonder across the interface. Sensors are picking up new contacts. Ships rising from the surface, heading for orbit.

Draconite reinforcements? Burl asked grimly.

Negative, Garant replied. These are civilian vessels. Sidhe ships. Merchants, traders, private shuttles...hundreds of them.

Through the shared awareness of the neural interface, Thomas felt his crew's collective amazement as the scope of what was happening became clear. The sensors painted a picture of hope rising from despair, of ordinary beings choosing extraordinary courage when faced with destruction.

They're all broadcasting the same message, Aldrich reported, his voice tight with emotion. For Excalibur. For freedom. For Falias.

The makeshift fleet was a motley collection of vessels that had never been designed for combat. Cargo haulers with improvised weapons mounts. Passenger shuttles carrying more courage than armor. Racing yachts, their only armament the determination of their pilots. Private transports that had been pressed into service by beings who had spent their entire lives under Draconite oppression and had finally been given a chance to strike back.

They were outgunned and outnumbered by the professional military vessels they were rising to face. By every rational measure, they were flying to their deaths with nothing but hope and fury to sustain them.

And they were magnificent.

"They won't stand a chance against those destroyers," Gareth said quietly, his consciousness rippling with the same mixture of pride and dread that Thomas felt.

"Maybe not individually," Thomas replied, Arthur's essence burning brighter within him as he understood what Lady Aelan had foreseen. "But together..."

Through the interface, he opened a general comm channel that would reach every ship in the ascending fleet. When he spoke, his voice carried the weight of Arthur's legacy, the authority of kings, and the desperate hope of free beings everywhere.

"This is Thomas Drake, Captain of Excalibur, speaking to all vessels of the Falias Liberation Fleet. I know you're not soldiers. I know your ships weren't built for war, but today, you're not fighting as warriors or tacticians or military professionals." The words flowed through him like molten gold, Arthur's essence shaping each syllable with the power of absolute conviction. "Today, you fight as free beings choosing their own destiny. Today, you fight for your children's futures and for your ancestors' dreams. Today, you fight because someone has to, and you're the ones who answered the call."

Through the sensors, Thomas could see the improvised fleet continuing to climb, their engines burning with desperate fury as they raced to reach orbital altitude before the bombardment could begin. Some of the ships were already showing signs of stress, their civilian power plants pushed beyond design limits by the urgency of their mission.

But they kept climbing.

"The destroyers above us carry enough firepower to turn Aelindral and other cities on Falias into craters," Thomas continued, his voice carrying across space to reach every ship in the ascending fleet. "They're crewed by professionals who have spent their careers perfecting the art of destruction. By every rational measure, we should turn back. We should flee to safety.” Arthur's essence surged through his words, lending them weight that transcended mere speech. "But we’re not rational beings. We’re free beings. And when free beings stand together against tyranny, when they choose hope over fear and courage over safety, they become something more than the sum of their individual strengths. They become legend."

The first energy readings spiked across their sensors as the destroyer formation began to power their main batteries. Massive weapons that could vaporize a mountain were being brought to bear on the defenseless city below, their targeting computers already locked onto population centers and critical infrastructure. But the improvised fleet was almost in position, their desperate climb having brought them to the edge of orbital space where they could finally bring their makeshift weapons to bear.

"I won't lie to you," Thomas continued, his voice steady despite the magnitude of what they were attempting. "Some of us won't survive the next few minutes. Some of us will pay the ultimate price for this moment of defiance, but our children will remember this day. Our grandchildren will sing songs of how ordinary beings became heroes when their people needed them most."

Through the neural interface, Thomas felt Excalibur's weapons preparing to fire, blue energy building along the hull as the ship's ancient enchantments prepared to unleash their fury. But this time, they wouldn't be fighting alone.

"All ships," Thomas commanded, his consciousness expanding to encompass the entire fleet through the comm system. "Target the destroyer formation. Concentrate fire on their engines and weapon systems. Make them choose between completing their bombardment and defending themselves."

"Understood, Excalibur," came a reply, dozens of others simultaneously echoing from other ships, their pilots' voices carrying determination that transcended their civilian backgrounds.

The destroyer formation opened fire at that moment, their main batteries unleashing concentrated death toward the surface of Falias. Massive beams of crimson energy lanced downward through the atmosphere, each one carrying enough power to level city blocks and turn stone to molten glass.

But many never reached their targets.

The improvised fleet positioned itself between the destroyers and the planet below, their hulls absorbing the massive energy discharges that had been intended for the defenseless city. Ships died in brilliant explosions that lit up the darkness of space, their hulls vaporized by weapons far beyond their ability to withstand.

"Return fire!" Thomas commanded, and Excalibur's weapons joined the crescendo of defiance that rose from the improvised fleet.

Blue energy lanced out from the legendary ship's hull, finding gaps in the destroyer formation and striking with surgical accuracy. Around them, the civilian fleet opened fire with whatever weapons they possessed.

Individually, their attacks were insignificant against the massive destroyer hulls. But collectively, they created a storm of fire that forced the Draconite vessels to divide their attention between offense and defense.

Direct hit on destroyer seven, Percival reported through the interface, his consciousness tracking the battle's flow with professional interest. Their port weapons array is offline.

Impacts on destroyer three, Burl added, watching as a coordinated attack from dozens of civilian vessels overwhelmed the target's shields. They're venting atmosphere from multiple hull breaches.

The destroyers tried to reposition themselves, their massive hulls turning ponderously as they sought to bring their weapons to bear on the swarming civilian fleet. But their size, which made them so formidable in traditional naval combat, now worked against them. They were elephants trying to swat flies, their massive weapons proving inadequate against the swarm of smaller vessels that darted between them like angry hornets.

Through it all, Excalibur danced between the giants, her weapons finding weak points and exploiting them with devastating effect. Thomas felt the ship responding to his will like an extension of his own body, Arthur's essence flowing through the neural interface, helping to guide every maneuver and attack.

A destroyer's main reactor went critical, the massive ship vanishing in a fireball that illuminated the hulls of its companions. Debris rained outward in expanding spheres of twisted metal, some pieces large enough to damage other vessels in the formation.

The destroyers, faced with an enemy they couldn't effectively engage and couldn't ignore, began to break formation. Some tried to retreat to safer distances where their weapons could be brought to bear without risk from the swarming civilian fleet. Others attempted to push through the civilian fleet to complete their bombardment mission.

None succeeded.

The civilian fleet had found its rhythm now, individual ships coordinating their attacks with the kind of desperate efficiency that came from fighting for everything they held dear. They harried the retreating destroyers with hit-and-run attacks, preventing them from achieving the range needed for effective bombardment. They swarmed the advancing vessels, their combined firepower overwhelming shields and opening the massive hulls to devastating follow-up attacks from Excalibur.

Destroyer four is breaking off, Gareth reported, his consciousness tracking the enemy formation as it continued to disintegrate. They're heading for the system's outer edge.

Let them go, Thomas replied, watching through the sensors as more enemy vessels followed suit. They've seen enough.

The remaining Draconite ships fought with the desperation of beings who knew their reputation would never recover from this defeat. Professional soldiers who had spent their careers terrorizing civilian populations found themselves outfought by the very people they had oppressed, their technological superiority meaningless against the fury of free beings defending their homes.

Professionalism could only carry them so far. As more ships fell to the combined assault of Excalibur and the improvised fleet, the remainder began to lose cohesion. Captains made individual decisions to retreat rather than continue fighting a battle they couldn't win.

Within minutes, the last destroyer had fled the system, its hull scarred by weapons fire and its crew reduced to the survivors of a battle they would much rather forget.

Just like that, Falias was free.

Thomas felt the victory through the neural interface, a surge of triumph that flowed through every member of Excalibur's crew. The improvised vessels that had risen from the surface to face impossible odds were now scattered across orbital space, their hulls bearing the scars of battle but their crews alive with the knowledge that they had achieved something extraordinary.

"All ships, this is Excalibur," Thomas said, his voice carrying across the comm channels to reach every vessel in the fleet. "You have my gratitude, my respect, and my promise that your courage will never be forgotten."

The response was immediate and overwhelming. Hundreds of voices raised in celebration, their words overlapping and blending into a symphony of triumph that spoke to something primal in the soul. They had faced the impossible and emerged victorious. They had stood against tyranny and watched it flee before their determination.

Brennan, Thomas said quietly through the interface, take us down.

As Excalibur began its descent toward the liberated world below, Thomas knew that something fundamental had changed. The larger resistance was no longer a scattered collection of desperate rebels fighting against impossible odds. It was becoming something bigger, something that transcended species and worlds and individual grievances.

It was becoming the foundation of Arthur's dream reborn.

The comm channels filled with reports from across Falias. Draconite garrisons on other continents were surrendering en masse as word of the orbital victory spread. Resistance cells that had hidden in shadows were emerging into the light, ready to help lead their people into a new future free of Draconite tyranny.

The liberation was complete. But more than that, it had established a template for what was possible when ordinary beings chose extraordinary courage.

Thomas closed his eyes and felt Arthur's essence flowing through him like warm current, the ancient king's approval mixing with his own satisfaction at a mission accomplished. They had saved millions of lives today. They had broken another link in the chain of Draconite oppression.

The war was far from over. Turquine and Klingsor still waited in their fortress beyond the Blackveil Corridor, their machine of death still threatening to spread necromantic corruption across the galaxy, but within hours they had taken a massive step toward evening the odds of that confrontation. They’d gained a valuable ally, along with the resources to pass safely through the Corridor, and perhaps even the means to set Halvy free.

Again, so much for reconnaissance, Percival quipped through the interface, his tone light and joyous.

Bah, who needs it, Burl replied.

The two men’s laughter was infectious, and it followed them all the way back down to the surface.


CHAPTER 21


Brennan, position us over the platform, Thomas ordered as Excalibur neared the surface of Falias. Aelindral glimmered beneath them, remaining a shining jewel of Sidhe accomplishment despite the debris, fires, and scarring that now marred the city’s otherwise ethereal visage.

Or perhaps, in part, because of those newly introduced imperfections.

Aye, Captain, Brennan replied, his voice joyous but weary. His natural talents had been stretched to their limits by the engagement of both the Draconite capital ships in orbit and the fighters in the atmosphere, flying as though the spirit of Sir Lancelot flowed through him. Excalibur’s systems were as heavily drained as her primary pilot, but they had run the gauntlet and made it through.

Against all odds, they had defeated the Draconite and freed Falias.

Excalibur drifted downward, already drawing plenty of attention from the Sidhe on the ground. They looked up at the craft as it descended, pointing and smiling or waving their fists, the sounds of their cheering growing louder as they pulled closer to the surface.

Finally, Excalibur came to a steady hover a few feet off the dark Draconite platform erected in the center of the Grand Plaza, a symbol of hope atop the altar of cruelty.

Thomas stretched his senses outward, locating Agarax, still perched on one of the towers. He watched as the dragon spread its wings and dove from the building, swooping down toward Excalibur and the platform. A wave of concern swept over the interface, and he could sense Burl targeting the creature, ready to blast it out of the sky.

Hold your fire, he ordered. He means no harm.

How do you know? Burl replied.

I know, Thomas answered with certainty bolstered by Arthur’s essence. Primal dragons aren’t like Draconite. Dangerous, yes, but also wise and honorable.

Agarax landed smoothly on the side of the platform, his massive bulk nearly three times Excalibur’s size. His head swiveled, eyes shifting as he examined the ship with obvious curiosity.

“Impressive work, little king,” he said, his voice a deep rumble they could easily hear through Excalibur’s skin and the barriers of their pods. “Both the ship and your victory here today.” He settled on his haunches, showing no signs of aggression.

Little king? Gareth commented, amusement coloring his thoughts.

I’m no king, Thomas insisted. Let’s go meet the people.

He began the emergence sequence from his command pod, the neural gel pulling away from his body as the canopy opened with a soft hiss. Around him, his crew emerged from their own pods, their faces flushed with the aftermath of combat and the euphoria of victory.

“Mother,” Tryvane said, rushing from his pod to where she had secured herself to one of the observation seats. He leaned over her, wrapping his arms around her in a relieved embrace. "When I saw you on that platform…”

Lady Aelan reached out to touch her son's face with gentle fingers. "But here we are, both of us alive and free. Sometimes the darkest moments are simply the shadows that make the light more precious when it finally arrives."

Thomas approached as Tryvane helped her release her harness and stand. "Are you ready to address your people, Lady Aelan?" Thomas asked, “or do you need medical attention first?”

”I’ve been preparing for this moment for longer than you might imagine. I’m more than ready," she replied, her voice carrying the weight of foresight that had allowed her to see glimpses of this outcome even while facing execution. "The visions showed me fragments—Excalibur in our skies, our people celebrating freedom, the sound of hope being reborn. But experiencing it..." She paused, a smile touching her lips. "Reality is far more beautiful than even the clearest vision."

Thomas offered his arm, and Lady Aelan graciously took it, allowing him to escort her off the flight deck to the teleportal, Tryvane at her other side. The rest of the crew followed eagerly behind them.

While Excalibur had landed on the platform, the teleportal remained where it had been deployed earlier, on the far side of the plaza. Even so, the people of Falias understood that was where they would emerge. The Sidhe cheered and shouted as their saviors stepped through the shimmering blue curtain.

"Excalibur!" someone shouted from the crowd, and the cry was immediately taken up by hundreds of other voices. "Excalibur! Excalibur!"

The chant spread through the gathering like wildfire, building in volume and intensity until it seemed to make the very air vibrate with sound. The crystalline spires around the plaza caught the acoustic waves and amplified them, turning the Grand Plaza into a natural amphitheater that broadcast the celebration across the entire city.

"Look at them," Aldrich said quietly, his voice carrying a note of wonder that was unusual for the normally pragmatic former mercenary. "They can hardly believe it's real."

Thomas felt Arthur's essence responding to the acclamation with warm pride, the ancient king's spirit recognizing the sound of free people celebrating their liberation. The sensation was both humbling and exhilarating, a reminder of why they fought and what they hoped to achieve across all of Avalon.

“Well done, my boy,” Merlin said, his combat GOLEM approaching through the crowd, flanked by Thorgrim in his mining exosuit, his helmet clipped to his hip. The Dwarf’s face was split in a wide grin, his war hammer relaxed in his grip.

“I can’t believe what we Dwarves have been missing these last centuries,” he said. “I didn’t want to leave Ferraden behind, but I’m proud to be part of this moment with you, Sir Dragon.”

“And I, you, Thorgrim,” Thomas answered. “You’re a force to be reckoned with.”

“Aye,” Thorgrim agreed with a laugh.

"Shall we go address your people?" Thomas asked Lady Aelan.

"Our people," she corrected gently. "Today, we are all citizens of the same dream, Arthur's vision of free beings choosing to work together rather than live under the boot of tyranny."

The Sidhe parted for them as they walked away from the teleportal, back toward the platform where Excalibur hovered like a shining star, and a massive dragon stood watchful guard. Hands reached toward them from the crowd as they passed—not grasping or demanding attention—but offering gentle touches of gratitude and respect.

Thomas found himself stopping to acknowledge the reaching hands, allowing the Sidhe to touch his armor or briefly clasp his gauntleted fingers. Each contact carried weight beyond the physical, a moment of connection between liberator and the liberated.

A young Sidhe female, her face streaked with tears of joy, pressed a small crystal flower into his palm. The delicate creation caught the light and seemed to glow from within, its faceted petals creating tiny rainbows that danced across his armor. "For the Daeardrayke,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the crowd. "For bringing us hope and now freedom."

"Thank you," Thomas replied, carefully securing the crystal flower on his helmet. The simple gift meant more to him than any formal decoration or official recognition ever could.

Lady Aelan moved through the crowd with grace, her presence immediately recognized by her people despite the ordeal she had endured. Voices called out her name in relief and joy. "My lady! My lady!" The cries followed her, hands reaching toward her with the same reverent gratitude they’d shown Thomas and his crew as she made her way toward the plaza's center and the execution platform.

Tryvane stayed close to his mother's side, his relief at her survival evident in every protective gesture as he helped clear a path through the enthusiastic crowd. The young Sidhe's eyes were bright with unshed tears of joy, his usual composure cracking under the weight of emotion.

"Would you join me?" Lady Aelan asked Thomas as they reached the platform's base. "I believe our people would like to hear from both of us."

Thomas nodded. “I’d be glad to.”

Tryvane kissed his mother’s cheek and then gave her hand over to Thomas, allowing him to assist her up the steps to the platform's summit. Tryvane and the rest of his crew ascended the platform as well, forming a loose semicircle behind them, their presence lending weight to the moment while allowing Lady Aelan to take center stage. Excalibur floated overhead, a silver star of hope.

The volume of the crowd noise—thousands of voices swelling in celebration as their leader and the heroes of the day—echoed off the surrounding spires. Lady Aelan raised her hands, and gradually, remarkably, the din subsided to a level that would allow speech to carry.

"My people," she began, the crystalline architecture carrying her words with clarity and resonance to every corner of the plaza. “An hour ago, I stood on this platform in chains, prepared to die for our people, as hundreds of others have before me.”

A ripple of emotion—anger at the injustice mixed with relief over her survival—passed through the crowd. Several voices called out expressions of support and gratitude, but the majority maintained respectful silence to hear Lady Aelan’s words.

"I was ready to die," she continued, her voice growing stronger as she spoke. “Ready to join our ancestors in the hope that my death might inspire others to continue the fight for our people's dignity and self-determination. But instead of witnessing my execution, you witnessed something far more precious—the arrival of hope made manifest."

She gestured toward Thomas and his crew, and the crowd's attention focused on them with an intensity that was almost physical. Thomas felt thousands of eyes upon him, along with the weight of expectations that came with being viewed as the embodiment of hope itself.

"The Daeardrayke and his brave crew didn't just save one Sidhe woman from unjust execution. They saved our entire world from the kind of orbital bombardment that would have turned our cities to glass and our people to ash."

The mention of the averted bombardment sent a chill through the crowd, a realization of how close they had come to annihilation. Murmurs of shock and growing anger rippled through the gathering as the full magnitude of Nirkus' final order became clear.

"They fought alongside our improvised fleet.” Lady Aelan’s voice rose above the crowd's reaction. "Merchants and traders and ordinary citizens who chose extraordinary courage when their world needed them most. Together, they drove off an entire Draconite battle group and sent a message that will be heard across the galaxy. The age of unopposed tyranny is ending."

Cheers erupted from the crowd, building in volume until the sound seemed to shake the very foundations of the crystalline spires. Thomas felt Arthur's essence responding to the acclamation with warm approval, the ancient king's spirit recognizing the sound of hope being born again.

The crowd's celebration was infectious, but Lady Aelan's raised hand gradually brought them back to attentive silence. Her expression had grown more solemn, and Thomas could sense that she was about to address the harder truths that came with liberation.

"But liberation is only the beginning of our journey," she continued, her voice carrying the weight of wisdom gained through suffering. "We must now begin the difficult work of rebuilding our world, not just physically but spiritually. We must heal the wounds left by a century of occupation while preparing to stand as equals in the growing alliance of free worlds."

Her voice took on a note of solemnity as she gestured toward the battlefield around them. The plaza bore the scars—craters from energy weapon impacts, debris from destroyed vehicles, and most soberly, the bodies of those who had paid the ultimate price of the fighting—that had secured their freedom.

"First, however, we must honor our courageous dead,” Lady Aelan said, her words carrying across the suddenly quiet plaza. “They deserve our respect and remembrance. They deserve to be laid to rest or memorialized with the dignity that was denied them in life under Draconite rule."

Thomas watched as her words rippled through the crowd, seeing understanding dawn on thousands of faces. The celebration would continue, but it would be tempered by the proper respect for those who had died to make it possible.

"As for our former oppressors…" Lady Aelan’s voice hardened as she looked toward the scattered Draconite bodies. "...they came here as conquerors and died as such. They will be removed from our sacred spaces and dealt with according to the customs of war."

She paused, allowing her words to sink in before delivering what Thomas sensed would be her final message. The crowd waited in respectful silence, hanging on every word from the woman who had nearly died for their freedom and now stood before them as its living symbol.

"Today we celebrate our courage and mourn our dead," Lady Aelan declared. "Tomorrow we begin the work of rebuilding our world and determining our place in the new Avalon that is taking shape. But tonight…tonight we are simply free, and that is enough."

The crowd's response was immediate and overwhelming. Voices chanted for Lady Aelan, the Daeardrayke, Excalibur, and freedom, while hands began reaching for debris and broken weapons scattered across the plaza. Without any formal organization or direction, the Sidhe began the work of cleaning up the plaza.

Thomas watched in fascination as the cleanup effort organized itself along invisible lines of social structure and shared purpose. Older Sidhe took charge of organizing the collection of their fallen with a reverence that bordered on the sacred, while younger adults began sorting through debris and damaged equipment. Children too young to handle the heavier work gathered smaller pieces of wreckage, their faces serious.

The bodies of fallen Sidhe were carried to a section of the plaza that had been spontaneously designated as a gathering point. They were arranged in neat rows with their arms crossed over their chests, their faces covered with whatever clean cloth could be found.

The Draconite dead received markedly different treatment. Their bodies were collected with efficiency rather than reverence, carried to a separate area where they would await disposal. There was no malice in the handling, simply the practical acknowledgment that these beings had died as enemies and would be treated accordingly.

Lady Aelan’s expression was thoughtful as she took in the scene of her people reclaiming their city. Her exhaustion was beginning to show more now that the immediate crisis had passed, but her eyes still burned with a fire that had made her a leader among her people.

Finally, she turned toward Thomas, her voice pitched low enough when she spoke that only he could hear. "There's something I need to discuss with you, Daeardrayke. Something my foresight has shown me of the challenges that lie ahead."


CHAPTER 22


"Of course," Thomas replied, stepping closer to ensure that whatever Lady Aelan wanted to talk to him about remained private despite the ongoing activity around them. "You’ve seen something?"

"The Lady of the Stars," she said simply, her violet eyes meeting his gaze. "Nimue came to you on Avalyeth, didn't she?"

Thomas nodded, not particularly surprised that Lady Aelan would know about his encounter with Nimue. They both had the gift of foresight. It made sense to him that they would encounter one another there.

"She guided you to Falias," Lady Aelan continued, her voice carrying certainty that came from her talents rather than speculation. "Not just because we could provide what you need to confront Turquine, but because liberating our world would demonstrate something crucial about the nature of the fight you're waging."

"Which is?" Thomas asked.

"That this war isn't just about defeating Turquine and Klingsor," she replied, her words carrying the weight of prophetic understanding. "It's about proving that free beings can choose to work together without coercion or conquest. Every world you liberate, every alliance you forge, every connection you strengthen—all of it serves to demonstrate that Arthur's dream wasn't naive idealism but practical wisdom."

“Morgana never saw it that way,” Thomas commented, though he knew in his heart that Lady Aelan was right.

She shook her head sadly. “Morgana had so much potential. She could have helped Arthur see Avalon to its full glory. Yet she chose her own needs and desires over those of the citizens of Avalon. It is a sad story, written in the blood of billions. One that I hope will soon see its end.”

“It will,” Thomas replied. “With the help of the Druids, of the Sidhe and the Ursan. The coalition is growing.”

“And yet we’re still so small compared to the full might of the Empire. I know about your agreement with Morgana. You’ve bought us time. You’ve brought us hope. And it is incumbent on us to repay you for both.”

“You know what we seek, then?” Thomas asked.

“I do. You wish to pierce the Blackveil Corridor. You believe you can build a device of Sidhe crystal that will make it possible.”

“A teleportal, like the ones we use on Excalibur,” Thomas agreed. “Only much bigger.”

“A task I’m certain our engineers can help you complete in short order,” Lady Aelan said.

“Have you seen what will happen,” Thomas asked, “with Turquine and Klingsor? With Morgana?”

“I’ve seen many futures, of course,” Aelan replied. “There are many that end in darkness, but I hold faith in the few that lead to the light.” She smiled gently. “I also know about your young Druid companion.”

“Halvy,” Thomas said. “You know we’re trying to counter the nanites that hold him in thrall to Turquine. We want to set him free. We need to set him free. He’s a big part of Turquine’s plans.”

“Bigger than you may realize. Did you know that Klingsor uses the boy to channel the magic that powers his machine?”

A sudden chill ran through Thomas, causing him to shiver beneath his armor. “No, I had no idea. What does that mean for him?”

“Pain,” Aelan answered. “Internal mental anguish that takes a constant toll, though I don’t believe there’s enough of him in control to even express it.”

Thomas’ mind turned to Kaelithan, knowing how his friend would react to this news. “Then this is much worse than I thought.”

“There is a silver lining. If you turn Halvy back to the light, Klingsor’s machine no longer has a vital component. It will be rendered inoperable.”

“Taliesin has been working on ways to defeat Trilthan’s nanites, but their affinity to magical energy presents complications that he hasn’t been able to solve. He suggested Sidhe artificers might hold the key.”

"Your friend is correct that Sidhe artificers possess skills in magical enhancement of technology that surpass those of most others, and of course, I’m certain they would be honored to lend their expertise to their liberators. In fact, I can promise you that Falias will provide whatever assistance we can in your fight against tyranny. Our artificers, our crystal formations, our ships, our knowledge—everything we have is at your disposal."

She gestured toward the crowd that continued working around them, their efforts gradually transforming the battlefield into something that once again resembled a place of honor. "Look at them. Look at the hope in their faces, the dignity with which they handle this work. A few hours ago, they were a conquered people living under the shadow of Morgana’s tyranny. Now they're free beings choosing their own destiny, and that transformation came about because someone was willing to take action when action was needed.” Her violet eyes directly met Thomas's gaze. "Because someone understood that the greatest strength isn't in the power you wield but in the bonds you create."

Thomas nodded. “I just didn’t want you to die.”

Lady Aelan surprised him with laughter. “Nor do I want you to die, Sir Dragon. But I’m afraid that’s beyond my power to control. So be careful out there. Trust in the bonds you forge, for they are what truly make you powerful.”

Thomas glanced back at Agarax, who had closed his eyes and seemed to be asleep. Still, he had a feeling the dragon could hear every word they spoke.

“Anyone who desires freedom is welcome under our banner,” he said for the dragon’s benefit before looking back to Lady Aelan. “I know things are chaotic right now, but time isn’t on our side. We need to confront Turquine before he can launch another attack, which means we need to begin planning the construction of the portal, and⁠—”

Lady Aelan put up a hand, stopping him in his tracks. “Believe me, Thomas. I understand. The time for that confrontation is fast approaching. I will see your requests made before this night is through.”

“Thank you,” Thomas replied.

“There’s one more thing you should know, Sir Dragon.” She stepped closer to him, leaning in to speak more quietly, offering a secret for his ears only. “One more thing I have seen.”

“The end of magic?” Thomas asked. “Morgana⁠—”

“No,” she replied. “Morgana won’t destroy the source. Not when it offers her only one possibility to keep her son alive.”

Thomas flinched with shock. “Alive? How is that⁠—”

“It’s unimportant in the grander view. The time will come when you’ll need to make a choice. You can save many lives with your bravery, but you cannot save them all. And like any choice, there will be consequences that ripple across time like a stone dropped into a pond.”

“I…I don’t understand.”

“You will, when the time comes.” She straightened, smiling at him as though she hadn’t just twisted his thoughts with her cryptic words. “Come, Daeardrayke. We have much to do, and much to celebrate. You’ve accomplished more than your share for today. Cast your troubles aside and allow Sidhe hospitality to embrace you.”

As if in response to her words, music began to play and singers joined in—not with subdued chants of mourning, but with the upbeat tempo of victory—from somewhere in the crowd.

“I wish Llaryn and my grandfather had lived to see this day,” Tryvane said, stepping up beside him. “As well as Captain Pyym and the crew of Caress. So many gave their lives for this moment. For this joy. Let us not waste it.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Percival said, coming up behind Thomas and draping an arm across his shoulder, “once I have a drink in my hand, that is.”

“To the courageous dead,” Thomas agreed, allowing himself a smile.

Tomorrow, they would return to Avalyeth with renewed purpose and a newly liberated planet of allies to aid them in their fight.

Tonight, they would celebrate freedom.


CHAPTER 23


Sir Turquine made his way through the twisted corridors of Klingsor’s fortress, headed for the gatehouse that would lead out to the desiccated plains beyond. Entering the courtyard, his gaze swept over the sea of bones spilled across the dry dirt, hundreds of intact skeletons littering the open area. The remnants of a once formidable army, they waited in eternity to defend the fortress should it be attacked.

Which wouldn’t happen any time soon, he was sure. Sir Ironside’s plan had worked perfectly, misdirecting both Excalibur and Malevolence to waste precious weeks hunting in the wrong system, buying him time to regroup and plan his next attack.

And he needed to make that move soon. Sir Dragon would learn the truth of the matter soon enough, and the best way to keep him away from Kheir-Lossan would be to force him to continue reacting to one attack after another. Meanwhile, Turquine would continue to recruit new Draconite to his banner, plus lay waste to lesser beings with the help of Klingsor and his Telemuter. Even if the captain of Excalibur came for him here, he would meet a staunch defense beyond what Turquine was sure the boy would ever expect.

Emerging from the courtyard through the open gates of the fortress, Turquine surveyed the plateau that stretched out before him. Eight Draconite warships, arranged in three rows that faded back into the ruddy haze, sat on the barren earth. The vessels were a mix of destroyers and corvettes. Not the most impressive fleet ever assembled, but a respectable beginning for what would become his armada.

Mogris, Norsp, and Vorlok stood at attention near the base of the plateau, having organized the arriving crews into neat formation. Roughly four hundred Draconite stood in ranks at attention. Some still wore the uniforms of Morgana's fleet, while others had already begun modifying their armor with personal touches that declared their independence from the old regime.

Turquine took his time crossing the plateau toward the assembled crews, enjoying the sight of them awaiting his arrival. As he approached, the conversations among the crews died away, leaving only the whisper of the thin wind across barren land and the residual hum of massive engines spooled down to standby.

Turquine stopped before the assemblage, scanning them. "Warriors of the new Draconite evolution…" His voice carried across the plateau without need for amplification. "...you have survived the Blackveil Corridor. You have witnessed the power of true advancement in action. You have chosen evolution over stagnation."

He moved slowly along the front ranks, his vertical pupils tracking over faces that showed a mixture of awe, uncertainty, and barely contained aggression. These were career military personnel, conditioned to follow orders and maintain discipline, but he could see the questions burning behind their eyes. What had they committed themselves to? What would be expected of them in this desolate place?

"Some of your brethren failed to survive the crossing," Turquine continued, his tone matter-of-fact rather than sympathetic. "Three ships destroyed outright. Two others damaged beyond repair and still drifting in orbit.” He looked up into the planet’s reddish sky, searching for the two ships that had suffered too much instability during the crossing of the Corridor, thanks to poor overall navigation and piloting. “They are prime examples of our past. But you…" he gestured to encompass the entire assembly, "...you represent the future. Not the decaying remnants of Morgana's empire, clinging to outdated traditions and fearing change. You are the vanguard of what our species can become when freed from the constraints of weakness disguised as wisdom."

He paused in front of a Draconite whose uniform bore the distinctive silver striping of an officer. The commander met his gaze without flinching, though Turquine could smell the fear-scent emanating from him despite his disciplined bearing.

"Commander," Turquine addressed him directly. "Your name and vessel."

"Commander Varithak, My Lord," the officer replied, his voice steady despite the circumstances. “Of the destroyer Shadowclaw."

"And what convinced you to follow me through the Blackveil Corridor, Commander Varithak?"

The question hung in the air for a moment as Varithak considered his response. Around him, his fellow officers and crew members listened intently, knowing that his answer would reveal much about their new reality.

"You defeated Prince Mordred in single combat," Varithak replied carefully. "The prince was enhanced by the finest nanites, trained by the greatest masters, equipped with weapons and armor beyond standard issue, and a powerful magic user in his own right. Yet you bested him with ease." The commander's scales darkened slightly. "It’s abundantly clear to me and my crew that you represent something new. Something stronger than what we have known."

"Strength," Turquine repeated, savoring the word. "Yes, Commander. Strength is the currency of the future. Not political maneuvering. Not noble bloodlines. Not the careful preservation of traditions that no longer serve their purpose." He stopped and turned to again address the entire formation. "The nanites that flow through my veins have unlocked capabilities that would have been impossible under the old paradigm. They adapt. They evolve. They improve with each challenge overcome." He began walking again. "But physical enhancement is only the beginning. True evolution requires the courage to abandon failed concepts. The wisdom to recognize that survival demands transformation, not preservation."

"What of our families?" a voice called from the rear ranks—a young crewman whose scales still showed the lighter coloration of recent maturity. "What of those we left behind on Draconia?"

Turquine's eyes found the speaker, studying him with cold calculation rather than understanding. "A naive question. What is your name, young warrior?"

"Ensign Grex, My Lord. Of the corvette Darkspine."

"Ensign Grex, your attachment reveals exactly the kind of weakness that has held our species back.” Turquine's voice carried no warmth, no sympathy—only the harsh truth of reality. "We’re the sons and daughters of dragons. The greatest of the apex predators. And yet you waste your thoughts and your energy in consideration of your brood? Evolution demands focus. Determination. Those who cannot adapt will be left behind, whether they are enemies, allies, or family. Your choice is simple: evolve with me and help forge a stronger future for our species, or remain bound by sentiment to a past that offers nothing but decline and eventual extinction." He stopped in the center of the formation, turning slowly to meet as many eyes as possible. "You’ve already taken the first step by following me here. You’ve proven your worthiness by surviving the Corridor. Now you must prove your commitment to evolution by embracing what comes next."

"And what comes next, My Lord?" Commander Varithak asked, his tone respectful but direct.

Turquine's features drew back in a predatory smile. "War, Commander. Real war. Total war. The kind of conflict that reshapes galaxies and determines the future of entire species."

The silence that followed was profound, broken only by the distant sound of cooling metal and the whisper of wind across the dry earth. Turquine could see the implications—the magnitude of what they had committed themselves to, the bridges they had burned by following him through the Corridor—registering on faces throughout the formation.

"Some of you are having second thoughts," he observed, his voice carrying a note of condemnation. “If you wish to survive, if you wish to succeed, put them behind you. What I offer isn’t comfort or safety. It’s the opportunity to participate in history rather than merely observing it. To help determine whether the Draconite species remains the dominant force in this galaxy, or whether it continues its slow decline into irrelevance." He began walking again, this time toward the rear of the formation. "If any among you lacks the courage for what lies ahead, speak now. I won’t force evolution upon the unwilling. Those who wish to return to Morgana's empire may take a shuttle and attempt the Corridor crossing in reverse. I won’t prevent your departure, though I cannot guarantee your survival."

The offer hung in the air like a challenge. Turquine waited, watching for any sign of wavering resolve. The nanites beneath his scales provided enhanced sensory input, allowing him to detect the subtle chemical signatures of fear, determination, and uncertainty that emanated from the assembled warriors.

No one moved.

"Excellent," Turquine said, genuine satisfaction coloring his voice. "You’ve chosen evolution. You’ve chosen strength. You’ve chosen to be part of something greater than yourself."

He gestured toward the assembled warships on the plateau. "Return to your ships. Conduct full systems diagnostics. Repair any damage sustained during the Corridor crossing. Rest, but remain ready for immediate deployment. We won’t wait long before demonstrating our capabilities to the galaxy."

"When do we strike, My Lord?" one of the crew members called out.

"Soon," Turquine replied. "Sooner than our enemies expect. Sooner than they can prepare for. You warriors will be part of history. The history of Draconite ascendancy. The history of evolution triumphant over stagnation. The history of strength claiming its rightful dominion over weakness."

A cheer erupted from the assembled crews. The sound echoed off the fortress walls and across the barren plateau in a primal declaration of intent.

Turquine returned to the fortress without looking back, but the nanites carried the sound with him, integrating it into their complex harmonics until the cheers of his followers became part of his own internal symphony. The evolutionary potential he represented was no longer theoretical.

It was becoming reality, one converted warrior at a time.


CHAPTER 24


Recognizing Turquine, the massive entrance doors to the fortress swung open at his approach. The contrast between the ruddy twilight outside and the sickly green illumination within was stark, but Turquine had long since adapted to the necromancer's aesthetic preferences.

He made his way past the throne room and down the spiraling staircase to the laboratory, his mind already turning to the next phase of their campaign. The crews needed time to rest and repair their vessels, but not a lengthy amount of time. Momentum was crucial in warfare. Allow the enemy too much opportunity to prepare and even the most overwhelming advantages could be neutralized through clever tactics and determined resistance.

The laboratory doors swung open ahead of him, revealing Klingsor hunched over a complex array of crystalline components. The necromancer's borrowed body moved smoothly as he manipulated the delicate formations, Mordred's enhanced dexterity serving his purposes well.

"The survivors have arrived," Turquine announced as he entered.

"Yes, I observed," Klingsor replied without looking up from his work. "Eight vessels. Fewer than anticipated, but sufficient for our immediate needs." He straightened, turning to face Turquine with Mordred's angular features arranged in an expression of mild curiosity. "How did they receive your welcome?"

"They understand what they've committed themselves to," Turquine said. "Fear and excitement in equal measure, but no wavering. They're ready to follow where I lead."

"And where will you lead them?"

The question carried weight beyond its simple phrasing. Turquine studied Klingsor's borrowed face, searching for any sign of the necromancer's true thoughts. The relationship between them remained one of convenient alliance rather than genuine trust, and both parties knew it. Klingsor needed Turquine's strength and military acumen to achieve his own goals. Turquine needed Klingsor's necromantic abilities to maximize his strategic advantages. But neither was naive enough to believe the arrangement would remain stable indefinitely.

"That depends on several factors," Turquine replied. "Before we commit to any course of action, I want to consult with Sir Ironside again. His tactical insights proved invaluable during the Pyrhus engagement."

Klingsor's expression shifted slightly, revealing a subtle tightening around the eyes that suggested disapproval, though he said nothing directly. Instead, he gestured toward a section of the laboratory where Halvy sat on a stool.

"The boy has recovered sufficiently from his last exertion," Klingsor offered. "Though I would recommend limiting the duration of any consultation. Extended manifestations require more energy, and we may need his capabilities again soon."

“I’ll decide how best to handle the boy,” Turquine replied sharply. “You make sure the Telemuter is prepared for whenever it is needed.”

“Of course, Sir Turquine,” Klingsor answered with a semi-mocking bow.

Turquine chose to ignore it. "Halvy," he called, his voice carrying easily across the laboratory. "I require Sir Ironside's counsel."

The boy looked up with the same blank expression he always wore, his pale eyes focusing on Turquine with mechanical attentiveness. "Yes, Master," he replied, sliding off the stool and moving toward the summoning chamber with measured steps.

Turquine followed, noting the way Halvy's movements seemed slightly more fluid than they had immediately after his last session with the Telemuter. The boy's resilience continued to impress him, though he couldn't shake the memory of Lancelot's pointed observations about Halvy's deteriorating condition. Perhaps it was simply the contrast between seeing the boy immediately after his exertions versus now, after he’d had time to recover.

The summoning chamber remained as it had been during their previous consultations. The blood-red crystal containing Sir Ironside's essence had been removed from the Telemuter, and once more rested in its specialized housing, surrounded by the complex runic arrays that facilitated manifestation. Halvy took his position before the crystal, his hands already beginning to trace the preliminary patterns required for the ritual.

Halvy's movements grew more purposeful, his fingers weaving through the air as crimson energy began to coalesce around the crystal. The boy's face remained expressionless throughout the process, but Turquine noticed a subtle tensing around his eyes—not pain, exactly, but concentration pushed to its limits.

The crystal responded to Halvy's ministrations, its internal glow intensifying as it rose from its housing to hover at eye level. The familiar column of blood-red energy erupted from its surface, quickly taking on the imposing form of Sir Ironside. He wore a bestial helm concealing all but those piercing predatory eyes. Crimson plate armor encased his massive frame, and a tattered cloak swirled around him as though stirred by unfelt winds.

"Turquine," Ironside's harsh voice emerged from within his helm, carrying the same metallic resonance that marked all his communications. "I trust the arrival of your new followers proceeded smoothly?"

"Well enough," Turquine replied. "Eight vessels survived the Corridor crossing. Their crews are committed to our cause, though time will tell how that commitment holds under pressure."

"Time and blood," Ironside corrected. "Commitment means nothing until tested in battle. But that brings me to more pressing concerns." The Red Knight's armored form shifted slightly, and Turquine could sense the contained aggression that radiated from him like heat from a forge. "I must express my satisfaction with our recent engagement. Using the Telemuter to participate directly in combat was exhilarating. I felt more alive than I have in ages."

There was something almost hungry in Ironside's tone that made Turquine uneasy. The Red Knight had a violent nature, but his current state of existence seemed to have intensified those tendencies rather than diminishing them.

"Your tactical guidance proved decisive," Turquine acknowledged. "The maneuver with Melltith was particularly effective."

"Yes," Ironside agreed, and Turquine could hear the satisfaction in his voice. "Using that fool Morthox's reanimated corpse to pilot his own ship into Arondight…the poetry of it was almost as satisfying as the tactical result. Sir Lancelot never knew what hit him."

The casual reference to Lancelot's supposed death sent an uncomfortable spike through Turquine's consciousness. The nanites responded to his emotional state, their harmonics shifting toward patterns associated with deception and guilt—sensations he was still learning to interpret and control.

"However," Ironside continued, his tone becoming more critical, "I must question your decision to withdraw from the engagement when victory was within reach. Malevolence was damaged, her crew disoriented. With proper coordination between our reanimated forces and the ships that had declared for you, we could have destroyed Morgana’s flagship.”

"The situation was more complex than it appeared," Turquine replied, his voice taking on a defensive edge despite his efforts to remain neutral. "The ships that declared for me were still operating under their original command structures. I couldn't guarantee their continued loyalty under fire, especially if the engagement turned against us."

"Precisely why the engagement should have been pressed to its conclusion," Ironside countered. "Nothing breeds loyalty like shared victory. Nothing destroys it like perceived cowardice in the face of opportunity."

The word 'cowardice' caused Turquine to flinch. The nanites beneath his scales reacted violently, their harmonics shifting to aggressive patterns that made his vision sharpen and his muscles tense for combat. For a moment, he seriously considered dismissing Ironside immediately and ending the consultation.

“And what of Excalibur?” he asked the Red Knight. “If I had held the field, I may have come back with only Visceral, instead of the beginnings of an armada.”

“You give too much credit to Excalibur and her crew. I observed their operations through dead eyes. There are patterns to their movements that can be defeated by the right commander.”

“You mean yourself,” Turquine said.

“Of course I mean myself,” Ironside replied. “You clearly didn’t notice, or perhaps you would have finished what you started.”

Turquine forced himself to remain calm, recognizing the Red Knight's criticism as tactically sound even if personally insulting. "Your point is noted," he said through gritted teeth. "But the engagement served its primary purpose of leading the enemy away from Kheir-Lossan, at least temporarily."

“Temporarily,” Ironside repeated. "Every day we delay gives our enemies time to prepare. We must continue our campaign.”

"Which is why I summoned you," Turquine said. "We need to determine how to proceed, and what our next target should be."

Ironside's posture straightened, his attention focusing with laser intensity on the strategic discussion. "The key is maintaining momentum while exploiting the advantages we've already gained. The Draconite crews that followed you represent more than just additional firepower. They're proof that Morgana's hold on her empire is weakening. Other ships, other commanders, will hear of their defection and begin questioning their own loyalty."

"Agreed," Turquine said. "But how do we capitalize on that advantage?"

"By demonstrating that you represent strength while she represents weakness," Ironside replied without hesitation. "By showing the galaxy that you can stand against the legendary Sir Dragon and his mystical ship while she seeks accommodation with them. Nothing would damage her credibility more than being seen as the queen who forged a weak alliance, one that you will quickly shatter by removing Excalibur and their so-called resistance from the equation.”

"You propose we strike directly at Sir Dragon himself," Turquine said, testing his understanding of Ironside's reasoning.

"Precisely. The goal would be four-fold. First, break the non-Draconite opposition against us. Two, expose Morgana’s weakness for allying herself with them in the first place. Three, further cement the security of Kheir-Lossan by defeating any forces that might seek to attack this place before they have the opportunity. Four, put the might of your evolution on display to win additional Draconite forces over to your side.”

“And five, destroy Excalibur,” Turquine said, his nanites growing excited at the idea.

“Perhaps, but that’s not a necessary outcome to achieve our objectives. Weakening Excalibur’s support will be sufficient.”

Turquine considered the proposal carefully. The tactical value was undeniable, but the method of execution wasn’t so clear. "Where would you suggest we make such a strike?"

“Sir Dragon isn’t operating in isolation. He has allies, which means there are locations he feels compelled to defend. We strike at one of those."

“Avalyeth,” Klingsor said, suddenly interjecting himself into the conversation. Both Turquine and Ironside turned to face him.

“Elaborate,” Ironside demanded.

“Mordred’s memories suggest Sir Dragon has liberated the Druid world of Avalyeth,” Klingsor continued. “He negotiated their continued freedom with Morgana. No doubt, if he’s claimed a world for the resistance, then he’ll plan to utilize it.”

"Tell me more about Avalyeth,” the Red Knight demanded, turning to Turquine. “What do you know of their defenses, their strategic value?"

"Avalyeth has limited space-based defenses," Turquine answered, working through his knowledge of the world's military capabilities. “Morgana forbade them the construction of capital ships, leaving them reliant on small patrol vessels for self-defense. However, their ground-based forces are formidable due to their magical abilities, and they’re capable of raising a worthy defense through the magical energy collectors that help focus their power. Of course, Morgana’s years of persecution against wizards has weakened their strength in that realm considerably.”

“What of their armies?” Ironside asked. “Do they have many trained soldiers?”

“No,” Turquine answered. “They were allowed a native guard force of limited size under Morgana. Surely, they’ve begun training additional forces, but that will take time.”

"Perfect," Ironside said with evident satisfaction. “It sounds like Avalyeth is vulnerable enough to be realistically threatened by our current forces. And the impact of destroying the Druids would be considerable."

"There's one significant problem," Turquine pointed out. "The Druids practice cremation rather than burial. Their dead are burned within hours of death, their ashes scattered or interred in ways that make recovery impossible. We couldn't use the Telemuter to raise an army from their remains.”

Ironside's laughter echoed harshly from within his helm. “We have no need for their dead. You have ships now, Turquine. And Kheir-Lossan." The Red Knight gestured vaguely toward the fortress around them. "This world has an abundance of corpses, even the remains of the stone giants that helped build it. Thousands upon thousands of potential soldiers, just waiting to be put to use.”

"You propose loading our ships with armies of the undead," Turquine said, his voice carrying a note of appreciation for the strategy's ruthless efficiency.

"Conventional forces supported by unconventional allies," Ironside confirmed. "Your Draconite crews provide the technical expertise and tactical flexibility. The reanimated provide overwhelming numerical superiority and complete fearlessness. Once the killing starts, every dead Druid becomes another soldier in our army. And through the Telemuter, I will be the general that guides them all to victory.”

Turquine found himself grinning, his scaled lips drawing back to reveal rows of sharp teeth. The plan was elegant and brutal, and would undoubtedly provide a powerful example to the rest of the Draconite that his way was the superior way. That he was the true future of the Empire.

"How quickly could such a force be assembled?" he asked, turning to Klingsor.

“There’s no reason for delay,” he replied. “With the Telemuter, we can load thousands of corpses onto the ships within hours.”

“The journey back through the Corridor will take three days,” Turquine said. “That won’t afford Sir Dragon or the Druids any time to prepare more than a cursory defense.”

His gaze shifted to Halvy, who continued to maintain the summoning ritual with blank-faced concentration. The boy's pale skin had taken on an almost translucent quality, the blue veins beneath becoming more prominent as the magical exertion drained his reserves.

"The boy can handle whatever is required," Klingsor said, noticing Turquine’s hesitation.

Turquine found himself oddly reluctant to commit Halvy to such an extensive undertaking. A planetary assault would put so much more strain on him than their last use of the Telemuter. How long could they bend him before he broke? Why did he care so much that his little wizard remained intact when he was on the cusp of crushing Sir Dragon and making Morgana look like a weak, ineffective fool?

“Indeed,” he agreed after a brief hesitation. “Halvy, it’s time for you to re-enter the Telemuter.”

Halvy turned to him and nodded. “Of course, Master,” he replied. When the boy’s gaze shifted to the machine, Turquine couldn’t help noticing the spark of fear and reluctance in them.

“We’ll begin preparations immediately,” Turquine added, pushing back against the concern he felt for his little wizard. This was too important to let anything stand in his way, especially strange, unwanted feelings for one of his tools. He returned his attention to Ironside. “Your crystal will be returned to the Telemuter. Your next manifestation will be within one of the reanimated corpses.”

“Very well,” Ironside agreed. “But Turquine, know this. While I enjoy the thrill of combat through the Telemuter, my desire for a permanent form is even greater. And, I have no intention of continuing to serve without the proof of your superiority that we’ve agreed to. I expect that you’ll provide me with a host vessel soon, even if it means turning over one of your Flayers to do so.”

“Of course,” Turquine replied. “Allow me the Avalyeth campaign, and you have my word that a host will be provided before the next.”

“We’re in agreement,” the Red Knight answered. He straightened in what might have been a salute before the crimson energy began to dissipate, his manifestation fading back into the crystal that housed his essence. The sudden absence of his imposing presence made the chamber feel oddly empty.

Halvy swayed slightly as the summoning concluded, his pale hands dropping to his sides as the last traces of magical energy faded from the air around him. Slowly, he turned toward the Telemuter, approaching it with subtle reluctance.

“This will be an easy task for you, little wizard,” Turquine said. “We need only reanimate a fixed number of corpses at a time to deliver them to the Draconite warships.”

“Yes, Master,” Halvy answered flatly. “I’m ready.”

Turquine turned to Klingsor. “I’ll go and inform the Flayers of our plans, so that they can organize the deployment of our forces.”

“A wise plan,” Klingsor agreed, a hint of amusement in his tone. “Do you think Ironside has guessed about Sir Lancelot?”

“If he has, he’s chosen not to reveal it,” Turquine replied.

“And yet he’s forced your hand sooner than perhaps you might have wished. When you manifest him in the knight’s body, when you fight him, you will lose.”

Turquine’s eyes narrowed, his nanites shifting in their harmonics, threatening to explode with anger he had thought he’d evolved beyond. “We’ll see about that, wizard,” he snapped.

“Yes, we shall,” Klingsor agreed, even more greatly amused. “I’ll prepare the Telemuter for the next phase and await your command.”

Turquine turned away from the wizard and stormed out of the laboratory. He hated that he needed Klingsor’s aid to do what needed to be done.

But he loved the idea of watching Avalyeth burn.


CHAPTER 25


Thomas felt the shift through the neural interface as Excalibur emerged from her wormhole, the tear in spacetime healing rapidly behind them. Avalyeth appeared on the sensors ahead.

Almost immediately, Thomas became aware of an incoming transmission from the surface. He opened the channel, General Calithar’s face resolving within the core’s construct. “Sir Dragon, we were beginning to worry about you,” he said. “We expected you back from Falias in three hours, not three days.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t have time to send word, General,” Thomas replied. “We’ve been a bit…busy.”

Around them, space twisted and tore as dozens of additional wormholes bloomed into existence. Sidhe cargo vessels of various shapes and sizes emerged from the rifts, surrounding Excalibur with a fleet that would appear formidable if not for the fact the vessels carried little offensive capability. What they did carry was cargo—raw crystal matrices, fabrication equipment, and the engineering expertise to transform their stratagem to assault Turquine’s base into reality—all things more precious than guns and missiles.

“Beautiful,” a tall Sidhe standing on the flight deck observed as the planet filled the holographic projection in the center of the interface pods. Krythis, carrying the ethereal beauty characteristic of his species, was the lead Sidhe engineer. “I never thought I’d have the opportunity to visit. I’ve never seen so much green.”

“Just wait until we land on Primaltree,” Thomas replied over the flight deck comm as he gazed at the engineer through the transparency of his command pod.

The Sidhe’s eyes held the sharpness of someone accustomed to solving problems others deemed unsolvable, his intelligence similar to that of the other nine Sidhe on Excalibur’s flight deck. A mix of males and females ranging in age from forty to nearly a hundred years old, they were both secondary engineers and expert artificers. All had been hand-selected by Lady Aelan and Falias’ new provisional government to help the resistance stage their attack on Turquine’s base in the Montsalvat system.

“I can hardly wait,” Krythis confirmed, as nods of agreement from the other Sidhe backed up his statement.

“Busy?” Calithar questioned, viewing the fleet of Sidhe ships through Avalyeth’s sensor network. “That looks like a gross understatement, Daeardrayke. I thought you went to Falias for reconnaissance.”

Yeah, that’s what the rest of us thought too, Percival quipped over the interface, the flight crew chuckling at the private remark.

Thomas laughed. “That was the plan, General,” he agreed, “but the fates had something else in store for us.”

“I assume by the number of Sidhe ships in our sky, it ended well for us.”

“It sure did. We can debrief once we land. Please inform High Elder Ossara I’m carrying a delegation from Falias that’s eager to speak with her.”

“It will be done, Sir Dragon. Perhaps this goes without saying, but you have permission to land in your usual spot on the crown.”

“Thank you, General. We’ll see you soon.”

Thomas disconnected the comms from the surface. Merlin, he projected through the neural link.

Yes, my boy?

Please inform Kaelithan and Taliesin about our success on Falias. Let them know what resources we're bringing.

Of course. Merlin's awareness vanished from the interface as the digital consciousness used the GOLEM he had left on Avalyeth to speak with Kael and Tal, who Thomas assumed were either in the Great Library or perhaps at Kael’s parent’s home. Thomas sensed Merlin’s return a minute later. They’re understandably ecstatic about your success, my boy. They’ll meet us at the landing zone as soon as possible.

Excellent. Thank you. Thomas paused, remembering something else he needed to take care of sooner rather than later. With a thought, he activated the comms, opening an encrypted channel to Malevolence, Morgana’s flagship, wherever it was. Probably at a military station somewhere, he thought, affecting repairs.

Moments later, Commander Thrush materialized on screen. His expression was anything but neutral. His vertical pupils were dilated with anger, and his scaled hands gripped the edges of his command console with obvious tension.

"Sir Dragon," he said, his voice tight with barely controlled fury. “Am I to understand that instead of hunting down Turquine you’ve spent the last few days stealing Falias from imperial control?”

Thomas felt Arthur's essence pulse within him, lending authority to his response. "The liberation of Falias falls well within the agreement I made with Queen Morgana. Excalibur freed the planet without any additional help from either the Druids or the Ursan resistance. I don’t expect you to like the outcome, but I do expect both you and Draconite Central Command to accept it.”

Thrush’s eyes smoldered, his professional composure threatening to crack. “Turquine is still out there somewhere,” he pressed. “Finding and neutralizing him is supposed to be both your top priority and mine. Her Majesty⁠—”

“Is off on her own quest,” Thomas interrupted, watching Thrush’s reaction carefully. He flinched at the statement, his scales shifting slightly in confusion. “You didn’t know that, did you?”

“I…how did you know that?”

“I have my own sources. The point is, even Morgana hasn’t prioritized dealing with Turquine. You have no right to expect me to do the same.” Thrush bristled at the rebuke, but remained silent while Thomas continued. “In any case, I went to Falias because of Turquine. I required resources I could only get from the Sidhe. It’s not my fault Morgana or General Strix put a madwoman in charge of the garrison there. She intended to execute one of my allies. I couldn’t allow that to happen, especially after she’d already executed hundreds of other Sidhe.”

Thrush remained silent until he was sure Thomas had finished speaking. He gathered himself, regaining his stoic demeanor before responding.

“And did you obtain the needed resources?” he asked.

“I did,” Thomas replied. “We’re preparing a means to bypass the Blackveil Corridor and enter the Montsalvat system within the week.”

“That…that’s impossible,” Thrush said.

“I expect your support once we’re ready to make our move,” Thomas added, ignoring his outburst.

"Malevolence will answer the call," Thrush confirmed. “Beyond that..." He paused, his expression growing more troubled. “I must admit, the Draconite fleets are having some difficulties with morale. Turquine’s actions and success have caught the attention of many of our warriors who feel Her Majesty has lost her way and become weak. As a result, very few commanders maintain my confidence in their loyalty. I can guarantee perhaps three additional vessels, no more."

“Three?” Thomas answered, unable to hide his surprise. Things were worse for Morgana than he’d realized. Normally, he would be thrilled by the news, but not when the Draconite defectors were shifting to Turquine’s banner. “We’ll take what we can get."

“And what will be the timing of your invasion?” Thrush asked. “Malevolence is undergoing emergency repairs. It would help to know how hard to push the repair crews.”

Thomas did his best to keep his emotions hidden. The repair crews were sure to be Ursan slaves. Pushing them meant physical torture.

“It’s hard to say,” he replied. “We have a few days at least. After that, you’ll need to be ready to move at a moment’s notice. Our plan to enter the Montsalvat system en masse requires an immediate response to Turquine’s next attack.”

“And how do you intend to react that quickly to an attack?” Thrush asked. “Turquine could strike anywhere in the galaxy.”

“How long did it take you to learn of Falias’ liberation?” Thomas questioned in response.

“A few hours,” Thrush replied.

“Then I imagine you’ll be aware of Turquine’s next move within a similar timeframe. When the attack comes, you’ll need to pass the location to me so we can send the fleet there.”

“And then what, Captain?”

“You need to be there, too,” Thomas continued. “That’s all I’m going to say about it. You’ll have to trust me on the rest.”

“Trust you?” Thrush replied incredulously. “Don’t forget, this is an alliance of convenience. You’re still an enemy of the Empire.”

“But I’m also a lot more reliable than most of the commanders in your navy,” Thomas said. “Unlike Captain Morthox, for example, I won’t stab you in the back. Provide me the location and deliver yourself and your trusted ships there, and I guarantee we’ll have a reasonable chance to defeat Turquine soon after.”

Thrush glared at him in silence for a moment before nodding sharply. “I can’t deny your honor, nor the fact that you respected our alliance enough to come to my aid without question. Very well. It will be as you say.”

The comms disconnected abruptly. Thomas returned his attention to their descent. Primaltree filled their shared awareness as they entered Avalyeth's atmosphere. Even after everything he'd experienced, the sight of the Druid capital still left him in awe.

With clearance already granted, Brennan guided the ship smoothly toward Primaltree, banking around the massive upper canopy to descend to their usual landing spot on the crown platform. As they cleared the huge branches, Thomas noticed a welcoming party had already assembled. High Elder Ossara stood at its center, her silver-streaked hair catching the dappled sunlight that filtered through Primaltree's upper canopy. General Calithar waited beside her, his military bearing evident even from altitude, Lestain's stocky frame easily recognizable beside him.

They settled over the platform. As Brennan powered down to standby, Thomas disconnected from the interface and climbed out of the command pod. The other members of the flight crew followed his lead, their own pods opening and allowing them to step out of the nanite-infused gel and onto the flight deck.

“It’s good to be back,” Gareth commented, stretching his arms. “Especially in light of recent developments.”

“Do you think we’ll have time to head to the Twisted Root?” Burl asked. “I could really go for a flagon and a big bowl of Merrith’s stew.”

“Do you always think with your stomach?” Percival asked.

“Not always,” the big man replied. “Just most of the time.”

Both men shared a laugh.

Thomas ignored their banter, approaching Krythis. “The High Elder is waiting outside to meet you, if you’ll follow me.”

“Of course, Sir Dragon,” Krythis replied. He gestured to the nine other members of his delegation. "We’re prepared to proceed whenever you’re ready."

Thomas guided them off the flight deck to the teleportal. He passed through onto Primaltree's landing platform, breathing in the rich, loamy air of the druid homeworld.

High Elder Ossara stepped forward to meet him. “Sir Dragon,” she said warmly, clasping his hand in both of hers. Her face was bright with genuine pleasure and something deeper—hope perhaps, or the first stirrings of belief that their cause might actually succeed. "Welcome back. I understand you found more than you bargained for on Falias.”

“You could say that,” Thomas agreed. "The visit exceeded our expectations. Falias is free, and we've gained valuable allies in our fight. May I present Master Engineer Krythis,” Thomas said as Krythis and his delegation sidled up beside him. “He was chosen by the provisional government on Falias to represent the Sidhe here on Avalyeth. He’ll also be assisting Taliesin in the construction of the portal. The Sidhe behind him are specialists in their fields of engineering and artificing. Krythis…” He gestured to Silvia. “...this is High Elder Ossara, elected leader of the Druids of Avalyeth.”

“High Elder,” Krythis said. “I’m honored to represent what I hope will be a renewed friendship between our peoples.”

Ossara smiled in response, bowing shallowly to Krythis in the Sidhe manner of greeting. “I’m honored by your visit. Welcome to Avalyeth, Master Krythis and honored delegation. I too hope we can rebuild the bridges between our worlds that Morgana burned so many years ago.”

“I must admit,” Krythis continued, “your world is beautiful beyond my ability to describe. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I’ve heard Falias is quite remarkable as well,” Ossara replied. “I’ve seen videos of the crystalline spires of Aelindral. And the Aetherskates…I understand they’re a fascinating fusion of magic and technology.”

Krythis grinned. “You’ve done your homework, High Elder. It is greatly appreciated.” He motioned to one of the women in the delegation behind him. “Saral will certainly tell you that the aetherskates are rudimentary compared to some of our other artifacts.”

“I’ve read of the sacred caves,” Saral volunteered. “I would love a tour, if that can be arranged.”

“Of course,” Ossara replied. “I’m sure a tour can be arranged for all of you. Perhaps with your expertise, you may have insight into how to optimize the collectors.”

“We would be honored to explore the possibility,” Krythis answered.

Before the conversation continued further, Thomas noticed movement from the direction of Primaltree’s transport platforms. He grinned as he turned, spotting Merlin’s humanoid GOLEM, Kaelithan, and Taliesin approaching from the lifts.

Kael’s face was bright with anticipation and plastered with a wide grin. Thomas could see the barely contained energy in his friend's movements.

“So,” he called out to Thomas. “I can’t believe you went ahead and freed a planet from Morgana’s tyranny without me.”


CHAPTER 26


“I’m sorry, Kael,” Thomas answered lightly. “If I’d known we’d end up liberating an entire planet, I never would have left without you.”

“It was worth it,” Taliesin said as they met Thomas and the others. “We’ve made excellent progress on our estimates and algorithms. Of course, I’ve barely slept since you left, but…” He shook a data pad clutched in one hand. “...it’s all right here.”

“Incredible work,” Thomas praised with a smile. He motioned to the Sidhe engineers. "Kaelithan, Taliesin, this is Master Engineer Krythis from Falias. Krythis, these are my friends and colleagues. Kaelithan is an accomplished wizard and well-educated in the integration of magic and technology, while Taliesin is our chief engineer and the one who's been developing our theoretical approach to portal construction. He’s also responsible for Excalibur’s original design.”

“I had a lot of help with that design,” Taliesin said, though he couldn’t completely hide his pride in the accomplishment.

"The honor is mine," Krythis said, stepping forward, his expression one of genuine interest as he studied the two men before him. The Sidhe engineer's eyes held the sharp intelligence Thomas had noted earlier, but now they were accompanied by the kind of focused attention that suggested he was already beginning to categorize and assess the technical challenges ahead. "I look forward to learning about your theoretical work. From what Sir Dragon has described, you've been pursuing some fascinating approaches to using magical energy pathways for matter transference.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Kaelithan agreed. His eyes brightened with the enthusiasm of someone eager to share knowledge with a receptive audience. "We've been working extensively with magical energy distribution networks in anticipation of receiving the crystalline matrices from Falias. We believe the theoretical framework is sound, but the practical challenge of scaling up existing teleportal technology is significant."

“Isn’t that how it always goes,” Krythis replied with a wry smile. He looked at Taliesin. “I assume you had a hand in the development of Excalibur’s original teleportal technology?”

“I did,” Taliesin confirmed. “But we had a team of Sidhe engineers not unlike yourselves assisting. Arthur pulled in the greatest minds from across Avalon.”

“Just as Sir Dragon is doing here,” High Elder Ossara pointed out. “The parallels are impossible to ignore.”

“He does have the look of a king about him,” Krythis agreed, smiling at Thomas.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Thomas said, heat rising to his face. “I’m just trying to do what’s right.”

“Well, I believe my team and I can assist with any scaling challenges,” Krythis said, shifting the topic back on track. “In fact, I believe this collaboration should prove fruitful for all parties. My colleagues and I have brought detailed specifications for our crystal matrices, including resonance frequencies and harmonic stability data that should complement whatever approach you've been developing."

Taliesin nodded vigorously, a grin spreading across his face as his engineer's mind raced ahead to the practical applications. "We need to show you our research immediately. The sooner we can resolve the mathematical questions, the faster we can begin real construction. As I’m sure you’re aware…” He sobered somewhat. “Time isn’t on our side.”

"I share your eagerness to begin," Krythis replied. "My team has been preparing for this collaboration since Lady Aelan requested our participation. We're ready to begin work immediately. If you'll excuse us, High Elder," Krythis said, turning to address Ossara with appropriate respect while his voice carried barely contained excitement. "I believe my colleagues and I would benefit from reviewing the existing research as soon as possible.”

Ossara smiled, clearly recognizing the importance of the moment unfolding before them. "Of course, Master Krythis. But before you disappear into technical discussions, I hope you and your delegation will join us for dinner this evening. It would be an honor to host the representatives of free Falias at our table."

Krythis inclined his head in a gesture that managed to convey both gratitude and respect. "The honor would be ours, High Elder. My delegation and I would be delighted to accept your invitation."

"Excellent," Ossara replied. "The meal will be served in the Council Hollow's dining chamber at sunset. It will give us an opportunity to discuss the broader implications of our alliance while you recover from your journey."

"We'll look forward to it," Krythis said. He turned back to Kaelithan and Taliesin. "Shall we proceed to examine your research? I find myself quite eager to see what you've accomplished."

“Merlin’s already transferred our work to Excalibur. I think you'll find our approach quite innovative. If you’ll come with me…"

Kaelithan was already moving toward the teleportal, his excitement evident in every step, when Thomas caught his attention."I'll join you shortly. There are a few matters I need to discuss with High Elder Ossara first."

"Of course, my friend,” Kael replied. He hadn’t stopped, having merely turned around and continued, backpedaling toward the teleportal. “It’s good to have you back safe.”

“It’s good to be back.”

Kaelithan spun back around and continued toward the teleportal. Thomas watched Krythis and his delegation hurry after him with the purposeful look of engineers who were in their element. He turned back to face Ossara, Calithar, and Lestain as soon as they disappeared through the teleportal.

"Well," Ossara said with evident pleasure, "it's clear that your mission to Falias has provided exactly the resources we hoped for. The enthusiasm of those engineers suggests our portal project may proceed more quickly than expected."

"Hopefully,” Thomas agreed, his smile slowly disappearing. ”There's one more matter I need to discuss with you, High Elder. It’s a little more sensitive and…well, kind of a strange request, to be honest.”

“Oh?” Ossara replied with confused surprise. “I’m certainly intrigued, Captain. What is it?”

“We brought back more than just Sidhe engineers from Falias. One of the cargo vessels is carrying a passenger who’s interested in acquiring sanctuary on Avalyeth."

Lestain's stocky frame shifted slightly, his weathered face taking on an expression of cautious curiosity. "What kind of passenger requires sanctuary? A political refugee?"

"In a sense," Thomas replied. "A primal dragon named Agarax. He was forced into service as bodyguard and mount for the Draconite commander who controlled Falias, but he chose to abandon that allegiance during our liberation of the planet. He's seeking a place where he can exist without being pressed into service by either side of this conflict."

Ossara's eyes widened slightly. The silence that followed was profound as Calithar's hand moved unconsciously toward where a weapon might normally rest. Lestain simply stared, his mouth opening slightly as he processed the implications.

"A dragon," Ossara said carefully, her voice carrying the tone of someone working through complex implications. “You’re right, Captain Drake. That is a strange and unexpected request.”

"I know,” Thomas confirmed. “But Agarax proved instrumental in our victory on Falias. When Commander Nirkus ordered him to attack civilians, he refused and removed himself from the fighting.”

"Sir Dragon,” Calithar said. “With all respect for your judgment, a primal dragon represents a significant security risk. The magical and physical capabilities of such creatures are well documented. If this Agarax were to change his loyalties again..."

"He won't," Thomas said firmly, Arthur's essence lending conviction to his words. "Primal dragons aren't like the Draconite, General. Their intelligence is ancient and their honor is absolute. He’s given me his word that he has no interest in participating in fighting for either side. He was pressed into service as Nirkus’ mount and protector through threats of harm to his young. That’s how the Draconite treat their ancestors these days.”

"Even if we trust his intentions, where would such a creature live?” Ossara asked. “Avalyeth is vast, but not vast enough to accommodate a being of that size without disturbing the population. You can imagine how they would react to seeing a dragon flying around.”

“It’s a valid concern, High Elder,” Thomas agreed. “Merlin did some research on locations around Avalyeth. He believes the Southern Mountains might provide an excellent habitat for Agarax. He’ll mostly remain out of view above the canopy during flight, and the mountains are remote enough not to disturb the Druid people. Plus, this arrangement would only be temporary. He’d much prefer to return to his home on Draconia, but he knows if he does, at least right now, he’ll be forced into service once more. It’s better if Central Command believes he’s dead.”

Ossara remained quiet for a long moment, her expression thoughtful as she considered the request. "You trust this dragon completely?" she finally said.

"I do," Thomas replied without hesitation. “We share a bond of mutual respect.”

“As you do with so many,” Ossara said, her voice carrying genuine warmth. “If you trust this dragon, then so do I. Your judgment has proven sound in every matter we've faced together." She paused, her expression growing more formal. “And as you know, Avalyeth has long turned away or shunned not only others, but our own. This is our opportunity to begin correcting that error. If this dragon truly wishes to exist peacefully among us, then he is welcome."

"Thank you for your faith in me, High Elder," Thomas replied. "Your support means more than you know. I’ll inform the captain of the Sanguine to descend into the atmosphere over the Southern Mountains and allow Agarax to depart.”

“Very well,” Ossara agreed.

"Now, I should return to Excalibur," Thomas said. "Krythis and his delegation are probably deep in discussion by now with Taliesin and Kaelithan, and I want to make sure I understand what’s happening so I can help remove any potential roadblocks. We need to move as fast as we can on this.”

"Of course," Ossara replied. “But I do expect to see you and your crew at dinner this evening. No need to dress in your finery, Captain. Come in comfortable attire and be ready to eat your fill.”

Thomas grinned. “Thank you for the invite, High Elder and for your faith in my judgment. Both with Agarax and with the larger mission. Your support makes all the difference."

"Your judgment is sound, Daeardrayke," Ossara reiterated.. "I trust that will continue.”

“Thank you. We’ll see you at dinner then.” He bowed formally to Ossara and shook hands with both Calithar and Lestain. Arthur's essence pulsed warmly as he made contact with each man, strengthening the bonds of trust and mutual respect that had formed between them.

As Thomas walked back through the teleportal, trading the dappled sunlight of Primaltree's crown for the familiar muted corridors of Excalibur, the ship hummed around him with the comfortable resonance of home. Above the hum, he heard an exclamation of excitement from the lab Taliesin had set up and headed straight for it. The discourse grew louder as he approached, the engineers’ animated discussion clearly proceeding well.

Beyond the immediate implications of breakthroughs that would reshape the balance of power across the galaxy, Thomas could sense something more profound taking shape—the foundation of the new Avalon they were all fighting to create.

He quickened his pace, eager to rejoin the work that would make that dream reality.


CHAPTER 27


Thomas was listening to Taliesin and the engineers discussing crystalline resonance frequencies when Merlin's humanoid GOLEM approached him. The digital consciousness had been monitoring their progress for the past several hours, occasionally contributing insights drawn from his vast database of technical knowledge, but mostly allowing the organic minds to work through the complex theoretical challenges.

"Gentlemen,” Merlin said, interrupting the flow of work in the lab. Krythis, Thomas and Kael looked up from viewing crystalline matrix configurations on a holographic display, their blank looks displaying the kind of confusion that came from the unexpected interruption in their concentration. “My apologies for the intrusion, but I believe it would be wise to pause your work at this point to prepare for dinner. High Elder Ossara will be expecting you shortly."

Taliesin and the other Sidhe engineers were so absorbed in various aspects of both the portal project and the nanite research they didn’t pay Merlin any mind, continuing their work with focused determination.

"Just a few more minutes," Krythis said, his attention already returning to the display. “We’re making excellent progress, and I don’t want to lose my train of thought.”

Saral, the Sidhe artificer examining samples of nanite technology that Kaelithan had provided, looked away from the samples with reluctance written across her dark features. “Surely, the High Elder won’t be remiss if we’re a few minutes late. Especially because of such important work.”

“I appreciate your dedication and enthusiasm,” Taliesin said to the Sidhe engineers, finally noticing the intrusion, “but Merlin is right. Besides, we've been pushing ourselves hard for six hours now, and tired minds make mistakes. The last thing we want is to introduce errors into our calculations."

"I know you're all excited about the progress you're making,” Thomas added, “but you need to eat to maintain your energy levels if you’re going to sustain this kind of pace. Besides, High Elder Ossara has prepared this dinner specifically to honor your delegation. It would be poor diplomacy to arrive exhausted, distracted, and late.”

Kaelithan saved his current calculations with a gesture, the holographic displays flickering as the data was stored in Excalibur's memory banks before disappearing into thin air.

"We can resume work in the morning with fresh perspectives,” he agreed. “Sometimes the best insights come when you step away from a problem for a while, let it settle in your mind and germinate. Go wash up and splash your faces with cold water, maybe put a fresh shirt on. Then we’ll go."

Krythis sighed, but stood and stepped away from his workstation. "Very well," he conceded. “You make sense, but I want to be back here first thing in the morning. We're closer to a solution than I had dared hope, and every hour we delay is another hour Turquine has to strengthen his position."

"Agreed," Thomas replied. "Merlin, please inform the rest of the flight crew that it's time to get ready to go."

"Of course, my boy," Merlin responded, passing Percival as he appeared in the doorway, wearing his usual cheerful expression.

"Please tell me we're heading to that dinner now," he said, addressing Thomas directly. “I’ve spent the last hour convincing myself not to sneak a nutrition cube.”

“You sound like Burl,” Thomas answered with a laugh. “We’re heading out as soon as we get cleaned up."

The laboratory became a flurry of kinetic activity as the engineers secured their work and gathered their personal effects before washing up in the lab’s sink before digging into the bags they’d left stacked in one corner for fresh clothing. While Saral went to Excalibur’s head to freshen up and change into something a little nicer than her lab coat, the men washed up in the lab’s sink before changing into clean shirts.

Thomas led the group back to the teleportal, emerging into the evening air to find the rest of Excalibur’s crew already waiting. Rather than wearing rich embroidered crimson as they had for Lancelot’s memorial, the crew had assembled as they were, in an eclectic mix of casual clothing. They had all left their obvious weapons behind, though Thomas was sure many had secreted away a dagger or two.

“It’s funny,” Burl said as he walked across the platform between Thomas and Thorgrim. “I actually feel more self conscious wearing my usual togs than I do in my armor.”

“Maybe that means you’re becoming more comfortable as a knight,” Thorgrim suggested.

“The good news is your stomach has much more space to stretch in those baggy pants than trapped behind armored plates,” Percival added.

“That’s true,” Burl agreed with a grin. “It’s always nice when I can eat my fill. It takes a lot, after all, to fuel such a mighty body.” He flexed his enormous arms for effect.

They all laughed, except Bilbic, who seemed to be somewhat lost in thought. “I’ve never been invited to a state dinner before,” he mused. “I’ve only been forced to serve at them. For all their so-called superiority, Draconite are the most unmannered eaters I’ve ever witnessed.”

“Well, you’re a guest of honor tonight,” Aldrich said. “We all are.”

“And what a group we make,” Gareth said. “Human, Sidhe, Druid, Ursan, Dwarf, and Goblin—a brotherhood united by the same common goal.”

“It’s the only chance we’ve ever had to defeat the Draconite,” Garant said. “It just took Excalibur’s return to make it happen.”

“It isn’t Excalibur that made it happen,” Merlin said. “That honor goes to Captain Drake.”

All eyes turned to Thomas as the assembled group affirmed Merlin’s statement. “This way," he said, evading the attention and praise by leading the group to the lift platforms. "The Council Hollow is about halfway down the tree,” he explained to the Sidhe delegation, “so we'll need to take the main transport system."

The platform accommodated their entire group with room to spare. As they began their descent through Primaltree, the Sidhe engineers pressed close to the sides, their eyes wide with wonder at the sight of the tree's living architecture.

"Remarkable," one of the younger Sidhe engineers murmured. "The way the tree has been shaped to form useful spaces is mesmerizing.”

The transport platform came to a smooth stop at the Council Hollow level, revealing the wide thoroughfare that led to the seat of Druid governance. Thomas led the way across the expansive platform, along a route that had become familiar over the past few weeks. The guards at the front of the Hollow entrance came to rigid attention as Thomas and his entourage approached, stepping aside to allow them entrance without challenge.

“Where do we go from here?” Thomas asked, turning to Kaelithan. “I didn’t even know the Hollow had a dining area.”

Kaelithan smiled. “It’s located beneath the main council chambers,” he replied. “It’s typically only used for special occasions like this one. Outside of hosting high-ranking Draconite officials, I don’t think the chamber has been used for nearly a century. If not longer.”

“I think we can just follow the green robes,” Thorgrim suggested, pointing to a small group of Druids walking ahead of them. “They look hungry.”

“Members of the council,” Thomas said, recognizing their robes of office. “Good call, Thorgrim.”

The group trailed after the Druids, following them as they descended a wide, arcing staircase carved through living wood. The stairs opened into an antechamber similar to the entrance to the council chambers, but with only one set of double doors to pass through into the dining chamber. The aromatic fragrance of spiced meats and baked goods reached Thomas’ senses over the rustic scent of wood, his mouth beginning to water in response.

“Oh, that smells amazing,” Saral commented. “I’ve never sampled Druid cuisine before.”

“You’re in for a treat,” Burl told her. “It’s my absolute favorite, and I’m not just saying that because I grew up on Avalyeth.”

“Clearly biased,” Bilbic joked. “But I do enjoy Druid fare.”

The Council Hollow's dining chamber had been prepared for the occasion, with a single table long enough to seat over fifty guests positioned at the center, and additional tables laden with silverware and drinks arranged along the side. Numerous female servers in short, belted robes with capped sleeves stood against the wall, ready to begin their work.

High Elder Ossara waited near the entrance to greet new arrivals, her hair uncharacteristically flowing around her shoulders rather than pinned up in a more formal style. Thomas noticed she wore a deep blue robe over a long, white dress, reflecting the preferred hues of their Sidhe guests.

General Calithar occupied a position near the head of the table, currently engaged in quiet conversation with Lestain and Elder Sylana. A selection of council members were already seated, holding their own private discussions. Thomas recognized Elder Merric of the Southern Grove, who he knew to be one of the oldest and most respected members of the council. He also spotted Elder Miriel, a middle-aged woman from the Western Grove, and of course Elder Kyron, the representative of Primaltree. He was surprised when his gaze fell on Masters Crom and Heryld, the two wizards who had helped defend the collectors in the Sacred Caves from the Draconite effort to sabotage them. They smiled and waved when they saw Kaelithan enter. The younger wizard grinned back, clearly excited to see them.

“Captain Drake,” Ossara said, greeting him. “For a moment, I thought perhaps you wouldn’t be able to tear the engineers away from their work.”

“It took a little cajoling,” Thomas replied. “But they know they need to fuel the bodies that support those minds of theirs.”

"Welcome, honored guests," Ossara said warmly, turning to the Sidhe delegation. Her voice carried easily across the chamber, quickly quieting the side conversations. "It is my pleasure to host the delegation from Falias, along with the crew of Excalibur who made this meeting possible."

She gestured toward Krythis and his engineers before introducing them to the council. "May I present Master Engineer Krythis and his distinguished colleagues, representing the newly liberated world of Falias."

Krythis stepped forward, offering the flowing bow that marked formal Sidhe courtesy. "High Elder Ossara, honored council members, it is our privilege to be here."

"Please, be seated,” Ossara added. “We’ve prepared a meal that we hope will demonstrate Avalyeth's hospitality while providing energy for your crucial work ahead."

Hostesses wearing blue dresses like Ossara’s white one, but without an accompanying robe, seated them. Thomas found himself seated between Krythis and Sylana. Across the table, Kaelithan and Taliesin flanked Saral, their animated discussion about nanite technology continuing despite the change of venue.

The first course—dark bread and delicate soups that combined the earthy flavors of forest mushrooms with the bright notes of cultivated herbs arrived with the smooth efficiency that marked Druid hospitality. The presentation was elegant without being ostentatious, served in bowls that had been grown rather than crafted.

"Master Krythis," Ossara said as they began eating, “I’m intrigued by the work you and your companions came to Avalyeth to complete. Would you be willing to share some details of what you’re currently working on?”

Krythis put down his spoon and wiped his mouth with his napkin, his expression brightening with enthusiasm. "High Elder, the theoretical framework that Taliesin and Kaelithan developed is remarkably sound. We've been able to confirm their algorithms and refine the calculations to account for the specific properties of our crystalline matrices. We've already developed baseline calculations for the actual construction, and barring unforeseen complications, we should be able to begin physical assembly within the week."

"That's remarkable progress," General Calithar observed. "How confident are you in the portal's ability to transport large numbers of vessels safely?"

"Very confident," Taliesin replied, his weathered features showing the satisfaction of an engineer whose designs were proving viable. "The theoretical capacity should allow us to simultaneously transport an entire fleet through the Corridor, which will be crucial for maintaining tactical surprise."

“And there are no outstanding questions around providing the necessary initial power input?” General Calithar asked.

“No, General,” Kaelithan replied. “Excalibur can provide the power to initiate the system, provided she’s fully charged at the time of deployment.”

“That sounds like Excalibur’s offensive capabilities might be limited during that crucial period. Or am I wrong?”

“You’re right, General,” Thomas said, letting his gaze sweep across those at the table. “For the benefit of those here who might not realize it, we’ll need to move the portal to the target location and piggyback on top of magical energy being transmitted from Klingsor’s machine in order to transfer our fleet to the Montsalvat System during one of Turquine’s attacks. As General Calithar suggests, this means Excalibur will be vulnerable upon arrival to the battlefield and during the deployment of the portal. Fortunately, this period will last less than half a minute, and once the portal is deployed and utilized, we’ll emerge literally on Klingsor’s doorstep.”

“And if you can then destroy his machine, it’ll mean the end of his attack and likely his war,” Elder Kyron said. “Risky, but brilliant. How did you come up with such a bold plan, Daeardrayke?”

“I didn’t,” Thomas replied. “The Lady of the Stars presented the possibility of reverse-tracing the source energy from Klingsor’s machine and using it like Excalibur’s teleportals.”

“Nimue?” Kyron said. “I didn’t think she got involved in the affairs of us mere mortals.”

“I think she felt like she owed me one,” Thomas replied.

“Do you care to explain what you mean by that?”

“Not really,” Thomas answered, not wanting to explain how Nimue had guided Morgana to the source of all magic.

“And how do you intend to pinpoint the location of Turquine’s next attack?” Master Heryld asked. ”It’s a big galaxy.”

“It is,” Thomas agreed. “Fortunately, Draconite Central Command will inform us as soon as possible of a potential assault.”

“Draconite Central Command?” Master Crom remarked. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

“Wise or not, it’s the only way we can react quickly enough to an attack.”

Saral looked up from her soup, her features animated with excitement as she changed the subject. “What I’m most excited about are the nanite samples that Kaelithan provided. The level of sophistication in their construction is extraordinary. Especially the nanites developed here on Avalyeth. The integration of magical and technological principles at such a microscopic scale represents advances I had thought impossible. I’d love to see more of the original research on the matter.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Calithar said. “The Draconite laboratory has been sealed, and will remain that way out of respect for those who died as part of Trilthan’s evil experimentation.”

“Merlin captured most of the data,” Taliesin said. “It’s available for your review as you become more acquainted with the underlying technology.”

“Wonderful,” Saral said, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically. “I look forward to learning more.”

Thomas leaned forward with interest. "Do you believe you can overcome the protective systems built into the nanites? Can we free Halvy from their control?"

Saral's expression grew more thoughtful. "It’ll require careful work," she admitted. "The nanites are designed with multiple layers of protection against interference, and their integration with the subject's nervous system means that any attempt at removal must be extremely careful to avoid causing permanent damage. However, I believe it's possible. We'll need a few days at least to develop the proper approach. From my preliminary observations, the key will be using the nanites' own responsiveness to magical energy to create a cascade failure in their control systems while leaving their beneficial functions intact."

"How long do you estimate?" Kaelithan asked, his concern for Halvy evident in his voice.

"Perhaps a week of intensive research and testing," Saral replied. "But I feel confident that we can develop a solution. The nanites may be sophisticated, but they're still bound by fundamental laws of magical and technological interaction."

Thomas nodded, a weight lifting from his shoulders at the prospect of freeing Halvy from his bondage. “That’s excellent news,” he said simply.

The conversation gradually fragmented into smaller groups as the meal progressed, the formal structure of the beginning giving way to more intimate discussions. Around the table, other conversations continued with animated enthusiasm. Gareth and Lestain were deep in discussion about the logistics of coordinating resistance activities across multiple worlds, while the twins shared stories of their experiences during the liberation of Falias with several fascinated council members.

Thorgrim seemed to be enjoying himself immensely as he regaled Elder Merric with tales of Dwarven engineering feats. The old Druid listened with obvious fascination, occasionally interjecting questions that demonstrated both respect for Dwarven craftsmanship and genuine curiosity about their techniques.

Much to the amusement of their nearby Sidhe dining companions, Percival and Burl had somehow managed to steer the conversation at their end of the table toward the relative merits of various tavern meals across both Avalyeth and the wider galaxy. Even the dignified Master Krythis seemed to be enjoying their enthusiastic debate about the best places to sample various regional specialties.

Thomas turned to Sylana, looking for lighter conversation. "How is the progress going with reopening the magical academies across Avalyeth?" he asked. "I imagine that's quite an undertaking after so many years of suppression."

Sylana's eyes brightened at the question. "Better than expected, actually. We’ve already completed enrollment for the inaugural semester. The demand was so high, we unfortunately had to turn away hundreds of potential students, at least until next year.” She paused, her expression growing more thoughtful. "Though I must admit, finding qualified instructors has proven challenging. Morgana's long persecution of magical education has taken its toll.” She took a sip of her wine before continuing. "We've been fortunate to attract some excellent teachers from the other groves, and several Druids who had left Avalyeth due to restrictions High Elder Trilthan had placed on practicing wizardry have also expressed interest in returning to join our faculty. But the process of rebuilding institutional knowledge will take time."

“I can tell you that Thyreon is more than a little excited about beginning at the academy,” Thomas said.

“To be honest, he could probably teach at the academy,” Sylana informed him. “His aptitude is quite high, and he’s well advanced over other Druids his age.”

“Thanks to Grenyth, I’m sure.”

“I wish he were still alive to be part of this,” Sylana agreed, her voice taking on a sorrowful tone. “He was an incredible teacher. And he longed so much for the day Avalyeth would be free.”

Thomas raised his cup. “To Grenyth,” he said.

Sylana smiled and tapped her goblet to his. “Indeed,” she said. “To Grenyth. May he rest in peace yet never be forgotten.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the second course—roasted fowl—prepared with herbs and vegetables that had been cultivated in Primaltree's gardens. The presentation was elegant, the meat carved with artistic flair and arranged with colorful garnishes.

As they began eating, Thomas found his attention drawn to the easy camaraderie that had developed around the table. Laughter punctuated conversations, while technical discussions blended seamlessly with personal stories. The formal introductions of the evening's beginning had given way to genuine connection.

"Look at them," Thomas said quietly to Sylana, watching a Sidhe engineer attempt to explain crystalline harmonics to an amused Elder Miriel. "This is what the future looks like, not the destruction of our enemies, but the creation of something better."

Sylana followed his gaze, her wise eyes taking in the various conversations and interactions taking place around them. “Agreed. Though I suspect the path to that victory will require us to face considerable challenges before we can fully realize this vision across Avalon.”

Before Thomas could respond, one of General Calithar's aides burst through the chamber's entrance, his face flushed with exertion and his eyes wide with urgent alarm. The young Druid's hair was disheveled, suggesting he had torn through Primaltree's corridors to reach them.

Conversation throughout the chamber died instantly as every head turned toward the newcomer, the festive atmosphere evaporating in the face of an apparent crisis. The aide spotted General Calithar immediately and hurried across the chamber to reach him.

He leaned down to whisper in Calithar's ear, his voice too low for others to hear but his body language spoke volumes about the severity of whatever news he carried. Thomas watched the General's expression change from mild curiosity to sharp alarm.

Calithar rose from his seat, his eyes immediately seeking Thomas across the chamber. The weight of command settled visibly across his shoulders as he straightened to his full height.

"What's happening, General?" Thomas asked, his voice carrying clearly across the suddenly silent chamber.

Calithar's response was measured but carried an undertone of barely controlled tension. "Multiple Draconite warships have just emerged from wormholes actively close to orbit and are approaching Avalyeth at maximum velocity."

The words rattled the chamber, sending shockwaves through the assembled diners as the implications became instantly clear.

"How many ships?” Thomas asked, already shifting into crisis mode.

"Initial sensor readings indicate nine vessels," Calithar replied grimly. "And Daeardrayke…” He paused, his expression growing even more grave as he delivered the final piece of intelligence. "Visceral has been positively identified among them."


CHAPTER 28


Turquine stood in front of the Telemuter, his gaze fixed on the magically transmitted view from the reanimated Draconite corpse that served as Sir Ironside's current vessel. It was an officer whose bronze scales had dulled with death, bearing the damage of the vacuum breach that had killed him during the Corridor crossing.

As the assault fleet approached Avalyeth at maximum velocity, his nanites hummed with anticipation, their harmonics shifting to patterns that reflected his barely contained excitement. Through Ironside's borrowed eyes, Turquine was able to watch Visceral's command deck as if he were there himself, instead of observing from Klingsor’s fortress. He had considered joining the vanguard personally, but ultimately decided there was little need to put himself in harm’s way when the plan called for a quick insertion and withdrawal.

“Continue acceleration,” Ironside's harsh voice emerged from the reanimated throat, addressing the Flayers and the rest of the small fleet. "Maintain formation. Do not deviate from approach vectors until atmospheric entry."

"Sir," Mogris reported, his voice tight with concentration as he guided Visceral’s ingress, "sensors are detecting defensive vessels moving to intercept. Multiple contacts, mixed configurations."

Ironside's borrowed form turned toward the tactical display. "Composition and capabilities?" he demanded.

"Predominantly former Draconite vessels,” Vorlok replied. “The resistance captured them during a previous engagement months ago. Some modifications to standard configurations, but fundamental capabilities remain unchanged."

“And who was responsible for allowing so many ships to fall into the enemy’s hands?” the Red Knight asked. “Turquine?”

Turquine bristled at the question. He opened his mouth to defend himself before remembering he could see and hear through Ironside’s reanimated Draconite host, but he couldn’t speak to the manifested essence.

“No, My Lord,” Norsp replied. “Morgana’s hubris was responsible for their loss. She allowed vulnerabilities to persist in the ships’ control software.”

“I see,” Ironside answered. “I trust our fleet doesn’t possess these same weaknesses?”

“No, My Lord,” Norsp answered.

"And beyond the captured fleet?" Ironside inquired. “What of the smaller ships?”

“Druid patrol vessels," Norsp answered. "Small craft, limited offensive capability. Designed for basic security rather than military engagement."

“I expected more from Sir Dragon, considering the way Turquine speaks of the upstart. They're reacting exactly as predicted. Caught by surprise and scrambling to intercept too slowly to mount an effective defense.”

Indeed, Turquine could see the defensive vessels struggling to achieve proper positioning. They would never close the distance before the assault fleet reached its objective.

"Where is Excalibur?" he wondered aloud. "I expected Sir Dragon to respond immediately to such a direct threat."

"Perhaps our rapid approach caught them unprepared," Klingsor replied from his place near the Telemuter’s controls. He didn’t need to make any adjustments at the moment, but he kept his attention on the displays and readouts, absorbing information Turquine didn’t understand himself. “Ironside was correct that Avalyeth would be a ripe target easy to take by surprise. With no significant population of dead to reanimate, they had little reason to expect direct assault." The dark wizard turned to look at the feed from the dead Draconite’s eyes, taking in the tactical view on board Visceral. “What I find more interesting are the abundance of Sidhe cargo ships.”

“Indeed,” Turquine agreed, setting his gaze on the numerous vessels scattered across Avalyeth’s orbit. The clearly civilian ships showed no evidence that they would try to attack the incoming fleet. In fact, a few were already vectoring in the opposite direction, attempting to steer clear of any confrontation. “Their presence is curious, but ultimately of no concern. They pose no threat to our operation, and if they deliver any Sidhe to the surface, they’ll die and be reanimated just as easily as the Druids who fall.”

Klingsor cackled softly as he returned his attention to the readouts from the Telemuter. “Perhaps Sir Dragon managed to liberate Falias,” he guessed. “That would serve as another sign of Morgana’s weakness and bring more of her forces over to our side.”

“Sir Dragon unwittingly helping my cause?” Turquine laughed. “It just shows that no matter what moves the opposition makes, I’m already positioned to win in the end. Avalon will be mine.”

The defensive fleet achieved firing range, and suddenly space erupted with deadly light. Crimson energy lanced out from the resistance vessels while green and white energy bursts from the Druid patrol craft toward Ironside's formation, creating a web of destruction that would have been beautiful if it weren't so obviously desperate.

Through the dead Draconite's eyes, Turquine watched the energy beams slice through space like angry red scars against the star field, their passage leaving ionization trails that glowed with residual energy. The weapons fire painted Visceral's bridge in harsh crimson light but did little else, missing by dozens of meters.

"Pathetic," Ironside's voice carried cold amusement as he studied the incoming fire with professional detachment. "They're firing blind at extreme range. No coordination, no targeting solutions worth mentioning. Desperate gestures from desperate beings."

Turquine’s excitement built with each passing second as he watched his ships slice through the ineffective barrage like a sword through a swarm of insects. The defenders were wasting their energy on hopeless long-range shots while his fleet ignored them completely, focused on their singular objective.

“Atmospheric entry in thirty seconds,” Mogris announced, his voice steady despite the increasing intensity of defensive fire strobing across his console.

“All ships, prepare for deployment,” Ironside ordered.

Turquine's nanites sang with anticipation. Only thirty seconds until the peaceful world of Avalyeth learned what true terror felt like. There was no chance the orbital defenses could stop them from entering the atmosphere.

And there was still no sign of Excalibur.

The countdown seemed to stretch far longer than half a minute. Through Ironside's borrowed eyes, he could see Avalyeth growing larger in the forward displays. The planet's green canopy quickly resolved into individual forest masses that would soon become hunting grounds for his undead army.

“My Lord, I’m picking up a massive spike in magical energy,” Norsp reported from the tactical station.

Turquine watched as spears of silver fire suddenly erupted from Avalyeth's forest canopy like the wrath of angry gods revealed. Unlike the desperate long-range shots from the orbital defenders, these attacks moved with terrifying purpose, their trajectories bending through space with supernatural guidance as they climbed toward his fleet like hunting serpents.

"Now this is more interesting," Ironside observed.

The first spear struck one of the destroyers dead center, the magical energy tearing through the shields as if they didn’t exist and burning easily through the hull. The ship's reactor core went critical in a brilliant flash, sending shockwaves through space that washed over every other ship in the formation, rocking them as if blindsided by a huge fly swatter.

Two more magical spears found their marks in rapid succession, each impact accompanied by explosions that painted the upper atmosphere in shades of gold and crimson. A corvette took a direct hit to its engine section, the magical fire severing her propulsion systems and sending her tumbling toward the surface in an uncontrolled spiral. A second destroyer caught a glancing blow that opened her port side to the vacuum, atmosphere, bodies, and debris streaming from the breach like blood from a mortal wound.

Turquine watched as the corvette’s crippled hull tumbled downward, the dying ship falling directly toward Primaltree's massive canopy like a meteor of twisted metal. The impact would be catastrophic—millions of tons of debris crashing into the druid capital at high enough velocity to turn the entire grove into a massive, burning crater.

“This isn’t how I want to defeat them,” Turquine growled, angry at the sight of the crashing corvette. It was too impersonal, too destructive.

“They did it to themselves,” Klingsor replied. “For all their aptitude with magic, their attack was reckless at best.”

Before Turquine could respond, silver tendrils erupted from dozens of points throughout Primaltree's structure, magical force wrapping around the corvette’s tumbling hull. The ship’s descent visibly slowed before the force guided it away from the grove.

“Incredible,” Turquine breathed, amazed by the power on display. The corvette drifted slowly toward the surface, angling toward a range of mountains jutting up through the trees to the south.

“And to our benefit,” Klingsor remarked. “They’re too busy with the ship to launch more magical attacks. The choice will cost them dearly.”

“They have no other choice,” Turquine answered.

“All ships, deploy cargo immediately!” Ironside commanded from Visceral’s flight deck.

Turquine watched cargo bay doors snap open across his fleet. An excited chill danced through him as thousands of skeletal corpses tumbled through the air, their reanimated forms beginning the long fall toward Avalyeth's surface.

“Vorlok,” Ironside growled. “Release our special cargo.”

“Yes, My Lord,” Vorlok replied. “Opening hangar bay doors now.”

Turquine eagerly clasped his hands together, watching Visceral’s feed of the hangar doors parting. When they were halfway open, two massive forms moved in front of the hangar bay camera, blocking his view. But only for a moment. They stepped up to the edge of open bay doors and without hesitation threw themselves out of the ship.

"Special assets away," Vorlok announced.

Ironside shifted Visceral’s primary feed to watch the two stone giants tumble downward. Each standing thirty feet tall, dense and powerful, they would strike the earth like meteors and rise from their craters to begin the systematic destruction of everything in their path.

Turquine's excitement reached fever pitch as the last of his fleet’s cargo was released to fall toward the forest canopy below. Thousands of corpses would soon be scattered across Avelyeth, with the bulk of them landing in the Primal Grove. In minutes, the peaceful world below would transform into an unholy battlefield.

"Withdraw to orbital positions," Ironside commanded. "Our delivery is complete. Time to let our gifts do their work."

Turquine's ships vectored away from the surface, their mission accomplished despite the losses. Three ships destroyed. But the real weapon had been deployed successfully, the retreat of his armada almost anticlimactic after the intensity of the insertion. Turquine knew the real battle was just beginning. What they had done so far—the opening gambit in a campaign that would reshape Avalyeth's understanding of warfare itself—was merely preparation.

"Time for personal intervention," Ironside announced suddenly, his borrowed form rising from the command station and moving toward the exit.

"Sir?" Norsp called out in confusion. “Where are you going? What are your orders for the fleet?"

“Retreat to a safe distance,” the Red Knight replied. “If the enemy follows you, return to the edge of the Corridor. Your part in this mission is complete. But my role in this operation has just begun.”

With that, Ironside left the bridge, heading directly to the nearest airlock. He activated the controls, opening the inner door and stepping through before closing it behind him. He reached for the outer airlock controls, opening the external hatch and exposing himself to the upper atmosphere. Of course, the reanimated corpse was unaffected by the thin air and freezing temperatures that would kill any living being in seconds.

Without hesitation, he jumped.

Through the connection, Turquine watched through the borrowed corpse’s eyes as it fell toward the planet's surface. The sensation was vicarious and intense, the view both terrible and magnificent.

The forest rushed toward him, individual trees resolving into detailed structures as he fell toward destiny. The wind of his passage tore at the borrowed corpse's armor and equipment, but the dead flesh felt no discomfort, no fear, no doubt about the outcome.

"Now the real battle begins," Turquine said, his nanites harmonizing with frequencies that spoke of pure predatory joy. Through Ironside's falling perspective, he could already see scattered corpses throughout the forest canopy beginning to stir, propelling themselves however they could based on the damage they’d taken during the fall.

Branches the size of buildings rushed past as the Red Knight's borrowed form crashed through Primaltree's upper reaches. Smaller limbs snapped beneath him while larger ones deflected his trajectory, sending him tumbling this way and that, threatening to shatter every bone in the corpse’s body. Not that it mattered. Turquine knew Ironside’s essence, linked to the Telemuter as it was, could just choose another host if the damage was too great.

The final impact when it came was tremendous, the reanimated corpse striking a wide platform with echoing force. The borrowed body bounced and rolled, coming to rest against an elaborate fountain carved from living wood.

For a moment, the form lay motionless, and Turquine wondered if the corpse might get up or if Ironside would abandon it. But then it began to stir with renewed purpose, responding to the Red Knight's will as he surveyed his landing zone.

Around the platform, other corpses rose from where they'd fallen, responding to Ironside’s silent commands passed to them through the Telemuter. They moved according to their remaining damage, some dragging their legs, others missing arms. Within no time, they had assembled in a precise formation, weapons drawn and ready with Ironside’s Draconite corpse at their head.

Their enchanted staves raised, the tips crackling with magical energy, the first Druid guards charged them, wooden armor clanking. But when they saw the nature of the enemy, they pulled to a sudden stop, their faces twisting in frightened confusion beneath their helms.

Nothing in their training had prepared them for this.

The Red Knight rushed the guards without hesitation, releasing a primal snarl as he attacked.

The first guard fell to Ironside's sword as it slid smoothly between the wooden plates of his armor and into the flesh beneath. He collapsed, his weapon clattering to the platform, its magical glow fading like dying embers. A guard jabbed Ironside with his stave, releasing a burst of magical energy that put a hole through the corpse’s side. His eyes widened as Ironside caught the staff with his free hand and used it to hold the guard in place as he slashed him across the throat.

More guards fell to the platform's surface, their lives ending, not through supernatural power, but through the simple advantage of an enemy that felt no pain and knew no fear. The guards died, only to rise again moments later as the Telemuter’s necromantic power reanimated them.

"Magnificent," Turquine whispered as they rose from the platform, blood still spilling out of wounds that no longer held them back. At Ironside’s silent command, they joined the formation of undead.

As more guards arrived, they faced an enemy that defied every principle of conventional warfare. An opponent that couldn't be killed because it was already dead, couldn't be worn down because it never tired. The mathematics of combat had been fundamentally altered. Ironside and his undead tore into them, cutting them down before they could fully recover from their shock. Again, their corpses hit the ground and quickly began to rise.

Turquine shifted his attention away from Ironside as a massive roar—so powerful it shook the leaves of Primaltree like a death rattle—echoed up from the ground. His gaze swept the views from so many pairs of reanimated eyes. Finally, he found them. The corpses of the two stone giants, both on their feet on the forest floor. They began their assault by removing two of the tree’s massive roots, their heavy fists striking with enough force to pulverize the wood.

Turquine’s scaled features twisted into a sharp grin as he watched his masterpiece unfold. The assault on Avalyeth was exceeding his every expectation.

And the best was still to come.

Somewhere in that chaos, Sir Dragon would emerge to challenge his forces. And when he did, Turquine would delight in watching him die.


CHAPTER 29


Nine ships. Visceral among them. Turquine had brought the fight directly to Avalyeth. The realization left the entire chamber in a sudden, stunned silence. Thomas felt Arthur's essence surge within him, filling him with courage and clarity.

"Why would he attack here?" Ossara asked, her voice tight with confusion as she rose from her seat. "We practice cremation. There are no corpses for him to animate, no existing army for him to turn against us."

Aldrich's weathered features hardened with understanding. "Because we never expected it,” he said grimly. "Because victory here will demonstrate both our weaknesses and Morgana’s to the rest of the Draconite Empire, fracturing it further. He doesn't need our dead." The former mercenary's eyes met Thomas' across the chamber. “I’d bet my right arm he brought his own corpses with him."

Thomas shivered in response to Aldrich’s revelation, the outcome already crystallizing in his mind. He knew from history what would happen here if Turquine’s army gained a foothold. It had happened on Brundheim, and would have happened on Ferraden if Turquine hadn’t called off the attack.

"Once the killing starts, every civilian who falls becomes another soldier in his army," he said, his voice carrying the weight of terrible truth. "The dead will multiply exponentially."

Around the chamber, the implications rippled through the assembled diners like shockwaves. Council members pushed back from the table, their faces pale with dawning horror. The Sidhe engineers looked between each other with growing alarm, while Excalibur's crew was already rising to follow Thomas’ commands.

"We need to intercept them before they can deploy ground forces," Thomas announced, his voice cutting through the rising chaos with sharp authority. Arthur's essence flowed through his words, lending them power that commanded immediate attention. "If they get those corpses to the surface, this becomes a nightmare we may not be able to contain."

General Calithar was already in motion, his aide beside him as they moved toward the chamber's exit. "Lestain and I need to reach the command center immediately," he called back. "We’ll coordinate the defensive response."

"The Sidhe delegation should come with us," Lestain added, his stocky frame moving with surprising speed as he followed Calithar. "The command center is one of the most heavily defended locations on Avalyeth. You'll be safer there than anywhere else."

Krythis rose from his seat, but his expression was determined rather than fearful. "With respect, General, I believe my colleagues and I might be of more use elsewhere," he said. "If Klingsor’s machine is active here, then perhaps we can use it to take the fight directly to him.”

“How?” Elder Kyron asked. “You just started working on the basic principles. There’s been no time to construct a portal.”

“I don’t know yet,” Krythis admitted, “but we have to try.”

Saral nodded vigorously in agreement. "Our expertise could prove valuable," she added. "We didn't come here just to hide from a fight.”

"But the command center⁠—"

Krythis interrupted Lestain politely but firmly. "Will have to manage without us. Our place is with those who are fighting to protect our new alliance."

Thomas felt a surge of respect for the Sidhe engineers. They had every reason to seek safety, but instead they were choosing to stand with their allies in the face of danger.

"Masters Heryld and Crom," Ossara called out, addressing the two wizards. "Can you make your way to the Sacred Caves? The guardians there could use your experience and expertise.”

“Of course, High Elder,” Master Heryld replied.

“Hurry,” Thomas urged. "Every second counts."

The two wizards betrayed their advanced ages as they sprinted from the chamber, their robes billowing as they moved with urgent purpose.

“Calithar, lead the other council members to the command center,” Ossara ordered. “Keep them safe.”

“Yes, High Elder,” he replied, gaze sweeping the council. “All of you, follow me.”

Calithar, Lestain, and the elders rushed out of the chamber, the formal dinner forgotten in the face of the immediate crisis.

"Thomas," Ossara said, approaching him as his crew assembled around him. "Sylana and I will escort you to Excalibur. Our magic might prove useful in getting you through whatever chaos awaits us out there."

"High Elder, you should be coordinating the defenses,” Thomas protested, but Ossara's expression brooked no argument.

“Calithar has the defenses well in hand,” she replied firmly. "Right now, the most important thing I can do is ensure that Excalibur reaches the battle. Everything else depends on that."

Thomas nodded, recognizing the wisdom in her words. "Then let's move.” He led the group out of the dining chamber, their footsteps echoing through the corridors of the Council Hollow as they hurried toward the main exit. “Everyone, stay together and be ready for anything.”

The scope of the crisis became immediately apparent when they emerged onto the main thoroughfare. The air itself seemed to vibrate with tension, while overhead the massive canopy blocked their view of the sky. But they could hear the deep, thrumming roar of starship engines burning through the atmosphere, growing closer with each passing second.

Then came a sound that made Thomas's heart race: a whistling shriek accompanied by light bright enough to pierce through the branches all the way down to their position.

“What is that?” Bilbic asked, his voice quivering with fear.

“Magical energy spears,” Kaelithan replied. “Fired from the Sacred Caves.”

The impacts, when they came, were felt as much as heard. Fresh flashes of light filtered down through the canopy, followed by shockwaves that rattled the platform beneath their feet. Debris began to rain down through the upper branches—twisted fragments of metal that spoke of starships dying violently in the sky.

“Fools,” Ossara whispered, her face pale as she watched the deadly rain falling around them. The burning wreckage ignited leaves, creating a red glow that slowly began to spread across the canopy. "Attacking starships within the atmosphere. What in the name of the ancient trees are they thinking?”

"Your people are inexperienced," Merlin said, his humanoid GOLEM right behind her. "None of them have ever faced an attack like this before. They're doing what they believe is necessary to protect their home."

Ossara nodded, raising her hands and waving them in arcane gestures. The air fled the fledgling fires in the nearby canopy, starving them out.

Around them, the platform was filled with Druid civilians, their faces twisted with confusion and fear as they tried to understand what was happening. Magically enhanced voices began echoing around them, their source hard for Thomas to pinpoint. It seemed as though they were coming from the bark itself, vibrating the branches to create the sound.

“This is an emergency alert. All civilians return to your homes immediately," the voice commanded. "Secure your doors and remain inside until the all-clear is given. This is not a drill. Repeat: return to your homes and remain inside."

Most of the civilians began running chaotically toward residential areas. Thomas saw fear on their faces, the realization that their peaceful world was being invaded, but their departure gained some semblance of organization as the emergency announcements continued.

"The lift platform is just ahead," Gareth called out, pointing toward the transport system that would carry them up to Primaltree's crown. "We need to move faster."

Burl and Percival took point, their imposing figures clearing a path through the crowd of fleeing civilians. The twins flanked the group, watching for threats while Thomas and the rest of the crew formed a protective shield around the Sidhe engineers.

The sounds from above—the roar of engines mixed with the shriek of weapons fire and the distant rumble of explosions—intensified. The crescendo of violence happening in the sky above them inundated them with waves of heat.

They had just reached the lift platform when a new sound—the crash of something massive plowing through Primaltree's upper canopy—cut through the chaos. Enormous branches snapped, echoing across the landscape like rolling thunder and sending shockwaves through Primaltree that made the platform sway beneath their feet.

Thomas turned toward the sound just in time to see a blur of movement through the gaps in the canopy. For a split second, he caught a glimpse of thick grey limbs and an angular torso—a corpse of immense size moving with the inexorable force of a falling meteor.

“What the hell was that?” he breathed, his blood running cold as the words bled away in the continuing sounds of destruction.

“A stone giant, my boy,” Merlin replied, his GOLEM’s blue eyes dimming. “A humanoid of ill regard, long believed extinct. Stone giants were never spacefaring, and they resided on only one planet.”

“Let me guess,” Thomas said. “Somewhere in the Montsalvat system.”

“Kheir-Lossan,” Merlin confirmed. “Stone giants were incredibly dangerous alive. I believe they’re even more so dead.”

”Perfect,” Percival commented. “This just keeps getting better and better.”

The lift platform arrived with its usual smooth efficiency, but was already crowded with Druid guards, their faces grim with purpose as they prepared to join the defense of their world. "High Elder," their sergeant said, the guards immediately coming to attention at Ossara’s approach. The sergeant offered a respectful bow despite the chaos around them. "We need to get you and Elder Sylvana to safety.”

"Forget about us,” Ossara commanded. “Some of you need to remain here to get these civilians to their homes. The rest of you assume your defensive positions. Hurry!” She gestured toward Thomas. “Sir Dragon and his crew need this lift for immediate transport to the crown."

There was no hesitation from the guards. The sergeant barked orders and half the guards stepped off the platform, making room for Excalibur’s crew and the two elders.

Leading his group onto the platform, Thomas was acutely aware of how exposed they were going to be once the platform reached the landing pad on Primaltree's crown, but he knew they had no choice but to become targets. The war had come to Avalyeth, and reaching Excalibur was their only hope of stopping the assault before it could fully establish itself on the surface.

The platform began its ascent up through the heart of Primaltree. Raging through gaps in the wood, Thomas could see flashes of the battle, magical silver light climbing toward space and crimson energy lancing back down in response.

The platform shuddered suddenly as the sharp crack of an impact echoed from far below, followed by a rumbling roar. Something had struck Primaltree's foundation, hitting the massive trunk with enough force to send vibrations through the entire structure.

"The giants are targeting the tree itself," Thomas realized, his voice tight with growing horror. "They're trying to bring down Primaltree."

The lift platform continued its climb, but Thomas could feel the subtle swaying that spoke of structural stress. If the giants succeeded in damaging the tree's foundation severely enough, the entire structure could collapse, taking hundreds of thousands of Druids with it. The scope of the potential catastrophe was almost beyond comprehension.

As they rose higher, Thomas began to see evidence of the enemy's assault on the tree's inhabited areas through openings in the platform's protective housing. He caught glimpses of platforms where armored skeletons had already turned some of the civilians into reanimated corpses. Druid guards were fighting desperately to contain them, but Thomas knew there was no way for them to defeat the basic math of the pending casualties.

Every defender who fell would rise again as an enemy. Every civilian caught in the fighting would add to Klingsor's growing army. The necromantic assault was designed to be self-sustaining, growing stronger with each life it claimed.

On one platform, Thomas watched a squad of Druid guards make a valiant stand against reanimated corpses. The guards' wooden armor gleamed with protective enchantments as they fought with staff and blade, their magical abilities providing temporary advantages against opponents that felt no pain and knew no fear.

It wasn't enough.

One guard fell to a sword thrust that found the gap between his armor plates, his lifeblood pooling on the platform's wooden surface. Moments later, he was rising again, his former comrades now facing an enemy.

"They're losing ground on every level," Garant observed, his voice tight with the rage that always accompanied his observations of Draconite cruelty. "The guards are brave, but they're not prepared for this kind of warfare."

"None of us are,” Kaelithan replied. "Klingsor's strategy is brilliant in its simplicity. He doesn't need to win individual battles. He just needs to turn our own casualties against us."

"We should have moved faster," Thomas said, his voice heavy with self-recrimination. "We should have taken Excalibur through the Blackveil Corridor weeks ago, instead of waiting to build the portal. If we had acted sooner⁠—"

"Then Turquine might have been ready for you,” Ossara interrupted, her tone gentle but firm. "Second-guessing our decisions won't help the people fighting for their lives right now."

Arthur's essence reinforced her words, flowing through Thomas's consciousness. The past couldn't be changed. What mattered was how they responded to the present situation, how they used their available resources to protect those who were counting on them.

Nevertheless, doubt remained persistent within Thomas. How many lives could have been saved if they had acted with greater urgency? How many of the Druids currently fighting and dying in Primaltree's corridors might still be alive if Excalibur had struck at Klingsor's fortress before he could launch this assault?

None, if they had failed because they rushed the attack. None, if they had gone in unprepared. They still had a chance here and now.

The lift continued its ascent, carrying them toward their ship and the battle that would determine Avalyeth's fate. Around them, the sounds of combat echoed through Primaltree's structure—the clash of weapons, the crackle of magical energy, and underneath it all, the rhythmic pounding of the stone giants far below.

Through the platform's openings, Thomas caught another glimpse of the fighting on the tree's various levels. This time he saw something that made his heart tremble—a group of Druid civilians who had been caught in the open when the assault began, their bodies now rising to join the ranks of the undead. Men, women, and children who had been enjoying peaceful lives were now weapons in Klingsor's arsenal.

"Captain," Krythis said quietly. "Is there anything we can do to help those people? Some way to break the necromantic control?"

Thomas shook his head grimly. "Not while Klingsor maintains his connection through his device. The only way to free them is to destroy the machine itself, and that means reaching Kheir-Lossan.”

"Then that's what we have to do," Saral said, her voice carrying a determination that transcended her fear. "Whatever it takes to end this horror."

“How?” Gareth asked, his tone sincere. “There’s no time. It takes three days to pass through the Blackveil Corridor. In three days, Avalyeth will be a charred husk.”

“We have to try,” Taliesin repeated. “There may be something we can do. Some other option we have yet to consider. We can’t give up.”

“No,” Thomas agreed. “We aren’t giving up.” He turned to Ossara. “The only chance we have against the undead here is to burn them. I remember Iona telling us Wyldentree was destroyed with faery fire. We need that now.”

Ossara’s eyes widened. “Faery fire is dangerous. If it spreads, it’ll be impossible to put out.”

“Do we have any other choice?”

She shook her head. “No.” She turned to the sergeant of the guard on the platform with them. “Contact Calithar. Tell him I’ve authorized the use of faery fire against the enemy. That includes any of ours who have been reanimated.”

The sergeant’s face paled, but he nodded. “Yes, High Elder,” he replied, turning away to relay the message through his comms.

“May the ancient trees forgive us for what we’re about to do,” she whispered, eyes downcast.

The lift was approaching the upper levels now, the crown of Primaltree visible through the gaps in the structure above them. Thomas could see the landing area where Excalibur waited, the legendary ship's silver hull gleaming with barely contained energy as her systems prepared for combat.

Even as they neared their destination, the sounds of battle continued to echo from below. Primaltree was under assault on multiple levels, its defenders fighting desperately against an enemy that grew stronger with each passing minute.

More impacts shook the structure from below, the stone giants continuing their attack on Primaltree's foundation. Thomas could feel the vibrations through the platform's floor, each blow strong enough to crack stone and sever the living connections that held the tree's architecture together.

"How much structural damage can Primaltree sustain?" Thomas asked Ossara, dreading the answer.

"I don't know," she replied honestly. "The tree has stood for thousands of years, but it was never designed to withstand this kind of assault. If the giants manage to destroy enough of the root connections..." She trailed off, her mouth working without emitting words, unwilling to voice the catastrophic implications.

“We need to stop them,” Thomas said, turning to Merlin. “How do we fight undead stone giants?”

“They would be susceptible to Excalibur’s weapons,” Merlin replied, “but there’s no way for us to reach them on the surface. Powerful magic might also defeat them, but I’m not sure any of the Druids have the required channeling abilities.” His blue eyes shifted toward Kaelithan. “Except perhaps for the one who carries Arthur’s shard.”

Kaelithan nodded. “I need to go back down,” he said.

“No,” Thomas countered. “We need to get to Excalibur.”

“But Primaltree,” Kael argued. “Thomas, we can’t just⁠—”

“We won’t,” Thomas said, Arthur’s essence surging through him, bringing clarity and purpose. “I have a plan.”

The platform reached its destination with a soft chime that seemed absurdly normal given the chaos surrounding them. The crown of Primaltree stretched before them, Excalibur resting just above her usual landing spot like a silver star brought down to earth.

And standing between the ship and them, an army of undead with a Draconite corpse at its head, sword raised in challenge, a brutal smile across its scarred and twisted features.


CHAPTER 30


Undead blocked the path to Excalibur, their ranks stretching across the platform like a living—or rather, unliving—barrier. Thomas estimated nearly a hundred corpses in the formation. About half wore the wooden armor of Druid guards, their faces twisted into expressions of perpetual anguish as they stood with the more ancient skeletal remains that had been delivered from above.

At their head stood a reanimated Draconite corpse, bronze scales dulled by death. The creature's vertical pupils fixed on Thomas with predatory intelligence that transcended the limitations of borrowed flesh. When it smiled, the expression was clearly guided by an active and intelligent consciousness.

"Sir Dragon," the corpse spoke, its voice carrying the rattling resonance of death given speech. “I’m honored to have the opportunity to face you in combat. I’ve heard many remarkable things about your capabilities from Sir Turquine.”

Thomas felt Arthur's essence flowing through him like molten gold, sharpening his perception and lending authority to his words. "And who exactly are you?" he asked, his hand moving instinctively toward where his sword would normally rest. His fingers found only empty air, reminding him they had left their weapons behind for the dinner. “Klingsor, I presume?”

The Draconite corpse straightened to its full height, assuming a posture that spoke of noble bearing despite its current state. “You presume wrong,” it replied. “We met already, although briefly, in the Wastes.”

“Ah…Sir Ironside,” Thomas said, realization dawning.

“Indeed,” he replied. “I know you carry Arthur’s essence, just as my essence has been passed to this host through Klingsor’s Telemuter. Long have I dreamt of the day of challenging Arthur in single combat. Since that’s impossible, I’ll have to settle for you.”

Thomas raised his hands. “I’d love to take you up on the offer,” he said, “but you’ll have to allow me to enter my ship to retrieve my sword. I’m otherwise unarmed.”

Without hesitation, Ironside tossed his blade across the platform. Thomas caught the weapon cleanly, turning it over in his hand and testing the balance. The blade felt cold and foreign in his hands—nothing like Cindlar's comforting weight—but it would have to suffice.

The Red Knight reached toward one of the undead guards. “Now,” he said, casually pulling a similar weapon from the corpse's belt, “we can settle this properly, as warriors should."

"Honorable of you," Thomas said, raising the weapon to a ready position.

“A knight with no honor is no knight at all,” Ironside replied, his tone giving Thomas the impression the statement was as much an indictment of Turquine as it was one of Ironside’s own beliefs.

Around them, both sides prepared for violence. The undead stood motionless, awaiting their commander's signal, while Thomas' companions arranged themselves behind him.

The Red Knight exploded into motion without further warning, crossing the gap between them in four rushing strides. His blade sliced through the air in a silver arc that would have taken Thomas's head if Arthur's essence hadn't accelerated his reflexes. He ducked under the strike and quickly riposted, his sword seeking a gap between the armored chest plates of Ironside's borrowed body.

The dead Draconite moved with inhuman speed, deflecting Thomas's thrust with contemptuous ease before launching a series of attacks that forced him to give ground. Each strike carried the weight of centuries of martial experience, the borrowed corpse's limitations seemingly irrelevant in light of Ironside's tactical mastery.

Around them, the larger battle erupted as the undead surged forward. Percival and the twins had produced daggers from hidden spots in their clothing, the blades flashing as they engaged reanimated Druids, their faces set in lines of grim concentration as they worked to sever leg joints, limiting the mobility of the undead.

Burl had armed himself with a broken piece of platform decking, using the improvised club to crush the skull of an attacking skeleton. The fragments of bone scattered across the wooden surface, the corpse toppling backward to the floor. Thorgrim grabbed a helmet from one of the fallen reanimated skeletons and charged into the scrum with reckless abandon, swinging the headgear like a hammer. He knocked one undead aside to beat on another until crushing its head before knocking it off its shoulders.

Nearby, Gareth and Tryvane joined the twins in distracting a separate group of reanimated corpses. Tivan's blade found the elbow of a reanimated guard while Garant severed the tendons in another's leg, sending it toppling to the platform's surface. But their victories were temporary—the damaged corpses simply adapted to their new limitations and continued fighting.

Shimmering blue fire erupted from Ossara’s palms to engulf three advancing skeletons. The flames consumed the reanimated bones with hungry efficiency, reducing them to ash that scattered in the wind. "I can't maintain this indefinitely," she cried, preparing another attack. "There are too many of them."

Sylana joined her magical assault, the same magical fire flowing from her fingertips to incinerate two more corpses. "Focus on the guards," she responded. "They're the most dangerous."

Kaelithan stepped forward, Arthur's crystal shard blazing with golden light. He channeled power from it, a lance of pure energy surged from his hands, punching through three undead in a row, leaving them burning from the center outward.

The Druid guards who had accompanied them to the platform fought with desperate courage, their wooden armor offering only some protection against the undead's weapons. They helped slow the overwhelming nature of the enemy’s attack, though their numbers began turning into more of a burden as each one fell, only to rise again in service of the opposition. Fresh bolts of faery fire launched from Ossara and Sylana’s hands, quickly incinerating the newly formed undead.

Through it all, Thomas found himself locked in deadly combat with Ironside, the Red Knight's borrowed body moving with grace that transcended the limitations of dead flesh. Each exchange of blows taught Thomas more about his opponent's capabilities as well as his own disadvantages. Ironside fought similarly to Lancelot, his blade a masterpiece of efficiency and lethality. He wasted no motion, expended no energy on unnecessary flourishes, and always anticipated Thomas's attacks before they were fully formed. The dead Draconite's corpse might have lacked the physical power it had possessed in life, but Ironside's tactical brilliance more than compensated for any reduced strength.

"You're better than I expected," Ironside observed as their blades locked together, his borrowed features showing genuine approval. "But technique alone won't save you."

Thomas used his free hand to punch Ironside in the face, the impact sending the corpse staggering backward. "Maybe," he replied, pressing his advantage with a series of rapid strikes. "But I have something you don't."

"And what might that be?" Ironside asked, parrying each attack with mechanical precision.

"Hope," Thomas said, Arthur's essence blazing brighter within him as he drove the Red Knight back across the platform.

For the first time, Ironside's expression showed something like uncertainty. His next parry came a fraction of a second late, allowing Thomas's blade to score a shallow cut across the corpse's arm, Ironside showed no reaction to what would have been a painful injury for a living opponent.

"Hope is the refuge of the weak," Ironside snarled, launching a vicious counterattack that forced Thomas to give ground once more. “The strong seize their destiny, they don’t rely on vague notions of possibility. If all you have is hope, then you’ve already lost.“

They exchanged a rapid series of attacks and parries, neither gaining a decisive advantage. Thomas's enhanced reflexes kept him ahead of the Red Knight's strikes, but just barely. Ironside's experience allowed him to exploit every opening, every moment of hesitation or uncertainty.

The tide of battle around them remained chaotic. More undead had fallen to magical fire, but others had managed to close on Thomas' companions. One of the Druid guards cried out as a reanimated skeleton's blade found the gap between his armor plates, dark blood spreading across his wooden breastplate as he stumbled backward.

Percival had abandoned his dagger in favor of a staff taken from one of the dead guards, the longer weapon keeping his opponents at a distance. His face was streaked with sweat despite the cool air, the sustained combat taking its toll on his endurance.

"We need to end this!" he called out, smashing the skull of an advancing corpse. “They might not get tired, but we will!”

Thomas pressed his attack on Ironside with renewed vigor. Arthur's essence flowed through him like liquid lightning, lending speed and strength to his movements. He once more began to drive the Red Knight back step-by-step.

Their duel had become the focal point of the larger battle, both sides fighting around them while the two commanders tested each other's capabilities. Thomas could see the damage he’d inflicted to Ironside’s borrowed cadaver. The accumulated cuts were taking their toll on the dead flesh, slowing the corpse's movements by fractions that became increasingly noticeable.

Yet, Ironside's abilities remained undiminished, and like Percival had noted, he would never even begin to tire. The Red Knight adapted to his host’s deteriorating condition, adjusting his fighting style to compensate while seeking to exploit Thomas' growing fatigue. When Ironside’s blade whistled toward Thomas, he jerked back just in time. The sword’s lethal edge missed his throat by a hair’s breadth. Thomas knew he had to find a way out of this duel, or he was sure to lose.

He barely parried Ironside’s next few strikes, certain the Red Knight could sense he was tiring. Using that to his advantage, he slowed his reactions even more, leading Ironside into his trap. Finally, he struck, countering with a quick series of thrusts that forced Ironside onto his back foot. With a final, desperate effort, he feinted high and struck low, his blade finding the gap in the armor behind Ironside's knee. The corpse staggered as damaged tendons failed to support its weight.

“Impossible,” Ironside said, collapsing to a knee. Now at an obvious disadvantage, he batted aside Thomas’ effort to decapitate him before reversing his blade, ready to stab Thomas in the chest.

He never had the chance.

A deluge of faery fire hit Ironside from three directions as Sylana, Ossara, and Kaelithan all turned their attacks on the undead army’s commander. His armor and scales began to burn, every part of him igniting in the unstoppable magical flames.

"This...isn't...over..." he gasped, the corpse's voice becoming increasingly distorted as it disintegrated. "I will...find…you.”

The Draconite corpse collapsed in disintegrating ashes to the platform's surface. Around them, suddenly sluggish and uncoordinated without Ironside's tactical guidance, they were easy targets for the defenders' weapons and magic.

Within minutes, the platform was clear of enemies, the wooden surface scarred and bloodstained but no longer contested. Thomas' companions stood among the detritus of battle, their faces showing exhaustion mixed with relief at having survived the encounter.

"Is everyone all right?" Thomas asked, his voice hoarse from exertion as he surveyed his battered group.

"Cuts and bruises," Percival reported, examining a gash on his arm from an undead blade. "Nothing that won't heal." The flesh wound was already crusting over with drying blood.

The twins nodded their agreement, though Garant’s shirt was torn and blood trickled from a cut across his abs. The Druid guards had suffered more serious injuries—their sergeant pressed someone else’s shirt to a wound on his side while one of his men sat heavily against a support pillar, his leg clearly broken above the knee. Of the twenty who’d joined Thomas and his crew in the fighting, only six had survived.

“Let’s go!” Thomas said, lagging behind his crew to look back with regret at the sergeant. They had no choice but to leave him and the guard with the broken leg behind. The battle was just beginning, and time was running out for Avalyeth.

The sergeant nodded his understanding. “By the ancient trees, go!”

Thomas nodded before quickly crossing the platform and stepping through the teleportal into Excalibur's familiar corridors. "Taliesin," Thomas called to the engineer, who was standing just inside the portal. “You and the Sidhe need to get to the lab. I don't care if it's theoretical or untested…we need a viable option to get us to Kheir-Lossan."

"We'll see what we can do," Taliesin replied, his weathered features showing the intense concentration of an engineer facing an impossible challenge. "There might be something we can do with the magical energy Klingsor is transmitting here. If we can reverse-trace the signal..."

"Do whatever it takes," Thomas said. "Time is running out. Gareth, Brennan, Bilbic, get to the flight deck and into your pods. Aldrich, Burl, Thorgrim and the twins to the armory. We need to get a ground team ready."

"What's the plan, Captain?" Aldrich asked as Gareth, Brennan, and Bilbic took off for the flight deck.

“I want you, Burl, Thorgrim and the twins to lead a ground defense," Thomas replied, his voice carrying the authority that Arthur's essence lent to his words. “Slow the undead as much as you can and give Ossara and Sylana time to burn them.”

“What about me, Thomas?” Kaelithan asked.

“You’re with me,” he replied. “I told you, I have a plan.”

As Aldrich led his contingent of Burl, Thorgrim, Percival, the twins, Ossara and Sylana back through the teleportal, Thomas and Kael ran for the flight deck. He found Gareth, Brennan, and Bilbic already settling into the blue neural gel of their pods, the systems quickly preparing to link their consciousness with Excalibur's capabilities.

Thomas hurried to his command pod. Kael remained standing beside it as Thomas settled into the neural gel, his consciousness quickly expanding and linking with the other two men. He didn’t need to tell them what his plan was. They saw it in his mind the moment they were linked.

But Captain. Gareth’s subliminal voice faltered. I know you don’t want to give up, but⁠—

We aren’t giving up, Thomas interrupted. We can’t. If there’s no way to reach Kheir-Lossan, we have to win here now or die fighting.

The Druids would understand if we evacuated, Brennan projected. They would understand we need to live to fight another day.

Is that really what you would have us do? Thomas countered, shouting mentally with the force of his rebuke.

Isn’t that what Arthur did before Camlan? Gareth replied, his tone soft. He fled in hope of providing Avalon with a better future.

A better future, Thomas answered. Not this. Hope is a refuge, not a solution. Please, Gareth. I need your support now more than ever.

And you have it, captain, Gareth answered. Now and forever.

Mine, too, Brennan echoed.

And me, Bilbic added.

Good. Once the others have disembarked, we’ll lift off and take Excalibur to the Southern Mountains. Maximum speed.

Without explaining or waiting for a response, Thomas disconnected from the command pod and quickly climbed out. “Thomas,” Kael said, looking confused as he watched him run for the door. “I thought you were staying on board.”

“I am, temporarily,” Thomas answered, leaving without further explanation. He headed for the armory, rushing through the door and heading for his crimson armor. It still bore the gouges across the emblem on the front he had taken during the fighting on Falias.

“What are you doing, Captain?” Burl asked, already finished outfitting himself. “No, don’t tell me. I’m not sure I want to know.”

“You’ll know when it happens,” Thomas said, continuing to don his armor. “Just follow Aldrich’s lead and stay alive.”

He clicked his breastplate into place as Aldrich approached in full armor. “The ground team is ready, Captain," the former mercenary reported.

"Move out immediately,” Thomas commanded. "Every second we delay costs lives."

“Aye, Captain,” Aldrich answered. “Be safe out there.”

“You, too,” Thomas replied.

The other members of the away team took only a few moments to offer words of support before following Aldrich out of the armory and toward the teleportal. Thomas watched them go with a mix of pride and concern. They were brave, skilled, and determined, but the enemy they faced defied convention.

He had just finished strapping on Cindlar’s Blade when Merlin’s voice entered his head.

The ground team is away, my boy. I’ve joined them in my combat GOLEM. We’re crossing the platform, on our way to the Great Library.

The Great Library? Thomas replied, his thoughts immediately turning to Iona. She hadn’t been invited to the dinner at the Council Hollow. Had she still been at work, or was she back at home with her parents and Thyreon? He hoped for the latter. He had seen Thyreon summon magical fire before. She would be safer there…with him.

Sergeant Everthorn is in contact with General Calithar, Merlin explained. Many of the civilians went to the library for shelter. A large undead force has gathered there and is attempting to gain entrance.

But you won’t let that happen, right? Thomas said.

Of course not, my boy.

Inform Gareth the ground team is away and to lift off immediately.

It is done, Merlin answered a few seconds later.

Thomas felt the gentle vibrations of the ship moving as he sprinted back to the flight deck. By the time he arrived, the Southern Mountains of Avalyeth had come into view on the projection.

“Are you going to fill me in on the plan now?” Kaelithan asked from his position near the pods. He had changed from his simple robe to a long coat and light armor and had claimed his staff from his quarters.

Thomas motioned to the projection. “I would have thought it would be pretty obvious by now,” he answered.

“That part is,” Kael replied. “But what do you plan to do if he refuses?”

“He won’t refuse.”

“Okay, then, what do you plan to do with him? And me, for that matter?”

“Simple,” Thomas answered. “We’re going to hunt stone giants.”


CHAPTER 31


"Approaching target coordinates," Brennan reported over the flight deck speakers as Excalibur carved through Avalyeth's atmosphere. The Southern Mountains, their jagged peaks rising through the forest canopy like ancient sentinels in the ship's projection.

"I'm picking up a massive thermal signature from one of the larger caves,” Gareth said. “That has to be our dragon."

Brennan… Thomas switched to the interface. …bring us to a hover directly over the cave. He felt the ship's engines throttling back as they neared the mountainside where the Sanguine had delivered Agarax only hours before. The cave mouth yawned like a wound in the rock face, easily large enough to accommodate a creature of the dragon's immense proportions. Don't deploy the teleportal, he ordered. Kaelithan and I will go out the cargo hatch.

Are you sure? Brennan asked. We won’t be able to get you easily back on board.

We'll be fine, Thomas replied. Once we’re out, do whatever you can from above while Tal and the Sidhe try to figure out how to get us out of this mess.

Understood, Captain, Gareth replied. But if this doesn't work⁠—

It’ll work, Thomas said firmly, opening the command pod, the neural gel sloughing off him as he climbed out and turned to face Kaelithan. “Let’s go.”

Merlin, Thomas projected to the digital consciousness as he and Kael left the flight deck, hurrying to the cargo bay. Open the bay hatch.

Of course, my boy, he replied.

"Are you certain about this?" Kaelithan asked as the hatch began to iris open. "Agarax agreed to sanctuary, not military service. He may not appreciate the idea of being dragged into our war."

"He'll help us," Thomas answered. "He has to understand what's at stake. Not just for us or the Druids, but for him as well.”

Excalibur had come to a hover less than two meters above the edge of the cave entrance. Merlin, Thomas projected as he prepared to depart. What's the situation at Primaltree?

The undead forces have consolidated around the Great Library, my boy. Nearly a thousand reanimated corpses have gathered there. We’re doing what we can to keep them out of the library, but the situation doesn’t look good, I’m afraid.

Thomas’ heart sank. A thousand undead represented an exponential growth from the original assault force, each fallen defender adding to Klingsor's army in a cascade of horror that threatened to overwhelm any defense his crew and the Druids could raise. What about the stone giants? he asked, dreading the answer.

Still active and causing significant structural damage to Primaltree's foundation, Merlin replied, his digital voice carrying undertones of deep concern. The tree's root network extends incredibly deep into the planetary crust, but the giants have already severed dozens of major connections. General Calithar estimates the tree can withstand perhaps another hour of sustained assault before critical structural failure becomes inevitable.

Thomas shuddered at the thought. If Primaltree fell, it wouldn’t matter if his team successfully defended the Great Library or not. They would die from the collapse, as would hundreds of thousands of Druids, who would then reanimate to attack the other Trees. As would Iona and Kaelithan’s parents, Thyreon, Anise, and little Gareth. The scope of the potential tragedy forced him to draw a deep breath to push those distractions aside. We’ll be there soon, he told Merlin. Just try to hold out a little longer.

We shall do our best, Merlin answered.

"Time to go," Thomas said, glancing back at Kaelithan. "Ready?"

“As I’ll ever be,” Kaelithan replied.

Thomas and Kaelithan jumped through the open hatch, landing easily on the stone below. He reached up to pound on Excalibur’s hull, knowing Gareth would feel the impacts and understand the signal that they had departed. Moments later, Excalibur indeed began to rise, leaving the pair to face the dragon’s lair alone.

They forged ahead, crossing the threshold of the cave and slipping inside. There was no complexity to the space. The mouth led immediately to a vast chamber where natural formations of limestone created fantastic shapes that resembled frozen waterfalls and twisted pillars, the ceiling lost in darkness high above their heads.

Immediately, Thomas noticed how the cave had already begun to smell like Agarax, a complex mixture of sulfur and something indefinably ancient that seemed to permeate the very stone around them.

"Agarax!" Thomas called out, his voice echoing through the vast chamber. "We need to talk!"

Silence answered him, broken only by the distant sound of water dripping somewhere in the cave's depths. For a moment, Thomas wondered if the dragon had already departed, seeking some deeper sanctuary where he wouldn't be disturbed by the chaos consuming the surface world.

Then he saw two enormous eyes opening in the darkness at the cave's far end, each one the size of a dinner plate and glowing with internal light.

"Sir Dragon," Agarax's voice rumbled through the chamber like distant thunder, each word carefully pronounced despite the draconic vocal apparatus that produced them. “I didn’t expect you to bother me ever, never mind so soon after my arrival. To what do I owe this unexpected visit?”

The massive head emerged from the shadows as Agarax shifted position, scales the color of burnished bronze catching what little light filtered in from the cave mouth.

“Do you not know what’s happening outside?” Thomas asked.

“I do not know,” Agarax confirmed. “Nor do I care. I came here for sanctuary.”

“Circumstances have changed,” Thomas said. “Avalyeth is under attack, and the sanctuary you sought may not exist much longer."

Agarax's eyes narrowed to burning slits, his massive head tilting to one side in a gesture that might have been curiosity or annoyance. “And I thought this would be a safe place for me to remove myself from the affairs of Ursan and Draconite.” He made a sound like a sigh. “Even so, why is this any of my concern? If the Druids cannot defend their planet, then I’ll end up back where I started, no worse. It’s hardly ideal, but when I said I wanted nothing to do with the conflict, I meant it.”

Arthur's essence surged within Thomas, lending authority and eloquence to his words as he struggled to find arguments that would penetrate the dragon's indifference. “You won’t end up back where you started,” he argued. “This isn’t Morgana’s forces attacking Avalyeth. It’s Sir Turquine’s. An army of undead creatures are destroying the groves and trees as we speak. Do you know of Sir Turquine?”

“Morgana’s enforcer,” Agarax replied. “A monster in dragon scales.”

“No longer just an enforcer,” Kaelithan said. “He’s been enhanced with a new breed of nanites. He’s evolving, and has become incredibly dangerous. He’s allied with a necromancer named Klingsor.”

“Klingsor?” Agarax said. “Now that is a name I haven’t heard in many centuries.”

“If you know Turquine and Klingsor, then you can guess what they’re capable of,” Thomas said. “If Turquine succeeds in conquering Avalyeth, do you think he'll be more accommodating than Morgana? Do you think he'll allow you to live in peace while he's working to overthrow the empire?”

The dragon's laugh was like the sound of an avalanche, rocks tumbling down a mountainside in a cascade of destruction. "Child, I am older than you know. I’ve survived the rise and fall of a dozen galactic powers, each one convinced of their own permanence. Whatever empire this Turquine builds will crumble to dust in time, just as all the others have done. I have patience enough to outlast him."

Thomas felt frustration building within him, the desperate urgency of the situation clashing against Agarax's serene detachment. Every moment they spent in negotiation was another moment that Primaltree's foundations weakened under the stone giants' assault, another moment that the undead horde grew larger as it consumed Avalyeth's defenders.

"The Druids are going to lose,” Thomas said bluntly, his voice carrying the weight of terrible certainty. "Primaltree, with nearly half a million Druids living in its branches, will fall. Turquine didn't just bring corpses to attack them. He brought reanimated stone giants that are systematically destroying the Tree's root structure. If they succeed, the entire grove will collapse, and every soul who dies will rise again to serve his cause."

For the first time, Agarax's expression showed something other than amused indifference. The dragon's massive head lifted higher, ancient eyes focusing on Thomas with sharp attention.

"Stone giants?" Agarax repeated, his massive head tilting in confusion. "I am unfamiliar with such creatures. What manner of beings are these that you speak of with such concern?"

Thomas felt a flicker of hope as he recognized genuine curiosity in the dragon's tone. "Massive humanoids, thirty meters tall with dense bones like stone. They possess incredible strength. Merlin called them formidable foes in life, and even greater adversaries in death.”

Agarax's eyes widened slightly, ancient pupils dilating as he processed this information. "And these stone giants…they retain their strength even in death?" The dragon's voice carried a note of intrigue that hadn't been there before.

"Enhanced by Klingsor's necromancy," Kaelithan confirmed. “Reanimated and controlled through his Telemuter, but with all their original power intact."

The dragon's massive form shifted in the shadows, scales scraping against stone as he considered this revelation. "It has been millennia since I faced opponents worthy of my full attention," Agarax mused, his voice carrying more than just a hint of growing excitement. "These stone giants of yours...they sound like they might provide an adequate challenge.”

Slowly, Agarax began to emerge from the cave's depths, his full magnificence revealed as he uncoiled from the resting position he had assumed.

Hope began to kindle within Thomas as he recognized the shift in the dragon's demeanor. The ancient creature's indifference was giving way to something more primal—the interest of an apex predator presented with a worthy challenge.

"Will you help us?" he asked, abandoning subtlety in favor of honest appeal. "Not for the sake of politics or galactic power, or even to come to the aid of innocents. Help us because you are the only one powerful enough to stand a chance against the stone giants. Help us because you’re the only one who can.”

The dragon's laughter filled the chamber once more, but this time it carried approval rather than mockery. "Very well, Sir Dragon. You’ve convinced me. It’s been far too long since I faced an opponent worthy of my full attention."

Relief flooded through Thomas, the crushing weight of desperation lifting slightly as he realized their gamble had succeeded. They had their dragon, and with him perhaps the key to saving Primaltree and the hundreds of thousands of lives it sheltered.

"How do we do this?" Thomas asked, looking up at the dragon's massive bulk. "I've never ridden a dragon before."

Agarax lowered his great head until his snout was only meters from Thomas and Kaelithan, close enough that they could feel the heat radiating from his internal fires. “Nor will I ever be ridden again after this day. The neck, just behind the skull ridge where my scales are thickest. You'll find natural handholds there, grooves worn by centuries of flight."

Thomas approached the dragon's massive head, placing one gauntleted hand against scales that felt like warm metal. Finding the grooves the dragon had described, Thomas pulled himself up onto the creature's neck, settling into a position just behind the great skull ridge. Once settled, he reached out to help Kaelithan up behind him.

“I’m not sure how I feel about this,” the wizard said.

"Hold tight," Agarax warned, beginning to move toward the cave mouth. "And try not to fall off."

The dragon's powerful legs propelled them forward with smooth efficiency, each stride covering dozens of meters as they approached the opening. Once they reached the cave mouth, Agarax’s wings unfolded with a sound like thunder. The appendages stretched impossibly wide, membranes of scaled leather catching the wind. Thomas felt the creature's muscles bunching beneath him, coiled power ready to propel them into the sky.

"Now we fly," Agarax announced, launching himself from the cave mouth with explosive force.

The sensation of takeoff was unlike anything Thomas had ever experienced. Excalibur's gravitational systems provided smooth, controlled flight, but riding a dragon was raw, primal, and terrifyingly immediate. Wind roared past them as Agarax's wings caught the air, powerful strokes carrying them higher with each beat.

Below them, Avalyeth's canopy spread out like a green ocean, broken only by the occasional mountain peak or the silver thread of a river winding through the forest. But even from this height, Thomas could see the wrongness that had infected the peaceful world—columns of smoke rising from various points across the landscape, dark scars where falling debris had burned away patches of vegetation.

"There," Kaelithan shouted over the wind, pointing toward the northeast. "Excalibur is over our destination.”

Agarax adjusted their course without comment, his powerful wings driving them through the air with speed that made Thomas' eyes water despite his helmet's protection.

As they drew closer to Primaltree, the full scope of the disaster became apparent. The massive tree, which had stood as a symbol of Druid civilization for millennia, showed clear signs of structural damage. Several of its great branches were broken away, having crashed to the forest floor to lay there like splintered wood, creating openings through to the great Tree’s inner core. But it was the sounds—deep, rhythmic pounding that accompanied by the unmistakable din of combat echoing up from the tree—that truly conveyed the magnitude of the crisis.

"The giants are at the base," Thomas said. "I can't see them from here, but those impacts⁠—"

"I can see them," Agarax interrupted, his dragon vision far superior to human eyes. "Two of them. They have torn apart dozens of the Tree's major root connections, leaving the foundation significantly weakened. Your assessment was correct. Primaltree cannot withstand much more of their punishment."

"Can you get us through the canopy?" Thomas asked, studying the dense network of branches that would normally prevent aerial access to the tree's base. "We need to reach those giants before they bring the tree down."

Agarax's laughter cut through the wind as he adjusted his flight path, angling downward toward the canopy's edge. “Watch me. Hang on tight.” The dragon partially folded his wings and dove toward the tree line, his massive bulk threading through gaps that seemed impossibly small for a creature of his size. Branches whipped past them on either side, but Agarax navigated the obstacles with supernatural grace.

They plunged deeper into the canopy, following pathways that existed only in the dragon's superior vision. The filtered light grew dimmer as they descended, the sounds of combat growing louder with each meter they dropped. Finally, they burst through the lowest layer of branches into the relatively open space around the base of Primaltree's massive trunk. The sight that greeted them was even worse than Thomas had feared.

The stone giants stood there, their massive forms dwarfing even the enormous root structures they had been systematically destroying. Their limbs moved with slow, implacable purpose as they continued their assault on Primaltree's foundation, the devastation staggering. Dozens of root connections, each one thicker than Excalibur's hull, lay severed and broken around the tree's base. The giants had torn through the wood with their bare hands, their strength making mockery of barriers that might have withstood bombardment from space.

Agarax landed behind the giants with a ground-shaking impact, his claws digging furrows in the earth as he settled into a combat stance. The thunderous sound of his arrival echoed through the clearing, finally drawing the attention of the massive creatures.

Both stone giants ceased their assault on the tree and turned toward this new threat. For a moment, they simply stared at the dragon with glowing eye sockets that held no spark of intelligence or awareness.

Then something changed in the first giant, the transformation subtle but unmistakeable. A flicker of something entered it, purpose replacing mindless destruction as an intelligent consciousness took control.

"Ironside," Thomas breathed, recognizing the shift that marked the Red Knight's presence in this terrible borrowed form.


CHAPTER 32


"Sir Dragon," the giant rumbled, Ironside’s voice booming across the clearing. "I must commend you on your earlier victory above. Possessing the tactical awareness to coordinate multiple attackers against me showed admirable resourcefulness. I trust you don't expect the same strategy to succeed twice."

"I expect to do whatever’s necessary to protect innocent lives," Thomas replied, sliding down from Agarax's neck and drawing Cindlar's Blade.

Kaelithan dropped beside him, Arthur's crystal shard blazing with golden radiance as he prepared to channel the artifact's power. His staff already crackled with magical energy, ready to face the monstrous undead opponents.

“And you, dragon,” Ironside said, turning to Agarax. “I serve one of your kind, Sir Turquine. And yet you offer aid to the enemy?”

“The Draconite might be relatives,” Agarax replied. “But they’re unworthy to be called dragons. Sir Turquine, least of all. But I didn’t come to be part of this war. I came purely for the sport.”

Ironside laughed, a deep rumble of grinding stone. “Then sport you shall have, dragon.” The Red Knight charged forward with surprising speed for something so massive, each step sending shockwaves through the ground. Fists the size of boulders swung through the air with enough force to pulverize rock.

Thomas rolled aside as Ironside’s first blow cratered the earth where he had been standing, dirt and stone exploding upward in a fountain of debris. Kaelithan launched a missile of pure magical energy that lanced out from his staff, striking the giant center mass. It absorbed the impact with minimal visible damage.

The Red Knight pressed his attack, massive hands reaching out to crush Thomas. But Cindlar's Blade met the grasping appendages with a sound like thunder, the ancient Dwarven enchantments proving their worth as they overcame the strength differential and held back the attack, biting deep into the giant's bones.

Behind them, Agarax engaged the second giant with primal fury that shook the earth beneath their feet. The dragon's claws raked down the front of the creature, trailing showers of sparks and seeking to rip apart the giant’s structure while avoiding slow but devastating counterattacks.

Dragonfire erupted from Agarax's throat in a torrent of flaming gas, washing over the mindless giant in waves of incandescent destruction. The giant endured the assault, its dense bones glowing with heat but maintaining their integrity.

"Tougher than I expected," Agarax admitted, his massive tail lashing out to strike the giant's legs. The impact sent cracks spider-webbing through the skeletal limbs, but failed to bring the reanimated giant down.

The Red Knight continued to press his attack. Each blow from the stone giant came with the force of siege weapons, while his reach made close combat nearly impossible.

Cindlar's Blade gave Thomas advantages that conventional weapons could never provide. The ancient Dwarven enchantments allowed him to parry attacks that should have pulverized his defense, while the weapon's edge found weak points in the creature that lesser blades would never have penetrated, allowing him to slowly whittle away at it while providing a distraction.

Kaelithan moved around the combatants, continuing his magical attacks. Bolts of force struck the giant from multiple angles, keeping it off balance and slowing its attacks.

"You cannot win through attrition," Ironside called out, his voice carrying dark amusement as another of Thomas' attacks scored a minor success. "I feel no pain, know no fatigue, and have all the time in the world to wear down your defenses. Eventually, your strength will fail, and then this charade will end."

Thomas knew the Red Knight spoke the truth, and that knowledge led him to take desperate risks. He moved in closer than was wise, using Cindlar's Blade to hit vital connection points in the giant's skeletal structure while Kaelithan's magic bathed it in fire. Each successful strike sent fragments of dark bone raining to the forest floor.

The battle raged across the clearing, massive forms grappling with primal fury while smaller figures darted between their feet, striking like angry wasps. Trees shook with the impact of missed blows, huge fists and dragon claws scarring their ancient trunks as the combatants carved a path of destruction around Primaltree's base.

Agarax's battle with the mindless giant had become a contest of endurance, gradually wearing down his opponent's defenses. Cracks spread across the giant like a spider web. Each impact from claw or tail added to the cumulative damage until failure became inevitable. The giant's left leg finally succumbed to the punishment, shattering in an explosion of fragments that brought the giant crashing to the forest floor. Agarax was on it immediately, powerful jaws clamping down on the skull and crushing it with grinding pressure.

Agarax roared in triumph, turning to assist Thomas and Kaelithan in their battle against Ironside’s giant. The Red Knight tracked the dragon's approach with obvious concern, his movements becoming more desperate as the tactical situation shifted against him. "This isn’t over," he declared, his voice carrying the promise of future retribution. “I’ll find new forms, new vessels to carry my essence. Your victory here is temporary at best."

The Red Knight launched one final attack, both massive fists swinging in parallel arcs designed to simultaneously crush Thomas and Kaelithan between them. Agarax intercepted the strike with his own bulk, his scales ringing like bells as the fists crashed against his armored hide. The impact staggered him, but failed to bring him down.

Without hesitation, Thomas sprinted toward Agarax, Arthur’s essence giving him the strength and agility he needed to grab hold of the dragon’s scales and scramble up his massive flank to his back. The drakhem blade burned with purple enchantment as he launched himself toward the stone giant's massive skull. The ancient Dwarven weapon met the giant's neck vertebrae with a sound like a gunshot, its drakhem edge slicing through bone that had been hardened by millennia of death.

The massive skull separated from the giant’s spine in a shower of fragments, toppling to the forest floor. Thomas began to fall as well, gently caught moments later in one of Agarax’s massive paws. The giant's body crashed to the ground. Its ancient stone rib and limb bones scattered across the clearing, the necromantic energy that held it together finally dissipating.

"Impressive work," Agarax observed, lowering Thomas to the ground while studying the stone giants’ fallen remains, "though I had expected a bit more of a challenge.” The dragon raised a claw to the scar Thomas had given him on Falias. “You bit harder than these so-called formidable creatures.”

Thomas returned his sword to its scabbard. The giants were destroyed and Primaltree would remain standing, but the larger battle for Avalyeth continued to rage throughout its inhabited levels. Their victory here, significant as it was, represented only a small part of the larger conflict yet to be fought.

His helmet comms crackled to life. "My boy,” Merlin said, his tone a forewarning of bad news to come. “I’m afraid our situation has taken a turn for the worse. The Great Library has been breached, and our defensive positions are becoming untenable. We're falling back to the command center, but I fear it's only a matter of time before that position becomes overrun as well."

Despair threatened to overwhelm Thomas. His gaze met Kael’s as the scope of their failure became clear to both. If they couldn’t stop the undead horde now, they knew their numbers would consume hundreds of defenders and civilians in an inexorable tide of necromantic horror.

"What about Taliesin and Krythis?" he asked desperately, grasping for any possibility that might turn the tide. "Have they made any progress on the portal?"

“Without time to build the crystalline teleportal, they believe they can still open a gateway large enough for Excalibur to pass through," Merlin replied, his digital voice carrying notes of frustration and desperation. "But the power requirements are enormous, far beyond anything our current magical reserves can provide. Without a massive infusion of energy, the transfer remains purely theoretical."

Thomas closed his eyes, the weight of failure settling over him. They had come so far, achieved so much, only to fall short when it mattered the most.

"There has to be something," he said, refusing to accept defeat, "some source of power we haven't considered. Some option we haven't explored." But even as he spoke, he knew the truth. They had exhausted every possibility, pushed every advantage to its limits. The portal remained nothing more than algorithms and hope, and with it any chance of reaching Klingsor's fortress before Avalyeth fell to the undead horde.

"Agarax," Thomas turned to the dragon. "Will you help us fight the undead? Your fire, your strength⁠—"

The dragon studied him with its ancient eyes. For a moment, Thomas dared to hope that the creature who had helped them defeat the stone giants might be willing to extend that assistance to the larger battle, but Agarax shook his massive head.

“No. I agreed to face worthy opponents in single combat. The stone giants proved disappointing, and I have no interest in participating in a general slaughter. If Turquine comes for me, I will defend myself. Otherwise, I want no further part of this or any other fight.”

Without waiting for a response, the dragon launched himself into the air, powerful wings carrying him up through the canopy. Thomas watched him go with a mixture of understanding and bitter disappointment, knowing that he had no right to expect anything more from Agarax.

"Come on," he said to Kaelithan, his voice hollow with exhaustion and defeat. "Let's head to the command center to regroup with the others. I’m not giving up until I’m dead.”

“That makes two of us,” Kaelithan agreed.

The lift platforms were no longer functional, forcing them to hurry as fast as they could up the many secondary stairs winding through Primaltree's levels, their footsteps echoing through the eerily empty corridors. All they could hear from above them was the constant, distant sound of combat and the occasional scream that spoke of innocents caught in the tide of death.

The weight of failure pressed down on Thomas with each step, Arthur's essence offering little comfort in the face of such overwhelming catastrophe. They had given everything they had, fought with courage and determination that would have made legends of them in better times.

None of it had been enough. And now, as they made their way toward whatever final sanctuary the command center might provide, Thomas could only wonder if there was anything left that might yet turn the tide of such a hopeless battle.

As they climbed up through the levels of Primaltree, the sounds of destruction above grew louder. It was a constant reminder that even as they struggled to find new options, Avalyeth continued to bleed.


CHAPTER 33


Morgana's transport emerged from its wormhole, the tear in spacetime fading closed behind her as her ship’s generator spooled down. In the viewscreen forward of her flight controls, a blue and green marble hung suspended in the void.

Avalyeth.

She still couldn’t quite believe she had come here, even though she had set the coordinates and initiated the wormhole soon after finally exiting the Wastes. In the back of her mind, part of her remained certain she was making a mistake.

The other part just wanted her son back in existence, no matter what she had to do or who she had to ask for help. If she had to beg, she would do it, even if she had to abdicate her throne and surrender.

She cut off that thought before conceding she might give up her empire, focusing her attention instead on both the visual ahead and the sensor grid projected on the console before her.

It was nothing like she’d expected.

She’d prepared herself to encounter the Draconite ships the resistance had stolen out from under her, along with a few Druid patrol vessels, and perhaps even Excalibur orbiting the lush, verdant world. Instead, she was greeted with a scene of chaos and confusion.

Draconite warships—six of them, their hulls scarred and blackened—were retreating from the planet at maximum velocity, their formation ragged and desperate. Behind them, the resistance vessels and Sidhe patrollers gave pursuit, energy beams lancing through the void, the range too distant to be effective. A specific vessel at the front of the retreating group caught her attention for its distinctive shape. She zoomed in on it quickly, vertical pupils narrowing when she identified the ship.

Visceral. Turquine’s vessel. It had come to Avalyeth. But now it was being chased away.

Shifting her focus back to the planet, she saw something else that made no sense. Dozens of Sidhe cargo vessels hung in orbit around the planet, far from the fighting. She knew General Strix would never allow trade between Falias and Avalyeth. Why would they ever help the Druids who had chosen to break from the Empire?

Unless…

“It can’t be,” she breathed, a fire of anger expanding in her gut. She had only been gone two weeks. How might it be possible that Sir Dragon had liberated Falias in that short time? How dare he focus on stealing more planets away from her when he was supposed to be dealing with Turquine and saving her son from his fate worse than death.

There was more. A feeling of wrongness that her ship’s sensors couldn’t decipher. She felt it like a discordant cacophony of mismatched voltages, and recognized it as a disruption in the magical energy field surrounding Avalyeth. Normally calm and orderly, it instead roiled and twisted like a living thing in agony, shot through with dark currents that made her scales crawl with instinctive revulsion.

Combined with her sighting of Visceral, the implications became instantly clear.

Turquine had launched an attack on Avalyeth, and was actively using Klingsor’s necromantic machine. Perhaps the traitor was somewhere on the surface, leading the attack. Perhaps her son, possessed by Klingsor, was there, too.

Morgana's claws extended involuntarily, scoring gouges in her console as rage and desperation warred within her. She had come here seeking alliance, hoping to speak with Thomas Drake not as a queen but as a mother, hoping to appeal to whatever compassion might exist within the Daeardrayke. She had rehearsed the words during her journey from the Wastes, preparing to humble herself in a way she had never before imagined doing to the man who carried Arthur’s essence. To a man she considered a mortal enemy, turned reluctant ally.

All of that seemed meaningless now. The careful plans she had constructed. The diplomatic approaches she had considered. None of it mattered if Turquine succeeded in his assault. If Avalyeth fell, if Klingsor's power grew unchecked.

Already, her military had begun turning against her, defecting to join Turquine in his so-called quest for evolution. Already, they called her weak and ineffective, losing faith in her more quickly than she would have ever imagined.

And now this.

If Avalyeth fell, if Turquine defeated Excalibur, those whispers of treason would grow to shouts. Her fleets would abandon her to join Turquine. Her power would diminish rapidly, until even General Strix no longer supported her. She had already lost her son. Would she lose her empire as well?

Her communication system flashed with an incoming transmission. She couldn’t be sure who might be trying to contact her, but she needed information.

She activated the channel, and Thomas Drake's face materialized in her display. He looked haggard, his usually composed features marked by exhaustion and something that might have been despair. Behind him, she could see the interior of what appeared to be a military command center, holographic displays showing tactical information that painted a grim picture of the battle's progress.

"Morgana," he said, his voice carefully neutral despite the circumstances. “You’re the last person in the galaxy I might have expected to travel to Avalyeth alone. Your timing couldn’t be worse.”

She studied his face, noting the careful way he held himself, the tension that radiated from his posture. “Nor did I expect to find your affairs in such disarray, Sir Dragon. You look like you’ve been through all the hells. In fact, you look like you’re still there.”

Thomas' expression hardened. "Turquine," he spat the name like a curse. "He delivered an army of undead to Avalyeth. They've been conducting a systematic assault for the past several hours. We’re fighting as valiantly as we can, but..." He trailed off, clearly reluctant to voice the scope of their situation.

"But you're losing," Morgana finished for him, her voice flat with the certainty of experience. "How many have fallen?"

"Too many," Thomas replied. "Every casualty becomes another enemy. We've managed to destroy the stone giants that were threatening Primaltree's foundation, but the undead forces continue to grow. Our defensive positions are becoming untenable." He paused, his expression suggesting he realized he’d probably revealed too much. "What are you doing here?" he asked, his tone shifting to suspicion. "Did you bring reinforcements? I've been trying to contact Malevolence, but Commander Thrush isn't responding to our transmissions. I assumed you had something to do with it, but now I’m not so sure.”

Morgana felt a stab of concern at the mention of her flagship. Thrush's silence could mean anything from communication failures to outright mutiny. Another sign of how far her empire had deteriorated in her absence.

"I came alone," she admitted. "I was...unaware of the situation. I spent some time away from command, pursuing other matters. As for Malevolence, I've had no contact with my fleet since my return."

Thomas's eyes narrowed slightly. "I know where you went," he said quietly. "The question is what you plan to do now. Your empire is fragmenting, your forces are defecting to Turquine's banner, and now he's brought the war directly to Avalyeth. What are your intentions here?"

The bluntness of his words struck her like a slap. Of course he knew where she had been. The man seemed to have sources of information that defied explanation. His knowledge also presented an opportunity.

"I went to the Wastes," she confirmed, abandoning any pretense of secrecy. "I spoke with the guardians there, learned things about the nature of magic and preservation that I had never understood. They told me there might be a way to save Mordred—to separate Klingsor's essence from my son's body and preserve his consciousness as a guardian of magic’s source.”

Thomas's expression shifted, surprise replacing suspicion. "You want to save him."

"I need to save him," Morgana corrected, allowing desperation to color her voice. "He's all that matters to me now. My empire, my throne, my legacy—none of it means anything if I can't preserve what remains of my son. The guardians said it was possible, but only if we could capture both Klingsor's manifestation and his crystalline matrix intact."

She watched Thomas's face carefully, trying to read his reaction. The man had always been difficult to predict, his responses guided by principles she didn't fully understand, but there was no one else like him in the galaxy. No one else who had accomplished the things he had already and still might. No one else who carried Arthur’s essence. As much as she hated it, she needed his help.

And perhaps he needed hers.

“There's no chance," Thomas said, his voice hard with finality. “We're barely holding our defensive positions against an army that grows stronger with every casualty. It’s impossible.”

Fury blazed through her at his dismissal. "Impossible?" she snarled, her scales darkening with emotion. "You speak of impossibility while my son's body is defiled by that monster? While every moment we waste allows Klingsor to strengthen his hold?"

"I speak of reality," Thomas shot back. "We're organizing for one last push against Turquine's forces, but the odds of success are slim at best. Even if we manage to break their current assault, we have no way of reaching the source of their power. Klingsor's Telemuter is on Kheir-Lossan in the Montsalvat system, protected by the Blackveil Corridor. It would take days to reach him through conventional means, and we don't have days."

Morgana stared at him through the communication link, her mind racing through possibilities and calculations. Everything he said was true; she could see it in his exhausted features. In the way his shoulders carried the weight of impossible choices. But she refused to accept defeat when Mordred's fate hung in the balance.

"If you're unable to help me," she said slowly, her voice carrying the iron determination that had built an empire, "then I will find my own way. I'll take my ship to the Montsalvat system myself if necessary. I'll face the Blackveil Corridor alone rather than abandon my son to that creature's control."

Thomas opened his mouth to respond, then stopped, his expression shifting to something she couldn't identify. For a long moment he stared at her through the display, his eyes unfocused as though considering something she couldn't see.

“I see we have no more to say to one another. But remember, Daeardrayke, if you fail to fulfill your end of our agreement, then our agreement is null and void. It’s clear to me you’ve liberated Falias while I’ve been away. You can expect I’ll restore it to my rightful rule in short order once you’re dead and gone.”

She reached out, finger stretching toward the disconnect.

"Wait," Thomas said suddenly, holding up a hand to forestall her disconnection. "There is one chance. One possibility that might allow us to reach Klingsor directly."

Hope flared within her like a flame against dry timber. "What kind of possibility?"

"My engineers have been working on a theoretical approach to bypassing the Blackveil Corridor," Thomas explained, his voice gaining energy as he spoke. "Using Klingsor's own magical transmissions as a carrier wave to open a portal. But the power requirements are enormous, far beyond anything we currently have access to."

Morgana leaned forward, studying his face intently. "How much power?"

"More than Excalibur and all the magical reserves on Avalyeth combined can generate. We need a source of pure, concentrated magical energy unlike anything available through conventional means."

Understanding dawned with crystalline clarity. Morgana's hand moved instinctively to the soul stone crown resting on her head. "My soul stones," she whispered, her fingertip tracing one of the nine crystals that had been a source of power for over a century. Each stone contained magical energy accumulated over centuries, held ready to be utilized in her most desperate hour. “How many might you require?”

"All of them," Thomas answered. “Together, with Excalibur and Avalyeth’s reserves, it might be sufficient to power the portal long enough to transport Excalibur directly to Klingsor's fortress."

Morgana’s heart began pounding in her chest. The soul stones weren't merely weapons or tools—they were part of the foundation of her power, the source of abilities that had allowed her to remain in power, unchecked, for a century. Without them, she would be reduced to whatever natural magical capabilities she possessed, vulnerable in ways she hadn't experienced since her youth.

But they were also her only hope of saving Mordred.

"You're asking me to sacrifice quite a lot,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"I'm asking you to choose," Thomas replied, his tone gentler now, exhibiting the compassion she had come to Avalyeth to plead for. "Your power, or your son."

Morgana closed her eyes, the weight of decision pressing down upon her like a mountain. The soul stones had been her companions for so long, their power offering comfort and security. To surrender them felt like agreeing to—not her physical destruction, but to the end of everything she had been for the past century—perhaps even her own death.

Images flashed through her mind: Mordred as a child, perfect in every detail, proud and strong and utterly devoted to her vision. The joy she had felt watching him grow, seeing him exceed every expectation she had held. The crushing despair of watching Turquine run him through. Knowing that he was right now being used as Klingsor’s puppet.

When she opened her eyes, her decision was clear.

"I'll do it," she said, her voice steady despite the magnitude of what she was agreeing to. "Whatever chance this portal represents, whatever hope it offers for saving my son, I’ll sacrifice the stones to make it possible."

Thomas nodded, respect flickering in his tired features. "Then we'll meet you at the landing pad on Primaltree's crown.”

“Not so fast,” Morgana snapped. “I need your assurance there will be no tricks or double-crosses. I’m agreeing to surrender objects of immense power.”

"A knight without honor is no knight at all," Thomas replied. “You have my word, on both my honor and Arthur’s. My only goal is stopping Klingsor and saving as many lives as possible.”

She studied his face through the display, searching for any sign of deception. She found only exhaustion and desperate determination, the expression of a man who had been pushed beyond his limits and was grasping for any hope of victory.

"Very well," she said finally. "I accept your word.”

“We’ll meet you there, on the landing pad. We need to move now. There are a lot of enemy forces between us and the top of the Tree.”

The communication link terminated, leaving her alone on the flight deck of her transport. Around her, the tactical displays continued their silent testimony. Energy signatures marked the ongoing battle and debris fields where ships had died. And underlying it all, the twisted currents of necromantic power spoke of innocents consumed and turned into weapons to the chaos consuming Avalyeth.

Morgana's claws moved to her crown, once again tracing the smooth surface of the soul stones that had been her constant companions for so long. Nine perfect crystals, each one containing enough magical energy to level cities. Together, they represented power that few beings in the galaxy could match.

And she was about to give them all away for the slim chance of saving her son.


CHAPTER 34


The command center around Thomas buzzed with desperate activity. Tactical displays revealed the relentless advance of undead forces, communications officers coordinated the scattered defensive positions, and engineers worked frantically to keep the sensor networks and comms systems online despite the multiple fires that had ignited portions of Primaltree.

"Merlin," Thomas said, turning to the combat GOLEM. "I need you to confirm with Taliesin that nine soul stones are enough to open a portal to Kheir-Lossan.”

“Of course, my boy,” Merlin replied. His GOLEM stood motionless for several seconds, its blue optical sensors dimming as it communicated with Taliesin aboard Excalibur. When he finally responded, his voice carried notes of cautious optimism. "Taliesin confirms that nine soul stones should indeed provide sufficient power," Merlin announced. "In fact, he believes the energy output will exceed their minimum requirements by a comfortable margin."

Relief flooded through Thomas as murmurs of hope rose from the assembled defenders within earshot. For the first time since the assault began, they had a concrete path forward, a way to strike at the source of their torment rather than simply enduring an endless defensive battle. It still felt like a nearly insurmountable task, but at least it was something.

"Inform the engineers that nine soul stones are incoming," he commanded. "They need to prepare whatever they need to use them. Time is critical."

"Of course, my boy," Merlin said, his GOLEM’s eyes dimming again as the message was relayed.

"Shouldn't you have asked that before making the deal with Morgana?" Percival interjected.

Thomas turned to meet his friend's gaze, seeing the mixture of amusement and concern that lay behind the comment. “Now what fun would that be?” he replied with a wink before shifting his attention to General Calithar.

The general stood studying a tactical display that showed the current disposition of undead forces throughout Primaltree's levels, using sensors that picked up both heat and magical energy. The reanimated soldiers were surrounded by a sickly green glow. There were few humanoid heat signatures to speak of, gathered in isolated pockets of defensive positions desperately trying to stave off Turquine’s forces.

"General," Thomas said, approaching the display. "My crew and I need to get back up to the landing pad. What's the current situation between here and the crown?"

Calithar's expression grew even more grave as he highlighted specific sections of the display. "At least five thousand undead between us and the landing pad,” he replied. "Probably more. Our sensor network has taken significant damage, so we’re missing dozens of data points. The enemy has established strong positions at every major junction and platform, cutting off every avenue of movement across Primaltree. The civilians in their homes…” He trailed off, shaking his head sorrowfully. “It’s only a matter of time before the undead break in and convert them to their side.”

“Iona,” Kaelithan breathed behind Thomas. “My parents. Thyreon.”

“Gareth’s wife and baby are with them too,” Thomas said, looking at him over his shoulder. “Thyreon can hold them at bay for some time.”

“But not forever.”

“No. That’s why we have to get up to the landing pad.”

He turned back to the displays. The scope of the challenge was staggering. Five thousand enemies, each one immune to fear or fatigue, positioned to cut off any movement. Every corridor had become a killing ground.

“But we don't need to fight them," Thomas added, his voice carrying the authority that Arthur's essence lent to his words. "We just need to get through them."

"That's still a tall order," Lestain observed, his stocky frame shifting as he studied the tactical data. "Even moving fast, we'd be fighting a running battle through dozens of defensive positions. And every casualty we take⁠—"

"Becomes another enemy," Thomas finished. "I understand the risks. But we don't have a choice. The portal is our only chance to end this nightmare before it consumes Avalyeth entirely."

Calithar nodded slowly, his military mind already working through the tactical requirements of such a desperate undertaking. "We'll need to commit our remaining guards to escort duty," he said. "Form a protective formation around your crew, punch through enemy positions with overwhelming force at the key chokepoints."

"Can you spare the personnel?" Thomas asked.

"We can't afford not to spare them," Calithar replied. "If your portal plan fails, we lose anyway. This is our best chance—perhaps our only chance—to save our planet.”

Thomas turned to Merlin’s GOLEM. "Merlin, inform Gareth that we're on our way up to the crown. Have them ready to collect us as soon as we reach the landing pad."

“Of course, my boy.”

"The lift platforms are offline," Calithar reminded Thomas. "You'll need to climb the emergency stairs to reach the crown. That's nearly two kilometers of ascent through enemy-held territory."

"I'm aware," Thomas replied, his voice steady despite the magnitude of what lay ahead. "We're ready."

“I’d love to join you on this quest, Daeardrayke,” Calithar said. “But I need to remain here to direct the rest of our forces. I’ll do everything I can to ease your passage before you arrive.”

“Thank you, General,” Thomas replied.

“For Avalyeth!” Calithar cried out. “For Avalon!”

“For Avalyeth!” the guards loudly replied. “For Avalon!”

Arthur's essence surged through Thomas, filling him with the same presence that had once united the knights of the Round Table and inspired an entire galaxy to believe in the possibility of something better.

"We've come this far together," Thomas said, his words reaching every corner of the command center, touching every soul there with the authoritative power of absolute conviction. The assembled defenders—Druid guards, resistance fighters, engineers, and officers—all turned to face him, their exhausted features brightening as his words kindled something deep within their hearts.

“We released Avalyeth from the hand of tyranny once already,” he continued, Arthur's essence flowing through every syllable. “We succeeded because we refused to give up on the dream of something better. Today, we face our greatest test. An enemy that turns our own dead against us, that grows stronger with every life it claims. By every rational measure, we should be overwhelmed. But we're not rational beings; we're free beings, and free beings create extraordinary outcomes when they stand together in common cause."

Around the command center, shoulders straightened and hands moved to weapons with renewed purpose. The despair that had threatened to consume them gave way to something stronger, not the absence of fear, but the determination to act despite it.

"Some of us won't survive the next hour," Thomas acknowledged, his honesty making his words more powerful rather than less. "But legends will be told of this day for centuries to come. Legends of how we fought with bravery, honor, and conviction. How we refused to let another hand of tyranny hold us down and force us into submission. How we stood to the very last man in defense of what was right. We will not go down without a fight. We will not submit or surrender. We’re going out there, and we’re going to fight with every last ounce of our strength and dignity, and we’re going to win!”

The silence that followed was profound, electric with shared purpose and unshakeable resolve. Thomas could see it in their faces—the transformation from desperate defenders to willing heroes, from people fighting to survive to people fighting to save something greater than themselves. When the silence broke, it crashed on the back of thunderous shouts and pounding hands and feet, creating a din that shook the entire command center and undoubtedly vibrated across Primaltree.

"Let's move," Thomas commanded, and the entire command center erupted into coordinated action.

General Calithar barked orders to his remaining guards, their leaders assembling into formation with practiced efficiency. Nearly a hundred soldiers in wooden armor, their weapons gleaming with enchantments and their faces set in lines of determination. They had seen their comrades fall and rise again as enemies, had watched their peaceful world transform into a battlefield from nightmare, but they stood ready to follow the Daeardrayke into whatever hells awaited them.

Ossara and Sylana moved to join the formation, ready to douse the enemy in blue fire that could burn through flesh like acid through paper. Kaelithan hefted his staff, Arthur's crystal shard blazing with golden radiance as he prepared to channel its power. The rest of Thomas' crew checked their weapons one final time, their faces showing the focused intensity that came before combat.

"Remember," Thomas said as they approached the command center's heavily secured exit. "We're not trying to win a battle. We're trying to complete a mission. Fight smart, stay together, and keep moving forward no matter what."

The guards at the exit moved aside, one of them placing his hand on the control to open the blast door on Thomas’ signal. Beyond the doorway, Thomas could hear the sounds that marked the presence of undead forces: the scrape of bone on wood, the shuffle of dead feet, and the occasional moan that escaped from reanimated throats.

“Do it,” Thomas said.

The guard pressed his palm against the button. A sharp clang signaled the lock shifting within the mechanism. The door slid aside, revealing a corridor packed with skeletal figures and reanimated Druid guards. Their glowing green eye sockets turned toward the entrance, weapons rising as they prepared to charge into the command center.

“Wizards, now,” Thomas commanded.

Blue fire erupted from the hands of Ossara and Sylana, and golden energy ignited from Kaelithan’s staff, all of it washing over the undead in a tide of annihilation. Dozens of creatures vanished in explosions of faery fire, their bones and rotting flesh consumed by flames that burned too hot for any defense to withstand. The corridor filled with the stench of destroyed undead, but more importantly, it filled with empty space.

“Go now!” Calithar shouted, and the Druid guards surged forward into the gap.


CHAPTER 35


The first wave of guards hit the undead in the corridor outside the Primaltree Military Command Center with devastating force. They fought with the desperate efficiency of people defending their homes, their enchanted weapons carving through reanimated flesh while their wooden armor absorbed the undead’s clumsy counterattacks.

Following immediately behind them, Thomas and his crew added their own weapons to the fight. Percival's mace crushed the skull of a skeletal warrior as Burl's massive sword cleaved through the spine of a reanimated guard. Behind them, the twins moved with lethal synchronization, their blades finding leg joints, working to slow their undead opponents.

As he swung his war hammer in devastating arcs, Thorgrim's exosuit hydraulics whined. He carved a path through the enemy formation, his powered weapon pulverizing everything it touched, spraying ancient bone and desiccated flesh across the corridor walls.

For every undead creature they destroyed, more appeared from the side passageways and stairwells that honeycombed Primaltree's structure. The tree that had once been a monument to peaceful civilization had become a vertical maze of endless horror.

"Push through to the stairs!" Aldrich called out, pointing toward an opening that led to the emergency stairwell. The formation pressed forward, guards falling back as their comrades advanced, maintaining a protective shell around Thomas and his crew. It was a fighting withdrawal in reverse, a desperate advance through enemy territory where every meter gained cost blood and lives.

A Druid guard screamed as skeletal claws raked across his face, tearing through his wooden helmet to the flesh beneath. He stumbled backward, blood streaming from the wounds, only to be pulled down by grasping hands as more undead swarmed over him.

"Leave him!" Thomas shouted, hating himself for the words but knowing they were necessary. "Keep moving!"

The fallen guard's screams cut off abruptly, but moments later Thomas saw him rising again as Klingsor's power recruited another soldier, his wooden armor now stained with his own blood. The reanimated guard's eyes found Thomas across the battlefield, and his dead lips pulled back in a grin as he raised his weapon.

Blue fire erupted from Sylana's hands, consuming the reanimated guard before it could take more than two steps. The flames spread to the undead around him, creating a barrier of destruction that bought them precious seconds to advance.

"Almost there!" she called out. The entrance to the emergency stairwell—a narrow opening that would force them into single file but would also limit the number of enemies that could attack them—loomed ahead. It represented both vulnerability and opportunity, a chokepoint that could work for them as well as against them.

His sword coated in a layer of pulverized bone and marrow, Thomas reached the entrance first, pausing only long enough to ensure his crew was behind him before plunging into the stairwell and up the stairs. The confined space echoed with the sounds of pursuit as his crew, then their guards and the undead forces flowed in after them.

"Hurry!" Thomas commanded, taking the steps three at a time as Arthur's essence lent strength and speed to his movements. "Don't look back!"

Behind him, Kaelithan's staff blazed with golden light as he sent lance after lance of pure energy down the stairwell, each attack burning through multiple enemies. Fed by Arthur's shard and Kaelithan's desperate determination to protect his friends, the crystal’s power seemed unlimited.

Shoulder-to-shoulder, Thorgrim and Merlin’s combat GOLEM brought up the rear, their bulk a mobile barricade blocking the stairwell. Thorgrim’s war hammer rose and fell in a killing rhythm, crushing any undead managing to close on the formation while Merlin's combat GOLEM and its multiple weapons systems turned the stairwell below them into a killing ground. Blue energy beams lanced downward in precisely targeted bursts, each shot finding its mark with mechanical accuracy.

As they rose through the levels, time and distance soon lost all meaning. Only the climb and the seemingly endless tide of undead trying to overrun them occupied their senses. Skeletal figures became less common, replaced with undead Druid guards joined by reanimated civilians. Men, women, and children moved in front of Thomas, pulling at his armor to drag him down. He cut them down or pushed them aside as needed, doing everything he could to ignore the faces of the civilians, especially the children, keeping his full focus on the mission. The only way to stop this madness was to reach Kheir-Lossan.

And the only way to reach Kheir-Lossan was to make it to the landing pad and Excalibur.

"How much farther?" Percival called out, his voice breathy, his muscles obviously straining with exertion as he slogged up the stairs in a desperate ascent.

"Seven hundred more meters," Ossara panted. "Keep climbing!"

The stairwell shook as something massive—probably falling debris from the battle raging in the levels above them—struck the tree's structure. Dust and small fragments of wood rained down from the ceiling, but they didn’t wait to see if the ancient architecture held firm. They climbed through one level to the next, the structure holding. At each landing, more undead waited to contest their passage, forcing them to fight their way through defensive positions that grew stronger as they ascended. The enemy seemed to understand their destination, concentrating forces at the choke points, trying to slow their advance.

As they neared level sixty-seven, Thomas spotted a more serious obstacle ahead. A wall of reanimated bodies—dozens of undead crammed into the level’s narrow landing—blocked the stairwell, their weapons raised and ready. There was no room to maneuver, no way around them.

Ossara’s magical flames erupted into the packed formation. The undead burned like torches, their desiccated flesh providing excellent fuel for the faery fire. But their destruction created its own problem. The stairwell filled with secondary flames and choking smoke, making breathing difficult and vision nearly impossible.

"Push through!" Thomas ordered as he charged into the burning wreckage. Cindlar’s Blade carved through the smoke like liquid light, its enchanted edge finding targets that Thomas' eyes couldn't see. Behind him, his crew fought with desperate abandon, their weapons rising and falling in rhythm as they carved a wider path through the enemy. Ahead of him, a reanimated skeleton lunged through the smoke, its rusty blade seeking his throat. Cindlar's superior edge shattered the ancient steel and split the creature's skull.

Dark bone fragments scattered across the stairs as more enemies emerged from the smoke, their wooden armor smoldering from magical fire. Their dead eyes reflecting the flames that had scorched but hadn’t destroyed them, they moved with unnatural coordination, attacking simultaneously from multiple angles.

An undead came at Garant and Tivan, a blade in each bony hand. They swept low, cutting through both its knee joints, sending it toppling down the stairs. The creature continued trying to attack even as it fell, but without functional legs, Burl chopped it to pieces until all it could do was crawl, nothing left of it but its shoulders, arms and head.

Aldrich finally lopped its head off. "Keep cutting them down!" he shouted, his sword severing the arm of a skeletal warrior before following through to take its head off as well. The thing’s skull, bare of flesh, shattered as it hit the edge of a step, dark bone fragments scattering across the narrow stairwell.

Burl roared in fresh challenge as his massive blade carved through two undead in a single devastating arc, his strike targeting the hip joints and spines that held them upright. The creatures collapsed in pieces, their limbs still twitching with unholy animation but no longer capable of a coordinated attack.

The formation pushed through the smoke and flame, leaving behind a stairwell filled with the remnants of destroyed or disabled undead. But their victory came at a cost. A number of guards had fallen, Ossara and Sylana’s blue fire consuming them before they could fully animate, but Thomas could see the toll constant magical combat was taking on both of them. Sweat beaded their foreheads, and their hands shook as they struggled to maintain their spells.

“We’ve reached level eighty-five," Ossara announced. "Fifteen more to go."

The numbers felt both encouraging and daunting. They had covered more than two-thirds of the distance to the crown, but the enemy would concentrate their forces at the landing pad. By the time they got there, they would be absolutely exhausted and at a big disadvantage.

Rain began to fall as they reached the ninetieth level, droplets filtering down through openings in the tree's upper structure. The water mixed with sweat and blood, creating rivulets that ran down their faces into their eyes and made their grip on weapons uncertain. On the flip side, the moisture helped put out the smoldering fires and clear the smokey haze of battle, improving visibility in the cramped stairwell.

The next few levels passed in a blur of constant combat hampered by muscle strain and struggling, overtaxed lungs. Undead forces had established overlapping defensive positions at every landing, forcing them to fight through coordinated attacks that tested their formation to its breaking limits. Guards fell with increasing frequency, their numbers dwindling as they traded lives for forward progress.

“Ninety-eight," Ossara cried, her voice echoing the strain of constant combat. "Two more levels."

Behind them, the stairwell echoed with the sounds of pursuit. "They're gaining on us," Tivan observed, glancing back into the darkness below where more undead forces were running up the stairs, their numbers endless.

"Let them come," Thomas replied grimly. "We're almost there."

The ninety-ninth level presented their greatest challenge yet. A massive barricade—furniture, debris, and structural elements piled together—had been constructed across the stairwell to completely block their path. Undead defenders crouched behind the barrier, their weapons trained on the narrow approach.

"No way through," one of the remaining guards observed. "We'll have to blast it apart."

"That'll bring the entire stairwell down on us," Sylana warned. "The structure can't take that kind of magical assault."

Thomas studied the barricade, his mind racing through possible solutions. Time was running out. The pursuing forces would reach them within minutes, trapping them between two enemy formations with room to maneuver.

"Everyone move aside," he commanded, pressing himself against the stairwell wall. "Thorgrim, Merlin—you can get us through that barricade.”

"With pleasure," Thorgrim growled, the rest of the guards and crew members flattening themselves against the walls as the Dwarf’s exosuit hydraulics whined with building pressure. He charged forward, his massive frame filling the narrow stairwell, his war hammer crackling with energy as he accelerated toward the obstacle. Merlin's combat GOLEM moved up behind him, ready to lend its mechanical strength to whatever he left in his wake.

Thorgrim hit the weakened barricade like a battering ram, his exosuit's momentum and the war hammer's kinetic energy combining with devastating effect. The construct exploded in a shower of splintered wood and debris, undead defenders knocked out of the way like bowling pins as the impact reverberated through the stairwell like a clap of thunder. Merlin powered through behind Thorgrim like a runaway train, crushing those still standing against the walls, breaking limbs and ripping off heads.

"Now!" Thomas shouted, following them through the gap, his crew surging forward right behind him, their weapons cutting through the disoriented undead with ruthless efficiency. Arthur's essence sustained him, lending strength that transcended physical limitations as they approached their destination.

They didn’t slow. They didn’t look back. They pushed through any enemy left blocking their path—hacking, slashing, cutting, and crushing ancient skeletons and freshly reanimated civilians alike. Percival's mace crushed the skull of a reanimated guard who was still climbing out from under a fallen beam. Burl's sword swept through a skeletal warrior, its ancient bones shattering under the impact.

Finally, Thorgrim and Merlin’s GOLEM pulled to a stop as they reached level one hundred. Thomas reached the landing pad right behind them, his breathing coming in ragged gasps, every muscle in his body, especially his legs screaming with accumulated fatigue as he stepped out to stand beside them in the driving rain.

The storm had intensified, reducing visibility and turning the wooden platform slick beneath their feet. Lightning flashed, illuminating the scene before them. Hundreds of undead stood in defensive formation on the landing pad, facing the stairwell. The organized grouping might have seemed too intelligent, too strategic for the undead, if not for the Druid guard standing at their head.

"Sir Dragon," Ironside's voice carried easily over the wind as the Red Knight acknowledged their arrival. "I must admit, your persistence continues to surprise me. At first, I believed Sir Turquine had greatly overstated your abilities to excuse his own poor tactical acumen. Now I see that perhaps you’re as tenacious as he claimed.”

"We're just full of clever little surprises," Thomas replied.

Ironside's laugh was lost in a sudden thunderclap as lightning illuminated the landing pad. The Red Knight raised his sword, and the entire undead army began to advance.

“All right,” he said, lifting his head, “let’s do this,” he said, raising his sword and stepping up between Thorgrim and Merlin.

Before they could make it more than a few steps, the air above the landing pad suddenly lit up in a sharp blue glow, outlining Excalibur’s hull as the descending ship prepared to fire. Blue energy beams lanced into the undead formation, each shot carefully targeted to avoid friendlies while carving through ancient bone and desiccated flesh.

Thomas watched dozens of undead explode in showers of bone fragments, the remains vanishing in brilliant flashes of light. His weary sword arm dropped to his side as one of the blue bolts landed a direct hit on Ironside’s borrowed form, instantly reducing it to ash.

Excalibur dropped to a hover over the landing zone, a second light descending through the storm behind it. Morgana's sleek transport slipped beneath the overhanging canopy of Primaltree to the newly cleared platform, settling beside Excalibur.

"Everyone aboard Excalibur!" Thomas shouted over the chaos growing louder behind them. He pointed to the teleportal deploying beneath the ship. "Move!"

His crew, Ossara and Sylana, and the remaining Druid guards sprinted through the rain toward the shimmering portal, all of them finding new reserves of energy as they raced toward the promise of safety.

Thomas didn’t join them, instead sprinting across the platform toward Morgana's transport. The Draconite queen emerged from her ship with regal, predatory bearing, her midnight-blue scales and dark armor quickly glistening with rain as she stepped out into the storm.

Thomas was immediately struck by her physical presence, the way she carried herself with powerful dignity. Her orange eyes met his, and for a moment he saw not the tyrant who had killed billions and oppressed Avalon for nearly a century, but a mother willing to do anything to save her child. “Your Majesty,” he said, dropping his head in deference to her regal presence.

"Sir Dragon," she said, her voice carrying clearly despite the wind and chaos around them. "I never imagined we would meet under such…extreme and unusual circumstances."

"Nor did I expect to find myself grateful for your arrival," Thomas replied. His gaze shifted toward her crown where the nine soul stones writhed with their own inner fire.

Noticing his attention on the stones, Morgana’s claws moved instinctively to touch the artifacts. "I must confess, trusting you with my soul stones goes against every instinct I possess."

"And yet here you are," Thomas observed.

"Yes, here I am," she agreed, her voice carrying bitter irony. "Reduced to begging my greatest enemy for help in saving my son from a fate worse than death."

Before Thomas could respond, Morgana's hands snapped up, brilliant orange fire erupting from her palms. Thomas instinctively drew his sword up, but the searing flames lanced past his shoulder. He spun around to see the burning remains of several undead warriors that had emerged from the stairwell close enough to have stabbed him in the back if she hadn’t destroyed them. The undead creatures collapsed, clattering to the platform, their bones disintegrating to ash.

Thomas turned back to face her with newfound respect. She had saved his life without hesitation. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet," Morgana replied. "We still have to survive what comes next."

Thomas nodded and motioned to the teleportal. “Shall we?”

She nodded, and they hurried to it together, stepping through side-by-side—unlikely allies bound together by desperation and the slim hope of salvation.

Around them, the ship's systems hummed as Excalibur lifted off Primaltree's crown. Guiding Morgana to the on board laboratory, Thomas could feel the vessel's acceleration as they climbed, leaving behind the battle-scarred tree and the nightmare that continued to rage within its levels.

Escaping Avalyeth was only the beginning. Ahead lay the challenge of using Morgana's soul stones to power a portal that would carry them directly into the heart of enemy territory, where Klingsor and his terrible machine waited to be destroyed.

The real battle for survival was yet to come.


CHAPTER 36


Morgana followed Thomas through Excalibur's corridors, taking in every detail of the legendary vessel. The ship's architecture—a seamless blend of organic curves and enchantment that spoke of artistry she had never seen replicated—fascinated her. Blue energy flowed through the etchings embedded in the walls, pulsing with a rhythm that felt almost alive.

"Remarkable," she murmured, running scaled fingers along a wall panel that responded to her touch with gentle luminescence. "The integration of magical and technological systems is beyond anything I've ever encountered. Even our most advanced vessels pale in comparison. And yet, Excalibur is a century old.”

Thomas glanced back at her, his expression unreadable beneath his helm. "Taliesin and his team were the finest engineers in the galaxy. They had Arthur's full resources at their disposal."

"Including Sidhe artificing techniques, if I'm not mistaken," Morgana observed. "I hadn't realized how extensively Arthur had incorporated their methods into his designs."

The corridor curved ahead of them, leading toward what Thomas had identified as the engineering laboratory. Morgana could hear voices from within. The familiar cadence of problem-solving echoed through the ship's hull, bringing back memories of her own research facilities in happier times. Before Arthur’s rejection. Before Camelot.

"They're close to a breakthrough," Thomas said, pausing at the laboratory entrance. "Your soul stones should provide exactly what they need to complete the portal."

"And if their calculations are wrong?" she asked quietly. "If nine stones aren't sufficient, or if the portal fails to function as designed?"

Thomas met her gaze directly, his eyes reflecting the same desperate determination she felt burning within her own chest. "Then we'll have tried everything possible. Sometimes that's all we can do."

The laboratory doors parted at their approach, revealing a space that buzzed with frantic activity. Holographic displays showed complex mathematical equations floating in the air, their symbols shifting and recalculating as the assembled engineers worked to solve the theoretical challenges of portal construction. On a table in one corner, various components had been arranged into what already looked vaguely similar to her crown, only made of Sidhe crystal.

Every head turned as they entered. Conversation ceased instantly, leaving the laboratory in profound silence broken only by the soft hum of active displays. Morgana found herself the focus of a dozen stares—some hostile, others merely wary, all reflecting the complex emotions her presence evoked.

“Taliesin,” Thomas introduced, motioning toward the Fae engineer at the central workstation. “Krythis.” He pointed out a tall, lanky Sidhe engineer beside Taliesin. “Kaelithan.” He nodded toward a Druid wizard standing with the group. “They’re heading up the work here.”

Taliesin stood frozen in an expression of barely controlled shock. Around him, Krythis and his Sidhe delegation had stopped their work entirely, their features betraying the struggle to process what they were seeing. Kaelithan gripped his staff tightly, while Arthur's crystal shard pulsed with agitated golden light as his emotions affected the artifact's resonance.

The silence stretched until it became almost unbearable, thick with decades of accumulated hatred and mistrust. Morgana had expected this reaction. She was, after all, to them, the architect of Avalon's suffering, the tyrant who had crushed their hopes and dreams beneath her iron rule. Seeing it reflected in their faces still sent an unexpected chill through her scales.

"Well," she said finally, her voice cutting through the tension with characteristic directness. "I assume you're all either too polite or too stunned to voice what you're thinking, so I'll spare us the awkwardness."

She reached up with both hands, her claws carefully disengaging the crown's securing mechanisms. With deliberate movements, she lifted it from her head and extended it toward the assembled engineers.

"Nine soul stones, each containing magical energy accumulated over decades," she announced, her voice steady despite the magnitude of what she was surrendering. "Use them to power your portal so we might end this nightmare before it consumes everything.”

Taliesin approached slowly, his expression shifting from shock to something approaching awe as he studied the artifacts she offered.

“Incredible," he breathed, accepting the crown with reverent care. "I can feel the energy radiating from them even without direct contact." The soul stones—perfectly cut crystals that contained their own inner storms, clouds billowing within while the gems themselves pulsed as if alive—were works of art as much as sources of power. He turned toward Krythis, who had moved closer to examine the stones. "These should be more than sufficient for our requirements."

Morgana studied the assembled engineers, noting the way they clustered around Taliesin as he carried the crown toward their workstation. Their fascination with the artifacts was obvious, but she could also see the lingering suspicion in their postures, the subtle way they positioned themselves to keep her in sight.

"Are you prepared to implement them immediately?" she asked, her tone carrying the authority of someone accustomed to demanding immediate answers and results. "Every moment we delay allows Klingsor's power to grow stronger."

Krythis looked up from his examination of the crown. "We're close to completion," he replied carefully. "The theoretical framework is sound, and the crystalline matrices are properly aligned, but integrating soul stones requires precise calibration to prevent catastrophic energy discharge."

"Close?" Morgana's voice carried a dangerous edge, her scales darkening with barely contained frustration. She wanted to rail about her need to recover her son, but she knew these beings would have little compassion for that plight. Sincere or not, she had to make it about them, not herself. “Close isn't going to save the millions of Druids dying on Avalyeth's surface."

"We're doing our best," Krythis replied, his diplomatic training evident in his measured response. "The energy levels involved are unlike anything we've worked with before. A single miscalculation could destroy the ship and everyone aboard."

Thomas moved toward the laboratory exit, his mission clearly focused on returning to the flight deck. “Morgana, if you’ll come with me. I need to take over command of Excalibur,” he said. "Can you⁠—"

"I'm staying here," Morgana interrupted. "If your portal fails, if my soul stones prove insufficient, I'll want them returned immediately. I don’t intend to let them out of my sight.”

Thomas paused at the doorway, his expression showing the conflict between understanding her position and the urgent need to prepare for their assault. "The engineers know what they're doing. Your presence might actually interfere with their work."

"My presence ensures they remember the stakes involved," Morgana replied firmly. "I didn't sacrifice everything I've built to watch your people treat this as an academic exercise."

"I'll keep an eye on her," Kaelithan offered, his voice carrying more confidence than his expression suggested.

Morgana's laugh was sharp and predatory, her amusement genuine despite the circumstances. "You'll keep an eye on me?" she repeated, her vertical pupils focusing on the young Druid with laser intensity. "I've been manipulating magical energies since long before you were born. I've commanded fleets that could glass entire star systems and ruled an empire spanning hundreds of worlds. What exactly do you imagine you could do if I decided to cause trouble?"

Kaelithan's grip tightened on his staff, but his voice remained steady. “My people are down there, dying and being reanimated to kill more of their own as we speak. You may have experience, but I have desperate motivation.”

As if in response, Arthur’s shard flared on Kaelithan’s chest, offering a visual warning of the wizard’s nascent power.

“Indeed,” Morgana mused. “Let us not squabble like school children then. I have no intention of causing harm. Our interests align perfectly. For now, we want the same things.”

“Agreed.” The shard hanging around Kaelithan’s neck settled back into its muted state.

Thomas nodded to Kaelithan before departing, leaving the Druid wizard to monitor their unexpected ally. The laboratory settled into a rhythm of focused work, engineers calling out measurements and calculations as they prepared to integrate the soul stones into their portal framework.

Morgana moved away from the central workstation, her attention drawn to a secondary research area where various vials and containers held samples of different liquids. The substances moved within their vials, shifting and whorling in complex patterns.

"Nanite cultures," she observed, recognizing them immediately. Her expertise in nanite technology had been fundamental to Draconite advancement for decades. "Multiple variants, including some I don't recognize."

Kaelithan tensed as she approached the samples, clearly uncomfortable with her interest in their research. "Those are part of a separate project," he said, moving to intercept her path. "Nothing that concerns our current mission."

Morgana's eyes fixed on a particular vial containing nanites that pulsed with dark patterns she knew intimately. "Those are Turquine's," she said, pointing at the sample with one clawed finger. "Enhanced variants of the nanites I originally developed for the Flayers. But these others..." She gestured toward vials containing silver and gold nanites that moved with completely different rhythms. "I've never seen anything like them."

"We should focus on the portal," Kaelithan said firmly, attempting to guide her away from the research materials. "Every minute counts if we're going to save Avalyeth."

"On the contrary," Morgana replied, her scientific curiosity fully engaged. "If you're working with nanite technology, you're working in my area of expertise. I've spent decades perfecting the integration of nanites with organic systems. Whatever you're attempting, I might be able to help."

Kaelithan hesitated, clearly torn between his desire to keep secrets and the potential value of her assistance. The sound of continued work from the portal team provided a backdrop of urgency that emphasized the importance of any advantage they could gain.

"We're trying to counter the nanites you developed in secret on Avalyeth,” he admitted reluctantly, an edge of accusation to his voice. “One boy survived the experiments, and now is a key piece of Turquine’s ability to wage this war. We want to break Klingsor's hold on him without causing permanent damage to the boy."

“Ah,” Morgana said, recalling Trilthan’s reports. “Yes, I remember. It was a mistake for me to hand the boy over to Turquine. If I had known the way the nanites would evolve⁠—”

“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” Kaelithan snapped. “You played with fire, and now all of us are getting burned by it. You had no idea what you had created, and yet you loosed it into the universe regardless.”

Morgana’s head whipped toward Kaelithan, eyes narrowing as her fury flared. The urge to gut the upstart wizard from groin to neck nearly overwhelmed her before she regained control. She straightened, holding her tongue before redirecting the topic. "Counter-nanites? That's incredibly ambitious. The risk of cascade failure in the subject's nervous system would be enormous."

"That's why we're being careful," Kaelithan replied. "We can't afford to make mistakes."

"Show me," Morgana commanded, her tone carrying the authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed. "If your goal is defeating Turquine, then saving the boy serves my interests as well."

Kaelithan looked toward the portal team, noting that they remained deeply engaged in their calibration work. Morgana could read him, knew he was weighing the value of keeping her distracted with the nanites.

"Saral," he called to one of the Sidhe artificers. "Would you show Morgana what you've been working on with the nanite samples?"

Saral looked up from her workstation, her expression reflecting surprise and uncertainty. "Are you certain that's wise?" she asked quietly.

"It'll keep her busy while we work," Kaelithan replied in an undertone. "And she might actually be able to help."

Saral nodded slowly, rising from her workstation to approach Morgana with visible caution. "I've been attempting to program Nimue's nanites with enchantments designed to counter the magical defenses built into Halvy's version,” she explained, indicating the silver nanites that moved through their container.

Morgana leaned closer, her scientific fascination overriding any diplomatic considerations. "Nimue's nanites? I don’t recognize these.”

“They’re a newer strain,” Saral explained. “Blank slates that we’re working to turn into a vaccine.”

“Vaccine? Is that how you see the nanites? As a disease?”

“They allowed you to come into power. They allowed Turquine to free Klingsor. When have they ever accomplished anything good?”

Once again, Morgana had to fight to control her temper. Of course, from the Sidhe perspective her accomplishments were negative, but from hers, she had pushed the galaxy forward in ways they would never truly comprehend.

"May I take a closer look at them?” Morgana asked, gesturing toward the containment unit.

Saral hesitated before activating the viewing systems, allowing Morgana to observe the nanites through enhanced displays that showed their internal structure and programming patterns. She studied the data with expertise, tracking the complex interactions between magical and technological components.

"Extraordinary," she murmured. “Can you show me the raw code?”

Saral switched the display on the nearby workstation, revealing lines and lines of source code for the microscopic machines.

Morgana used her scaled fingers to scroll through it for a moment before shaking her head. “I only want to see the code you’ve added.”

Saral leaned past her to navigate to the specific sections. Morgana reviewed it for a moment before sighing. “Your counter-programming approach has a fundamental flaw,” she announced.

Saral's expression tightened defensively. "What kind of flaw?"

"You're trying to overpower the control systems through the brute force of magical interference," Morgana explained, her tone carrying the patience of a teacher addressing a promising student. "But the Avalyeth nanites are designed to adapt to hostile magical influences. Your counter-nanites will trigger their defensive responses, potentially causing the cascade failure you're trying to avoid."

"Then what would you suggest?" Saral asked, her professional curiosity overcoming her natural mistrust.

Morgana's claws traced patterns in the air as she visualized potential solutions. "Deception rather than confrontation. Program your nanites to mimic the harmonic signatures of the control systems, then gradually introduce modifications that appear to be natural evolution. The boy's existing nanites will accept the changes as improvements rather than recognizing them as attacks.”

Saral's eyes widened as she processed the implications. "That's...that’s actually brilliant. It would require incredibly sophisticated programming, but the theoretical framework is sound."

"I can provide the enchantment patterns you'll need," Morgana offered. "I designed the original control systems that the Druid researchers modified."

Saral looked toward Kaelithan. He nodded his approval after a moment's consideration.

Working together, the two women began modifying the counter-nanite programming, their combined expertise producing solutions neither could have achieved alone. Morgana's deep knowledge of nanite architecture complemented Saral's mastery of magical integration, creating hybrid systems that pushed the boundaries of both disciplines.

Minutes passed in focused collaboration, the urgency of their situation lending intensity to their work. Around them, the portal team continued their calibration efforts, the sounds of their progress providing a constant reminder of the larger mission that depended on both projects succeeding.

Morgana sensed the wizard behind her, pacing between the workstations, his anxiety obviously growing with each passing moment. "How much longer?" he finally asked Krythis, unable to contain his concern any further.

The Sidhe engineer looked up from the soul stone integration array. “We're in the final calibration phase," he replied. "The energy matrices are stabilizing, but we need to ensure perfect harmonic alignment before attempting activation."

"People are dying while we calibrate," Kaelithan said, his voice tight with barely controlled frustration. "Every moment we delay⁠—"

"Could result in catastrophic failure that kills everyone aboard this ship," Krythis reminded him. "I understand the urgency, but rushing this process serves no one. We get one chance to make this work."

Morgana turned her attention back to her work. Saral had initiated a test interaction, and she observed with fascination while the two different samples moved in unison before the Avalyeth nanites, sensing the evolution in the Nimue nanites, moved closer to bind to them. Even more fascinating was what happened once they did. Slowly, subtle enchantments appeared on the surfaces of Nimue’s nanites. When they activated, the Avalyeth nanites were too slow to react. New instructions passed from one to the other, and Nimue’s nanites assimilated them.

“It works!” Saral cried out with excitement. “I can’t believe it!”

"Excellent work," Morgana replied, genuine satisfaction evident in her tone. “You need to begin replicating Nimue’s nanites immediately. When you encounter the boy, introduce these nanites into his system through any available vector—respiratory, dermal contact, even proximity exposure should be sufficient. They'll integrate seamlessly with his existing enhancement, then execute their true function. His current nanites will lose the instructions that bind them to Turquine’s, and he should regain his free will.”

Kaelithan rushed over in response to Saral’s announcement. "And you're certain this won't harm him?"

"Nothing is certain when dealing with nanite integration," Morgana admitted. "But this approach minimizes the risk of rejection or cascade failure."

Before anyone could respond, Krythis's voice cut across the laboratory with equally electrifying excitement. "I have it!" he announced, his usual composure completely abandoned. "The harmonic frequencies are locked, the energy matrices are stable, and the targeting algorithms are functioning perfectly!"

Every head in the laboratory turned toward the portal workstation, where the nine soul stones were now mounted within a crystalline crown that hummed with barely contained power. The artifacts pulsed in perfect synchronization, their combined radiance casting the entire laboratory in shifting patterns of orange and gold light.

Morgana moved quickly to observe the completed array, her expertise allowing her to appreciate the sophisticated engineering that had integrated her soul stones into the portal's energy systems. "The resonance patterns are beautiful," she breathed, watching the way magical energy flowed between the crystals in complex geometric patterns. "I've never seen anything quite like this configuration. How long will the portal remain stable once activated?”

“This isn’t the same as our original idea,” Krythis replied. “There is no portal.”

“What do you mean?” Morgana asked, suddenly feeling angry and misled. “You said⁠—”

“Instead of sending Excalibur through a tunnel within the network of magical energy,” Krythis interrupted, “the device will convert Excalibur into magical energy.” He turned to Kaelithan. “Pure magical energy. But we require one more piece.” His eyes shifted to Arthur’s shard around the wizard’s neck.

Kaelithan nodded, lifting the chain over his head and passing it to Krythis. The engineer released it from the chain and placed it at the head of the crystalline crown, where it immediately began to shine with bright, golden light.

Morgana stared at it in awe, a flurry of emotions crossing through her in an instant. Hate, love, repulsion, desire, hope, sorrow, and so many others. She felt tears springing to her eyes and grew angry with herself for displaying such weakness.

“Should we inform Captain Drake that we're ready to attempt portal activation?" Taliesin asked.

"Do it," Kaelithan replied immediately, his anxiety finally finding an outlet in the prospect of action. "Tell him we're ready to open the gateway on his command."

Morgana watched the communication being transmitted, her own excitement building as the moment of truth approached. After decades of warfare, after losing everything she had built, after watching her son fall to Turquine's blade, she was finally in a position to strike back. The portal represented more than just a tactical advantage, it was her chance to reclaim what had been taken from her—to save Mordred from a fate worse than death.

The communication console chimed with Thomas's response from the flight deck. His voice carried clearly through the laboratory's speakers, reaching every person present with its message of desperate hope.

"Acknowledged," Thomas said. "Stand by for activation."

Morgana felt her heart racing with anticipation. After everything she had sacrificed, after surrendering the foundation of her power, they were finally ready to strike at the heart of her enemy's strength. In minutes, they would either save their respective peoples or die in the attempt. Either outcome was preferable to the slow death of watching Avalon consume itself while her son remained trapped in Klingsor's grasp.

"Prepare for activation," Krythis announced. "In thirty seconds, we'll either make history or become it."

The soul stones and Arthur’s shard pulsed brighter, their combined radiance filling the laboratory with light that seemed to come from the heart of the stars themselves. Around them, every display and interface showed optimal readings, the culmination of desperate engineering and impossible hope transformed into reality.

Morgana closed her eyes, allowing herself a moment of perfect focus before the chaos that was sure to follow. She had gambled everything on this moment.

But if it meant saving Mordred, then it was a gamble worth taking.


CHAPTER 37


Krythis reports the matrix is ready, my boy, Merlin projected through the neural network. They’re awaiting your command to initiate the device.

Thank you, Merlin, Thomas replied from the command pod. Standby.

Through Excalibur's sensors, he could perceive the twisted currents of magical energy surrounding Avalyeth. What should have been the natural, life-giving flow of the planet's magical field had become something corrupt and alien. Dark tendrils of necromantic power writhed through space like diseased veins, carrying Klingsor's influence to every corner of the system.

But within that corruption lay opportunity.

The same energy that powered the Telemuter's assault could serve as their pathway to vengeance. Thomas had to trust in their expertise, in the marriage of Druid innovation and Sidhe artificing that had produced this desperate solution.

Once they committed to this course, there would be no retreat, no second chances. Either they would emerge at Kheir-Lossan with Excalibur intact, or they would be scattered across the cosmos as dissipated energy.

Arthur's essence stirred within him, offering not certainty but courage to gamble everything on hope when logic demanded despair. It was the same quality that had driven Arthur to unite the galaxy, the same force that had inspired a generation to believe in something greater than themselves.

Thomas sensed the nervous trepidation of the others across the neural interface. They all knew what was at stake. They all knew this was the only way. They were afraid. So was he. And they had every right and reason to be.

Even so, that wasn’t about to stop any of them.

Thomas activated the speakers in the makeshift lab, drawing in a slightly quivering breath. "Engineering,” he commed, his voice strengthened by Arthur’s essence. “Execute.”

"Activating energy matrix,” Taliesin confirmed. “Now!”

The change began subtly, a shift in the fundamental harmonic frequencies that resonated through Excalibur's hull. The neural gel around Thomas began to vibrate, while his shared consciousness expanded in directions that shouldn't have been possible. Through the interface, he sensed reality bending as the soul stones released their accumulated power.

Thomas saw Arthur's shard blaze like a miniature sun within the laboratory, its radiance visible through the ship's bulkheads as pure magical energy. It began to permeate every molecule of Excalibur's structure. The sensation was unlike anything Thomas had ever experienced. It was as if they were simultaneously dissolved and preserved, broken down into component energies while somehow maintaining their essential nature.

This is incredible. Gareth's thoughts reached him, wonder replacing his earlier anxiety. I can feel the ship changing, but we're still...us.

Thomas understood what he meant. Their consciousness remained intact, but expanded beyond the normal boundaries of flesh and metal. He could perceive Excalibur, not as a vessel containing them, but as an extension of their collective will manifested in magical energy. They had become something else, a fusion of human spirit and technological capability that transcended reality.

The transformation accelerated, reality blurring around them as they shed physical existence for something far more fundamental. Through the connection, Thomas could sense every member of his crew, their thoughts and emotions interweaving in patterns of shared purpose, all of it merged into a singular drive toward their destination.

And then the stream caught them.

The necromantic energy flowing from Kheir-Lossan to Avalyeth embraced their transformed essence like a lifeboat navigating a dark river. Thomas immediately felt the corruption, a wrongness that made his spirit recoil even as they were swept along by its terrible current. This was death given direction, the antithesis of everything Arthur's legacy represented, flowing through space with malevolent purpose.

Hang on, he projected to his crew as the dark energy threatened to overwhelm their consciousness. Don't let it separate us.

Even as he issued the warning, Thomas could feel the protection of Arthur’s shard surrounding them. It blazed like a beacon within their transformed essence, its pure radiance creating a sphere of sanctuary that the necromantic corruption couldn't penetrate. They rode within the stream of dark energy while remaining untouched by its taint, like a bubble of clean air carried within a poisonous wind.

The sensation of movement—not physical displacement, but something far more fundamental—was overwhelming. They were traveling along pathways that existed outside normal space, following channels of magical energy that connected distant points in ways conventional physics couldn't explain. Stars wheeled past them in patterns that defied comprehension, while galaxies compressed into points of light that expanded into infinite complexity.

Time lost all meaning. They might have been traveling for seconds or centuries. The distinction became irrelevant when viewed from their current perspective. Thomas found his consciousness expanding beyond its normal limitations, encompassing awareness that stretched across vast distances while somehow remaining focused on their immediate purpose.

Through the shared connection, he sensed his crew adapting to their transformed state. Gareth's tactical mind worked to comprehend the strategic implications of their current mode of travel, while Brennan marveled at the sensory input flooding their expanded awareness. Bilbic's natural adaptability served him well, allowing him to process experiences that would have shattered more rigid personalities. Beneath it all, Arthur's essence provided both anchor and guide, keeping them oriented toward their destination while protecting them from the corrupting influence of the necromantic stream.

More clearly than ever before, Thomas felt the ancient king's presence, not as a separate entity, but as a fundamental part of who he had become. All of Arthur's legacy—the burden of leadership, the weight of difficult choices, the courage to act when action seemed impossible—flowed through him with crystalline clarity.

Captain. Brennan's thoughts reached him, tinged with awe and uncertainty. Something's happening.

Thomas focused his awareness, following Brennan's attention toward what appeared to be a disturbance in the energy stream ahead of them. The necromantic flow was coalescing, taking on structure and definition that hadn't been present moments before.

I see it, Gareth confirmed. It looks like...a chamber? How is that possible?

Before Thomas could respond, the transformation accelerated beyond their ability to comprehend it. The dark energy around them shifted and flowed, reality reshaping itself into something human perception could grasp. The sensation of movement ceased, replaced by a sudden, profound stillness.

They stood—or thought they stood—in a vast circular chamber, its walls stretched upward into shadow. The floor beneath their feet felt solid despite their transformed state. Around the chamber's perimeter, tall windows looked out onto views that couldn't possibly exist simultaneously. The green forests of Avalyeth. The crystal spires of Falias. The broken Camelot of the Wastes, and even more impossibly…Earth. More specifically, a bird’s eye view of Manchester, the chaotic bustle of a rainy Monday morning that Thomas had ridden his bicycle through so many times in his past life.

At the chamber's center stood a massive round table carved from what Thomas took as starlight given substance. Twelve chairs surrounded it, each one crafted with details that spoke of individual personalities and purposes. In the chair directly facing them sat a figure Thomas recognized instantly.

Arthur Pendragon, High King of Avalon, rose from his seat with knightly grace. He appeared as Thomas had seen him in the Wastes—tall and powerful, with eyes that held the wisdom of ages and the sorrow of difficult choices. His simple garments contained their own light, while the crown upon his head gleamed with the same radiance that had protected them during their journey.

"Welcome, my champions," Arthur said, his voice carrying the authority that had once united a galaxy. "Welcome to the Round Table, where all who serve the cause of justice may find sanctuary and counsel."

Thomas felt his transformed consciousness stabilizing, taking on a semblance of his normal form as the chamber's magic provided structure to his converted essence. Around him, his crew underwent similar transformations. Their spirits were given form within this realm that existed somewhere within the flow of magical energy, somewhere within all of space and time.

"Arthur," Thomas breathed, hardly daring to believe what he was experiencing. "How is this possible? We're supposed to be traveling to Kheir-Lossan through⁠—"

"Through the very energies that your enemies use to spread corruption and death," Arthur completed, his expression grave but not without hope. "Yes, I'm aware of your bold gambit."

Arthur gestured to the chairs around the table, and Thomas found himself moving forward without conscious decision. His crew followed, each taking a seat that seemed designed specifically for them. Thomas found himself seated in the chair Arthur had occupied, while Gareth claimed the chair to Arthur's right. The others found places that somehow felt perfectly suited to their natures.

"We don't have much time," Thomas said, his awareness of their mission pressing against the wonder of their current situation. "Avalyeth burns while we⁠—"

"Time moves differently here," Arthur interrupted gently. "Your passage through the necromantic stream will conclude precisely when it needs to, regardless of how long our conversation lasts. Trust in the magic that has brought you here. It serves purposes beyond your comprehension."

The High King's gaze swept across the assembled crew, his expression showing both pride and deep concern. "You have all shown remarkable courage in accepting this mission. Few would willingly go to such extreme lengths. Especially you, Thomas. This isn’t your galaxy. Isn’t your fight. Yet, you’ve chosen this path, knowing the risks, knowing the stakes." Arthur's attention fixed on Thomas, the strength of kingship evident in his ancient eyes. "You carry my essence, Thomas Drake, but you remain your own man. That is as it should be. The galaxy needs you to be yourself, not an echo of me. The choices ahead must be yours alone."

"We're ready," Thomas replied simply, feeling the truth of those words resonate through his transformed being.

"Are you?" Arthur asked, his voice gentle but probing. "Are you truly prepared to face what awaits you? To make the sacrifices that victory may demand? To remain true to your principles even when expediency offers easier paths?"

Thomas met the ancient king's gaze directly. ”We've come this far together. We've faced impossible odds before and prevailed because we refused to surrender what we believe in. That won't change now."

Arthur smiled, the expression transforming his features with genuine warmth. "Spoken like a true leader. But remember, the greatest victories aren’t won through strength of arms alone. They’re won through strength of character, through the courage to choose what is right over what is easy. Each of you carries within himself the power to change the course of history, not because of the weapons you bear or the ship you command, but because of who you are. Because of the choices you make when darkness has overtaken all light.”

Arthur circled the table slowly, his eyes shifting to each member of the flight crew as he continued to speak.

“Leadership is not about commanding others. It’s about inspiring them to be better than they believed possible. Trust in your companions, and they will accomplish miracles. Courage is not the absence of fear; it is action in spite of fear. When the moment comes, trust your instincts. They will guide you true." His attention shifted to Bilbic specifically. "Never doubt your worth. The smallest among us often carry the greatest light. Your heart burns with a fire that no darkness can extinguish."

Bilbic’s wide eyes and awestruck open mouth followed Arthur as he returned to Thomas, standing behind him at the head of the table as he took each of them in individually.

"The path ahead will test everything you believe about yourselves and each other. You will face moments when despair seems reasonable and hope appears foolish. In those moments, remember why you began this journey."

"We fight for those who cannot fight for themselves," Thomas said, the words carrying the weight of absolute conviction.

"Yes," Arthur agreed. "And that purpose will sustain you when all else fails. The enemy you face believes that power justifies any action, that strength alone determines worth. You know better. You know that true strength comes from protecting the innocent, from standing between the darkness and those who would be consumed by it."

The chamber around them began to shift, the walls growing translucent as their time in this sacred space drew toward its conclusion. Through the fading barriers, Thomas could perceive the necromantic stream that carried them toward their destination, no longer flowing smoothly but beginning to pulse with approaching terminus.

"Remember," Arthur said, his voice becoming distant as the Round Table's reality released its hold on them. "You carry not just my essence, but the hopes of everyone who believes in something better. Trust in that power; it will sustain you when all else fails. Be brave, be true, and know that whatever happens, you do not stand alone."

The chamber dissolved completely, leaving them once again as transformed consciousness traveling through the dark energy stream. But something had changed during their time with Arthur. Thomas could feel it in the subtle alteration of their shared awareness. They were no longer merely his crew or even his friends; they had become something greater, unified by purpose that transcended individual desires or fears.

Did that really happen? Tryvane’s thoughts reached him, tinged with wonder.

It happened, Thomas confirmed. And we'll carry the memory of it with us always.

The stream around them began to shift, its flow changing from the steady current that had carried them across the galaxy to something more turbulent and immediate. Through their expanded awareness, Thomas could perceive their destination approaching, not as a distant goal, but as an imminent reality that rushed toward them with gathering momentum.

We're almost there, Gareth projected, his tactical awareness interpreting the changes in their surroundings. I can feel the terminus approaching.

Thomas focused his consciousness, following the stream's flow toward its source. Ahead of them, the necromantic energy coalesced against an impossible volume of dark drakhem stone. What could only be Klingsor's fortress perched on Kheir-Lossan's surface like a cancer on the bones of the dead world. Its black stone construction defied conventional architecture in favor of angles that hurt to contemplate. Towers and spires rose from its core in configurations that seemed designed to focus and amplify the necromantic energies flowing through them.

There, Thomas projected to his crew, his awareness following the energy stream to its point of origin. Even from this distance, he could perceive the wrongness that radiated from the installation like heat from a forge, corruption so profound that it poisoned the very space around it. That's where we'll find the Telemuter. That's where we'll find Turquine and Klingsor.

And Halvy, Burl added.

The fortress rushed toward them with gathering speed, growing from a distant landmark to an immediate destination in the space between heartbeats. The necromantic stream that had carried them across the galaxy was returning them to their physical forms, preparing to deposit them directly into the heart of enemy territory with no warning and no opportunity for retreat.

Remember Arthur's words, Thomas projected to his crew. We fight not for conquest, but for hope. Whatever we face in that fortress, we face it together.

The necromantic stream pulsed around them one final time, then released its hold with explosive force. Reality crashed back into existence around them, transforming their expanded consciousness back into flesh and metal, spirit and circuitry. Excalibur materialized in Kheir-Lossan's orbit, her hull gleaming with residual magical energy as her systems once again struggled to adapt to conventional physics.

Through the neural interface, Thomas felt the ship's core stabilizing, her various subsystems coming online with mechanical reliability despite the unprecedented journey they had just completed. The necromantic energy stream remained visible to Thomas even after their conversion back to physical form, a dark river of corruption flowing from the fortress. He could follow its path with his enhanced perception, tracing the connections that linked Klingsor's power to Avalyeth.

“Transfer complete,” Thomas announced, both over the interface and through every speaker on Excalibur so that the engineers, Kaelithan, and Morgana would know the journey was a success. “Brennan, take us in.”


CHAPTER 38


Turquine stood before the massive viewscreen in Klingsor's laboratory, his scaled features twisted into a predatory grin as he watched the unfolding decimation of Avlayeth through the eyes of a reanimated dead. The displays painted a picture of absolute victory—Primaltree's defenders scattered and dying, their corpses rising moments later to join his ever-growing army. The Druids were learning the price of allying with Sir Dragon.

His nanites hummed with satisfaction beneath his midnight-black scales, their harmonics reflecting his barely contained excitement. Each fallen defender, each terrified civilian, each moment of despair from the planet's surface fed his sense of inevitable triumph. This was evolution in action, the weak consumed by the strong, their deaths serving a purpose greater than their pitiful lives ever could.

"Magnificent," he breathed, watching a group of Druid guards make their final stand against overwhelming odds. "Look how they cling to hope even as their world dies around them. Such persistence in the face of certain doom almost makes me respect them."

Klingsor stood at the Telemuter’s central console, monitoring the machine. “Persistence Excalibur’s captain apparently doesn’t share. He abandoned the planet. He ran in the face of defeat.”

“He fought well,” Turquine said. “He defeated Ironside twice.”

“With the help of a dragon. And all for nothing. He still fled.”

“Indeed,” Turquine agreed. “Perhaps I overestimated his fortitude. It will only make my victory that much sweeter.” He scanned the feeds, searching for conflict. A group of reanimated were in front of the door of one of the Druid residences, trying to break it down.

It swung open suddenly, revealing a young boy behind it, his hands burning with magical flames.

“What is this?” Turquine said, amused by the appearance of the young wizard. The twisted grin that formed on his features vanished as gouts of fire launched from the boy’s hands, engulfing his undead. In seconds, the scene at the home was lost to him, all of his soldiers burned to ash. He turned away in anger, intending to request Ironside find the home and kill the boy.

Before he could speak, Klingsor straightened, Mordred’s features contorting with the necromancer's agitation. His claws flew across the controls with increasing urgency and distress.

"What is it?" Turquine demanded. “Is something wrong? Is Halvy unwell?”

"Something has changed in the energy flow," Klingsor announced, features contorting with confusion as he studied the Telemuter's displays. "The stream is...fluctuating. There's an irregularity I've never seen before."

"What kind of irregularity? Is the transmission failing?"

"No, not failing," Klingsor replied. "Something else. The energy patterns are shifting, but I can't determine the cause. It's almost as if..." He trailed off, Mordred's claws dancing across controls as he attempted to diagnose the anomaly. Before he could complete his analysis, the chamber's atmosphere was shattered by the sound of proximity alarms. The display that had shown the assault on Avalyeth shifted to a view of space, zooming in on the object that had caused the alert.

"What?" Klingsor spun toward the display. "How is this possible?"

A familiar silver form had appeared in orbit, her hull gleaming with residual magical energy that spoke of a journey that defied every law of physics and magic that Klingsor understood. Excalibur hung in the void, her weapons systems coming online with deadly purpose.

"Sir Dragon," Turquine snarled, his scales darkening with rage as he recognized the ship that had caused him so much trouble. "That's impossible! How did they get here?"

"I don't know," Klingsor admitted, his voice carrying genuine bewilderment for the first time since his manifestation. He touched the three fingertips of one hand to his mouth, each fingertip dancing lightly over the juncture of his lips with his scales. The gesture represented his confusion over the answers that evaded him. Then it began to dawn on him. "The energy readings suggest they traveled through our own transmission stream, but…” Still, confusion wormed its way in. “...that’s impossible.”

“Obviously not impossible,” Turquine growled. “We believed he was fleeing, but instead he found a way to teleport right to our doorstep. Our entire force is committed to the assault on Avalyeth. We have no traditional defenses, no fleet to intercept them. I don’t even have my Flayers.”

“Relax, Turquine,” Klingsor said. “My fortress is hardly defenseless. Observe.”

A second view appeared on the display, splitting the screen. Through it, Turquine watched as the fortress’ spires began to glow with accumulating power, their crystalline tips focusing magical energy into coherent beams of destruction.

Lances of corrupted magical energy erupted from the towers, reaching toward Excalibur with hungry intent. The attacks moved with supernatural speed, each beam carrying enough power to vaporize a conventional warship. Seeing the defensive barrage, every indication was that Excalibur would be destroyed before it could reach the surface.

Crisis averted.

But Excalibur proved as elusive as she was legendary. The ship wove between the incoming attacks, displaying agility bordering on the supernatural. When energy beams connected with her hull, they were absorbed by shields that flared with protective power, turning the attacks aside. More surprisingly, a number of the fortress' attacks were intercepted and neutralized by counter-spells appearing to originate from inside the ship. Brilliant flashes of silver fire met the dark energy beams, creating explosions that painted the void with color and light.

All the while, Excalibur continued closing on the planet, reaching the thin atmosphere not only intact, but with no obvious signs of damage.

"Impressive," Klingsor observed, his tone carrying grudging respect. “But also curious. Even with the two old Druid hags that helped him reach Excalibur, he shouldn’t have the aptitude to counter so many of my lances.”

“Just like he shouldn’t have been able to come here in the first place,” Turquine growled angrily. “Clearly, you’ve overestimated yourself, wizard. The fortress's automated defenses aren't going to be enough," he concluded, watching as another wave of energy beams failed to even touch the ship. “They’ll be on the surface soon. We need another plan.”

“There’s still no cause for such concern,” Klingsor remarked calmly. "We have the Telemuter. The device is currently channeling to Avalyeth, but it can just as easily be redirected here. I can raise every corpse on this dead world to serve as our defense."

“That will end the attack on Avalyeth,” Turquine said.

“Temporarily, yes. We can resume as soon as Sir Dragon and his crew are dealt with.”

Turquine nodded. “Do it.”

“As you command, of course,” Klingsor answered, his tone patronizing. “I’ve overestimated nothing. This fortress was built to withstand the attack of an army. A handful of would-be heroes is hardly a match for my designs.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Turquine countered. “Sir Dragon has faced impossible odds and emerged victorious on more than one occasion. You may believe the undead are enough, but what he did on Avalyeth suggests differently. Don’t forget, he destroyed our stone giants and defeated Ironside multiple times.”

Decision made, he whirled away from the displays, heading for the laboratory’s exit.

"Where are you going?" Klingsor asked.

"To ensure we have adequate assistance against whatever surprises Sir Dragon brings to this battle," Turquine replied. “I have a feeling our reanimated defenders won't be enough to handle what's coming. We need something more…experienced.”

Turquine left the laboratory and hurried through the corridors, his intentions becoming more resolved in his mind with each step he took. His nanites sang of the wisdom in his decision, reinforcing his determination. The sooner Sir Dragon was dealt with, the sooner he could return to the assault on Avalyeth. The sooner the light of the Druids was extinguished, the sooner Halvy could be released from the prison of the Telemuter.

Turquine came to an abrupt stop. He looked down at his chest as if he could see the nanites beneath. Why had they turned his thoughts to the little wizard? He was on the cusp of destroying Sir Dragon and conquering a planet, and they turned him toward concern for the boy? He shook his head to clear his mind and continued to the doorway leading down into the dungeons, descending the winding steps with urgency.

The dungeon opened before him. Individual cells lined the walls, each one sealed with shimmering barriers of translucent energy rather than physical bars. Most of the chambers stood empty, their former occupants having served their purpose and been disposed of.

One cell remained occupied.

Turquine approached the invisible energy barrier separating him from his prisoner, his vertical pupils adjusting to the chamber's dimmer lighting. Beyond the energy field, a figure sat slumped against the wall.

Sir Lancelot raised his head as Turquine's presence registered. Two weeks of imprisonment had taken their toll on the legendary warrior. His normally immaculate appearance had been replaced by the unkempt look of someone provided with only the most basic necessities. His beard had grown wild and untamed, while his clothing bore the stains of extended confinement. His eyes however remained sharp, alert, and filled with the kind of defiance that no amount of captivity could extinguish.

"Turquine," Lancelot said, his voice carrying the hoarse quality that came from limited use but still maintaining its dignity. "I wondered when you'd return. To what do I owe the honor?”

“I brought you here for a reason,” Turquine answered. “The time has come.”

Lancelot’s eyes betrayed his emotions for only the barest moment, but Turquine noticed it all the same. A moment later, the familiar scent of fear reached his nostrils.

“You have every reason to be afraid,” he said to the ancient knight, tapping on the cell’s control panel. The energy barrier that had confined Lancelot for two weeks flickered and dissolved, leaving only empty air between the knight and his captor.

“Only a fool would deny the strength that comes from fear, ” Lancelot said as he rose to his feet. “I’ve made my peace with my fate. Have you, yours?”

“I’m quite content with my fate to be the next king of Avalon,” Turquine replied.

Lancelot grinned. “I’m not ashamed to admit to my fear. You think yours is hidden, but I can see it clear as day despite the darkness of this dungeon.”

“You see only what you want to see,” Turquine answered. “Now, come along. We don’t want to keep the Red Knight waiting.” His massive hand shot forward, seizing Lancelot's arm before the knight could react.

To his surprise, Lancelot didn’t make any effort to fight back. He allowed Turquine to pull him from the cell, his body moving with the resigned compliance of someone who had already accepted his fate. Or more likely, he was biding his time, hoping to find a more opportune moment to make his move. Turquine found the idea amusing.

Once Ironside was manifested, neither Sir Lancelot, nor Sir Dragon, nor anyone else who had joined him in his quest would leave Kheir-Lossan alive.


CHAPTER 39


His gait steady, his tactical mind working, Lancelot maintained an undaunted air as Turquine guided him through Klingsor’s fortress, leading him down a second set of stairs. He knew the chance of escape was slim, but whatever unpleasantness Turquine had planned for him made even the slimmest chance of escape worthwhile.

He was afraid. Of course. While he’d lived for over a century, he was still Ursan. Still rational and reasonable. But he’d learned to channel his fear long ago. It existed within him, but it didn’t define him.

“Where are we going?” Lancelot asked as they descended.

“You’ll see. Shortly,” he tacked on with a sadistic curl of his lip.

He already knew what Turquine had planned for him—the idea of becoming a host to one of the most evil knights who had ever roamed Avalon sickened him—but he could only wonder…

“Why now?”

Turquine glanced back at him. “Because despite all possibility, Sir Dragon has come. Klingsor is powerful, but he’s also overconfident. I need a true champion to finish Drake off for me.” His features split in a predatory grin. “And what better champion than the Red Knight in the body of the great Sir Lancelot. I’ll enjoy watching you cut the little upstart down.”

His stomach contracting into a tight ball, Lancelot nearly stumbled. Laughing, Turquine pulled him up, yanking on him harder as he picked up his pace down the steps. They arrived at a pair of massive doors that swung open on their approach to reveal a huge laboratory. Defying conventional architecture, its walls curved and angled in patterns that hurt to even try to follow. Conduits of dark energy ran along the ceiling like exposed arteries, pulsing with the rhythm of a vast, malevolent heart. At the chamber's center stood what he could only assume was Klingsor’s necromantic device—a towering construct of metal, crystal, and corrupted magic—that radiated wrongness like heat from a forge.

It was the figure standing before the machine that drew Lancelot's attention. The being wore Mordred's body like an ill-fitting suit of armor, silver scales dulled by the necromancer's presence. When it turned to face them, Lancelot saw eyes that held an ancient malice that was calculating and utterly without mercy.

"Ah," Klingsor said, his voice carrying Mordred's timbre but none of his character. "The legendary Sir Lancelot. You're smaller than I expected."

Lancelot said nothing, studying the necromancer's borrowed form. Mordred had been a formidable warrior in life, but now his body moved with different rhythms, guided by an intellect that cared nothing for strength of arms or physical power. The transformation was unsettling, like watching a beloved instrument played by alien hands.

"Where is Sir Ironside?" Turquine demanded, his impatience evident in the way his scales rippled with tension. "I need him manifested immediately."

Klingsor's borrowed features twisted into something approximating amusement. "Eager to surrender your prize so quickly? I must confess, I question the wisdom of this decision. Once Ironside is permanently manifested, he'll no longer be available for deployment through the Telemuter. You're trading tactical flexibility for a single opponent."

"Sir Dragon is here," Turquine snarled, his grip tightening on Lancelot's arm. "On his way to the surface. I need the Red Knight's full capabilities, not just his tactical guidance filtered through reanimated corpses."

When Klingsor opened his mouth to speak, Turquine raised his free hand. “Enough, wizard! You argue every decision I make. Manifest Ironside. Now!”

Klingsor’s expression darkened, but he didn’t argue. He approached the Telemuter, opening a panel that revealed a red crystal sphere. “You do understand," he said as he lifted the sphere from the machine, "once Ironside is given permanent form, there will be no returning him to his crystal matrix. This is an irreversible commitment."

"I understand perfectly," Turquine replied. "Do it."

The necromancer's borrowed face split into a predatory grin. "As you wish. But first, let me summon our guest of honor."

He crossed the chamber with the crystal, placing it within a circle of runes laid out on the floor and surrounded by sigils Lancelot couldn’t read. He understood enough to guess it was a summoning construct.

Stepping back outside the construct, Klingsor raised his hands, tracing patterns in the air. Energy gathered along them, spreading out to the chamber. The runes began to glow with red light. The red crystal sphere lifted off the floor and began to pulse with an inner red light.

A new presence filled the chamber, not visible yet, but unmistakably there, currents suddenly stirring the air. Lancelot felt it like pressure against his skull, an intelligence pressing against the boundaries of their reality. The summoning construct suddenly blazed with crimson light as the Red Knight's essence began to coalesce into a recognizable form within the circle or runes. The light solidified, taking on the proportions of a massive warrior whose very presence radiated menace. When the manifestation stabilized, a figure stood within the construct.

Sir Ironside towered over even Turquine, clad in plate armor the color of fresh-spilled blood. A helm shaped like the snarling maw of some predatory beast concealed his features, leaving only piercing eyes visible through the visor. A thick crimson cloak hung from his shoulders, tattered and scorched at the edges as if it had survived countless battles.

"Turquine," Ironside said. "I trust this interruption is warranted."

"Sir Ironside," Turquine inclined his massive head in something resembling respect. "Circumstances have changed. Somehow, Sir Dragon has arrived and is approaching the fortress. I need you to finish him off.”

"Sir Dragon," Ironside mused, his voice carrying calculated interest. "The boy who carries Arthur's essence. I must confess, he’s much more capable than you led me to believe.” The Red Knight's attention shifted, his helmed head turning toward Lancelot with sudden focus. "And what have we here? Is this wretched old man intended to be my permanent vessel? Pitiful."

“Hardly pitiful,” Turquine replied, his grip shifting on Lancelot's arm as he pulled the knight forward. “This is the legendary Sir Lancelot. Arthur's champion. Arguably the greatest warrior ever to draw breath."

“Other than me, you mean.” The Red Knight's presence intensified, studying Lancelot with the calculating interest of a connoisseur examining a prize acquisition. “Sir Lancelot," he disparaged, his voice carrying dark amusement. "What hole did you drag him out of? He looks like he's been living in a cave for weeks."

"I captured him after you rammed Melltith into his ship," Turquine replied, a note of pride creeping into his voice. "He was floating in space, nearly dead from vacuum exposure. I preserved him to offer to you.”

Ironside shifted his gaze to Turquine, his sudden fury a nearly visible thing. "You’ve had him all this time?” he growled, his voice carrying the pure, cold rage of a caged predator denied its release. “I provided you with the perfect opportunity to claim Arthur's champion, a host worthy of my abilities, and you kept him locked away like a common prisoner?"

Turquine grinned back, showing more confidence than Lancelot expected. "How can you be angry when that decision allowed you to participate in the assault on Avalyeth? You've been coordinating our forces, achieving victories that wouldn't have been possible if you were confined to a single body."

The Red Knight was silent for a long moment, his helmed head tilting as he considered this argument. "I suppose there is merit to that perspective," he finally admitted, his tone having shifted from fury to grudging acceptance. "The tactical flexibility has been useful, and watching Primaltree's defenders crumble before our coordinated assault was satisfying, but our original arrangement..." He returned his attention to Lancelot, studying him with renewed interest. “...still stands. Once I'm given permanent form, I'm to face you in single combat for my freedom."

"I'm prepared to offer you a better deal,” Turquine replied. “Help me defeat Sir Dragon and his crew, and I'll grant your freedom immediately. No duel required."

Lancelot felt a cold smile touch his lips. Even in his desperate circumstances, the revelation was illuminating. Turquine feared the Red Knight's capabilities in single combat. The evolving Draconite warlord wasn't as confident in his enhanced abilities as he pretended to be.

“It’s understandable that you want to avoid facing me,” Ironside said, his voice carrying satisfaction at having extracted the confession. "Very well. I accept your terms. Grant me this vessel, allow me to face Sir Dragon in battle as your champion, and all our obligations to one another will be fulfilled.”

The Red Knight’s focus returned to the Ursan knight, which Lancelot felt with uncomfortable intensity. Even from within the summoning construct, his presence was overwhelming, a concentration of martial skill and ruthless ambition.

"Fascinating," Ironside said, his voice carrying genuine appreciation. "I sense great skill in this one, refined through decades of combat. I also sense his fear. He knows what's coming."

"Any rational being would fear such a fate," Lancelot replied, his voice steady despite the terror clawing at his chest, "but fear doesn’t have to be a weakness. It can also lead to great strength.”

"Spoken like a true knight," Ironside observed approvingly. "I respect that courage. It will make our merger all the more satisfying. Your noble spirit, channeled through my tactical brilliance…we shall accomplish remarkable things together."

Lancelot felt sick at the thought, but he forced himself to remain calm. He needed to wait for the right moment, when their attention was divided or their guard was down. One chance was all he would get.

"Then we have an agreement," Turquine said. "Accept this vessel, help me destroy Sir Dragon, and go free to pursue whatever destiny calls to you."

"Agreed," Ironside said without hesitation. “Now…” He turned his attention to Klingsor. “...release me from this construct.”

Klingsor nodded. “Hold him tightly, Turquine, and do not let go. He must remain still while Ironside's essence is integrated into his neural pathways. Any disruption could result in catastrophic failure for both entities."

Before Turquine could strengthen his already tight grip, Lancelot made his move. The motion was subtle but carefully calculated, using the Draconite's own strength against him as leverage. As Lancelot unexpectedly moved, Turquine—his claws positioned to restrain rather than harm—lost his grip.

Lancelot broke free, his hands closing around the hilt of the massive sword hanging at Turquine’s hip. The blade was heavier than any weapon he was accustomed to, but desperation lent him strength as he drew it in a single fluid motion.

Instead of attacking his captors—a battle he couldn't hope to win—Lancelot sprinted toward the summoning construct where the crystal matrix powered Ironside's manifestation. His goal was to capture the Red Knight’s crystal and get out of the Fortress. With any luck, he could meet Thomas outside.

Turquine roared with rage and rushed him, covering ground with surprising speed. With the advantage of position and purpose, Lancelot swept past Ironside’s manifested form, reaching the red sphere before the Draconite could intercept him..

He reached for the crystal just as magical energy slammed into him, wrapping around him, jerking him to a stop and ripping the sword’s hilt from his numbed fingers. He stood there, frozen in place.

Klingsor's laughter echoed through the laboratory. "Did you really believe you could physically overpower us?" the necromancer asked, his voice dripping with condescension. With a subtle gesture, he shoved Lancelot out of the summoning area and placed him roughly on the floor. "Your determination is admirable, but ultimately futile."

Lancelot tested the magical bonds that held him, finding them absolutely unyielding. He could feel the spell's power pressing against every nerve, ready to inflict agony if he pushed too hard against its constraints.

"I wasn't sure," he admitted, his voice strained by the effort of speaking while magically restrained. "But I had to try.”

"Your courage is honorable,” Ironside said, respect evident in his tone. “You’ll make a fine host indeed.”

Turquine stalked toward the immobilized knight, his scales dark with fury. "Your escape attempt was pathetic," he snarled. "Did you really believe such a simple plan would succeed?"

"Simple plans often work because they're unexpected," Lancelot observed. "Complex schemes have more opportunities for failure."

The Draconite's massive hands seized Lancelot's shoulders, claws digging through the fabric of his prison clothes to find flesh beneath. The grip was painful but not crippling. Turquine still needed him intact for the manifestation ritual.

"Hold him steady," Klingsor commanded. “I’ll begin the transfer process."

As Turquine's grip tightened, Lancelot used his last moments to speak out. The words came from the depths of his heart, carrying all the compassion and understanding he had gained through his own experiences with guilt and redemption.

"What of Halvy, Turquine?” he asked quietly, his voice barely audible. "The boy is connected to that machine right now, isn't he? Can you imagine the pain he must be experiencing? The terror of having his consciousness merged with the undead while his body is used as a conduit for necromantic power? He's just a child," he continued when he sensed Turquine's grip falter almost imperceptibly. “Barely twelve years old, and you’re torturing him. Don’t tell me that you don’t care. I know that some part of you does. Perhaps in your evolution, you’re learning that there’s strength and power not only in physical prowess, but in compassion as well.”

The Draconite's breathing hitched, his massive chest rising and falling laboriously as Lancelot sensed him struggling with emotions he didn't want to admit to.

"Silence," Turquine growled, but his voice lacked its earlier conviction. "The boy serves a necessary function. His sacrifice enables greater victories."

"Is that what you tell yourself?" Lancelot pressed, his words cutting through Turquine's defenses. "That his suffering is justified by your ambitions? He trusts you. He looks to you for protection, for guidance. And you handed him over to this monster to use as a living battery."

Turquine's grip loosened further, his claws withdrawing slightly from Lancelot's shoulders as internal conflict tore at his consciousness. Lancelot could see it clearly. Concern. Regret. Perhaps even love.

Klingsor noticed the change, his borrowed features twisting with annoyance. "Focus, Turquine," the necromancer snapped. "The knight is attempting to manipulate you."

But the damage was done. Lancelot could see it in Turquine's eyes—the moment when certainty cracked and doubt crept in. The Draconite warlord was no longer the unshakeable force of evolution he pretended to be. He was a being caught between what he had been and what he was becoming, pulled in directions he couldn't control.

The transfer process began. Energy erupted from the summoning construct in waves that made the air itself scream, flowing in brilliant streams toward Lancelot's immobilized form. Ironside's essence began to separate from the construct that had contained it, his consciousness preparing to cross the barrier between vessels.

Lancelot felt the alien presence pressing against his consciousness like ice water flooding his skull. It began as a whisper, barely perceptible beneath his own thoughts, then grew stronger with each passing second. His vision blurred as something else looked out through his eyes, testing the neural pathways that would soon carry a foreign will.

Remarkable. Ironside's voice echoed through his mind. Your physical conditioning is exceptional, even after weeks of imprisonment. This body will serve admirably.

"Get out," Lancelot said through gritted teeth, fighting against the invasion with every scrap of willpower he possessed. "You're not welcome here."

Welcome or not, I am here, Ironside replied with amusement. Your resistance is admirable but futile. In moments, I will be you, and you will be a prisoner within your own body.

The Red Knight's presence grew stronger, pushing Lancelot's consciousness toward the margins of his own mind. He could feel his body responding to foreign commands, muscles twitching as neural pathways were tested and claimed. His right hand clenched into a fist, then relaxed, the motion entirely beyond his control.

Behind them, the summoning construct began to dim as Ironside's essence flowed out of it and into its new host.

Turquine watched the process with growing unease, his earlier confidence replaced by something approaching fear. "How much longer?" he demanded.

"Nearly complete," Klingsor replied. "The Red Knight's essence is integrating with the neural pathways. In seconds, the process will be irreversible."

Lancelot felt his consciousness being compressed, squeezed into a smaller and smaller space within his own mind. Soon he would be nothing more than a passenger in his own body, forced to watch as Ironside used his form to commit atrocities against everything he held sacred.

He held onto one final comfort as his control slipped away. Thomas was here. Excalibur was somewhere above them, carrying the hope of Avalon toward this fortress of despair. Lancelot knew he might be a prisoner now, but if Thomas defeated Ironside, if he killed him, at least he took comfort in knowing his soul would be freed.

The Red Knight's presence solidified, claiming neural pathways with ruthless efficiency. Lancelot's left hand moved without his permission, fingers flexing as Ironside tested his new vessel's capabilities. The invasion was nearly complete.

Don't fight so hard, Ironside advised, his mental voice now overwhelming in its clarity. You'll only exhaust yourself. Soon this will be over, and you can rest while I handle the more demanding aspects of our existence.

Lancelot's vision shifted as alien eyes looked out through his sockets, cataloging the laboratory with predatory interest. He could feel his lips moving, forming words he didn't choose to speak.

"The integration is progressing smoothly," his own voice said, though the words came from another mind entirely. "I can feel this body's potential. Sir Dragon will face a far more dangerous opponent than he expects."

In seconds, Lancelot would cease to exist as anything more than a memory trapped within his own skull, while the Red Knight used his form to bring about the very destruction he had spent his life fighting against.

He would not go gently into that darkness. Even if he could no longer control his body, even if he was doomed to watch helplessly as Ironside committed horrors in his name, he would find ways to resist. He would be the thorn in the Red Knight's side, the voice of conscience that reminded him—however futilely—of what honor truly meant.

The transfer process reached its final phase, the last of the energy transfer crackling between the now-empty summoning construct and Lancelot's possessed form.

Ironside looked down at his new hands, flexing fingers that had once belonged to Arthur's greatest knight. "Perfect," he said, his tone carrying satisfaction that made Lancelot's soul recoil. "This vessel will serve admirably. Sir Dragon has no idea what he's about to face."

The Red Knight had claimed his prize. The manifestation was complete.

Within the depths of his own mind, Lancelot began planning his resistance.


CHAPTER 40


Excalibur shuddered as another wave of corrupted energy struck the shields. The neural interface carried the sensation directly to Thomas’ consciousness in the command pod, not pain exactly, but a wrongness that forced his spirit to recoil. Through their merged awareness, his crew's determination flowed like steel, bolstering his resolve. The fight that lay ahead would not be like anything he and his crew had ever faced.

Ossara and Sylana slumped in nearby seats, their faces pale with exhaustion after countering dozens of attacks on Excalibur. Ossara’s hand trembled from magical fatigue as she pushed her tangled hair back off her face. Sweat soaked her hair and Sylana’s, along with their clothing, despite the cool air filtering through the flight deck’s air ducts, yet their eyes remained alert. They were exhausted but ready to contribute whatever strength they had left to the quest.

Weary as well, Kaelithan leaned against Thomas’ command pod, his eyes on the flight deck projection detailing exactly what lay ahead of them. Arthur's crystal shard blazed with steady golden light around his neck, continuing to sustain him with reserves of power that transcended normal magical limitations. His staff also glowed, magical force gathering around the crystal as he stood ready to fend off the next assault. Although his posture showed the strain of their journey, his resolve remained unshakeable.

Morgana stood behind Thomas and Kaelithan, at the edge of the ring of interface pods. Her crown had been restored to her head, though without the nine soul stones. Not that it mattered. The transfer to Kheir-Lossan had depleted them of their magical energy, leaving them as nothing more than empty crystal shells. Her vertical pupils tracked the tactical grid with calculating interest, while she showed no signs of the magical exertion that had strained the others during their descent through Klingsor's defenses.

Around them, the guards who had survived their desperate escape from Primaltree had taken positions wherever they could find space to sit or stand.

“I'm not detecting any additional defensive fire from the fortress.” Tivan reported through Excalibur’s comm so everyone could hear, his enhanced awareness tracking the energy patterns around Kheir-Lossan.

“Why stop now?” Bilbic asked. “He was wearing us down. He must know that.”

“The magical energy isn’t gone,” Gareth said. “It’s simply…changing.”

Thomas switched his attention to the sensor data and the shift in the magical energy flows around and through Kheir-Lossan. The streams of necromantic energy spilling out toward Avalyeth had vanished, replaced by more localized energy pooling along the planet’s surface. Worse, it was beginning to separate, with thousands of signatures starting to appear across the dead world's landscape.

The readings painted a picture that made his stomach clench with dread. Ancient burial grounds were stirring to life as bones pulled themselves from shallow graves. Battlefields from forgotten wars saw their fallen warriors rising once more.

"He's redirected the Telemuter," Thomas realized aloud. "The assault on Avalyeth has ended, but only temporarily. If we fail here, he'll resume the attack on them within hours."

The scope of the expanding defensive force was staggering. Tens of thousands of reanimated forms spread across the plateau where Klingsor's fortress stood, their glowing eye sockets tracking Excalibur's approach with mindless hunger. They moved with coordination that suggested the necromancer's direct control, forming defensive lines.

"How many this time?” Thorgrim asked from the flight deck.

"More than we can fight," Thomas replied honestly. "But like on Avalyeth, we don't need to fight them. We just need to reach the machine and destroy it. Once Klingsor's and his device are gone, every undead on this world will collapse. Kaelithan, Morgana, I need both of you to help us clear a path through those defenders. Can you sustain magical attacks while we strafe the surface?"

"My nanites have fully restored my physical energy reserves," Morgana replied, her voice carrying absolute confidence. "I can provide sustained magical fire for as long as necessary."

“I have to admit,” Kaelithan said, “I’m tired, but Arthur’s shard helps. There’s no way I’m going to quit before she does.” He threw a critical look back over his shoulder at Morgana.

“That’s the spirit,” she patronized.

"Brennan, take us in low and fast,” Thomas said. “I want to hit as many of them as possible. We need to clear enough of a path to break through to the fortress.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Excalibur descended through Kheir-Lossan's thin atmosphere, Klingsor’s fortress—a cancer of black stone that hurt to contemplate directly—growing larger ahead of them.

The undead forces below had arranged themselves around the fortress in a sea of reanimated skeletons numbering in the thousands. Further out, still more corpses pulled themselves from the desiccated earth, rising to join the fight.

”First pass," Thomas announced through the interface. “Percy, Burl, get ready to light them up.”

The crew acknowledged the orders as the ship's weapons systems came online, blue energy building along the hull as Percival and Burl locked onto the densest concentrations of undead.

“Fire at will,” Thomas commanded. Excalibur's energy beams lanced downward like spears of divine judgment, each shot carefully targeted to maximize casualties among the densely packed undead. Ancient bones exploded into fragments while mummified flesh burned away in brilliant flashes of light. The ship's passage carved a path of destruction across the plateau, leaving behind smoking craters where hundreds of reanimated corpses had stood moments before.

The destruction created by Excalibur was nothing compared to the magical assault that accompanied it. Kaelithan raised his staff, the crystal at its tip blazing like a miniature sun as it channeled power from Arthur’s shard. Kael’s golden energy rained from Excalibur’s hull in torrents of pure magical force that struck the surface to devastating effect. Where his attacks landed, the stone of the plateau cracked and melted, creating permanent scars, while hundreds more undead succumbed to the primal fire.

Morgana's contribution was equally impressive but fundamentally different in character. Her orange fire transferred through Excalibur’s hull in controlled waves that washed across the undead formations in a tide of annihilation. Where her flames touched, ancient bones crumbled to ash.

The combined assault was spectacular in its devastation. An entire swath of undead vanished in the first pass, their destruction so complete that not even Klingsor's power could reanimate the scattered particles that remained.

"Excellent work. Let's hit them again,” Thomas said, feeling genuine satisfaction flow through the neural interface.

He noticed something then that he didn’t expect. Visceral's shuttle rested among the undead near the fortress—the only vessel visible on the planet's surface. Its presence all but confirmed that Turquine was indeed here, waiting for them somewhere within the fortress' black walls. He wouldn’t leave himself without a way off the planet should his fleet fail to return.

Excalibur banked sharply, her hull glowing with residual magical energy as they circled around the fortress and lined up for another run. The undead below had learned from the first attack, spreading their formations to minimize casualties, but their very attempt to adapt forced them to thin their defensive lines, creating gaps that could be exploited.

“I don’t think Ironside is commanding them,” he said to the others. “They’re organized, but not organized enough.”

“Where do you think he might be?” Gareth asked.

“I don’t know. And I’m not sure if we should be glad or more worried about his absence. Kael, Morgana, Burl, Percy…ready for the second pass.”

Again, the combined assault devastated the undead defenders, but this time Thomas could sense the defensive response adapting to their tactics. Skeletal archers launched volleys of shadow-wreathed arrows that burst against Excalibur's shields in showers of dark sparks. The fortress towers resumed their assault as well, forcing Brennan to perform evasive maneuvers that tested even his enhanced reflexes. Ossara and Sylana returned to action while Morgana joined Kael in launching a fresh attack.

Even as they destroyed thousands of enemies, more rose to take their place. It seemed that the dead world of Kheir-Lossan held the remains of multiple civilizations, each one contributing its fallen to Klingsor's endless army. No matter how many of the reanimated beings they destroyed, more were added to the fight.

"Third pass," Thomas called out as they came around again, his voice tight with the urgency of their situation. "Let's clear a landing zone and a path to the fortress gate.”

This time, they focused their combined fire on a specific section of the plateau. The magical assault reached a crescendo of destruction as Excalibur and the two magical combatants poured their power into the designated area. Golden fire from Arthur's shard mixed with orange flames from Morgana's nanite-enhanced abilities, while Excalibur's energy beams added their technological might to the combination. The concentrated assault created a cleared area large enough for Excalibur to land without being immediately swamped by the undead. Thomas could already see undead forces beginning to move toward the gap. They had perhaps minutes before they would be completely overrun.

“Brennan, bring us down.”

He didn’t hesitate, dropping Excalibur close to the surface as the teleportal deployed.

“Brennan, Bilbic, Gareth, stay here and manage Excalibur,” Thomas said. “Stay on the ground, the tower beams can’t reach you here.”

“But the undead can,” Gareth replied.

“Have no fear. I have a few surprises for them if they try to climb on the ship,” Merlin informed him.

Thomas recalled the soldiers and scientists back on Earth, trying to find a way into Excalibur and being rebuked at every turn. “Everyone else, let’s go,” he said, disconnecting from the neural interface and climbing out of the command pod.

“Captain,” Ossara said as he stepped onto the flight deck’s surface, her face pale, her chest heaving from exertion. “I’m sorry to say, we’ll be of little use to you out there.”

“You got us this far,” Thomas replied. “We’ll take it from here.”

He and his crew hurried from the flight deck. As they neared the teleportal, they were joined by Thorgrim in his exosuit, Merlin’s combat GOLEM, along with the Druid guards who had escaped the chaos of Primaltree’s crown, twenty-two in all.

“It’s going to be like the hells out there,” Aldrich said, “but if we break through those lines and get to Klingsor’s device, it’ll all be over, for us and for Avalyeth.”

“I believe in all of you,” Thomas said, channeling Arthur’s essence. “Turquine is hiding in the fortress, afraid to come out to face us directly. That tells you all you need to know. This is our battle to lose. If we fight hard, fight together, we can save Avalyeth. We can save Avalon.”

The Druid guards pounded their chests in response. Excalibur’s crew cheered acknowledgment.

“Follow me,” Thomas said.

The thickness of the air on Kheir-Lossan surprised Thomas as he stepped through the teleportal. The planet's atmosphere was bitter with the metallic tang of ancient death, each breath burning his throat with the accumulated corruption of millennia. Around him, his companions emerged from Excalibur's sanctuary into this wasteland of bone and shadow, their faces hardening as they absorbed the scope of their challenge.

The devastation they had carved with their aerial assault spread before them like a smoldering wound. Blackened craters marked where their bombardment had reduced thousands of undead to ash. Even now, thousands more were closing in on them, trying to narrow the path they had created to the gates of Klingsor’s fortress.

“They’re coming from every direction,” Percival reported. “It won’t be long before we’re surrounded again.”

The reanimated legions flowed toward them like a living carpet of bone and rotting sinew. Ancient warriors marched alongside an array of humanoid creatures Thomas couldn’t identify. He doubted that all of them had originated on this planet. More likely, they had been brought in by the necromancer for his dark experiments. All of them had the same sickly green glow in their eye sockets, and moved with a coordination that suggested Klingsor controlled them directly from this close range.

“We’d better get moving,” Thomas said as he freed Cindlar's Blade from its scabbard, the drakhem stone practically humming with anticipation as its runes flared to life. Arthur's essence surged through his veins like liquid starfire, sharpening every sense while flooding him with the confidence of righteous purpose. He turned to the others, raising his blade and his voice. “We punch through to the fortress. No stopping, no looking back!"

Thorgrim's exosuit vented steam as hydraulic systems reached full pressure, his massive war hammer hefted in his hand and ready to use. “This is what I came here for. To take the Death Walker’s head back to King Grumvek. There’s no better trophy to be had.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Morgana hissed. “The necromancer occupies my son’s corpse. Both it and Klingsor’s crystal are mine.”

“Perhaps we should focus on reaching the fortress,” Merlin suggested, his GOLEM motioning to the undead coming at them from every side. “We have less than five minutes before we’re completely overrun.”

“Good advice,” Thomas replied. "Kael, Morgana, do your best to keep our path clear. Everyone else, stay tight and keep moving." He lowered his blade, the tip pointing at the fortress gates, about three hundred meters away. “Charge!”


CHAPTER 41


The charge across Kheir-Lossan's blasted landscape felt like racing across the open mouth of hell itself. Thomas' boots hammered against hard earth littered with dead trees, smoldering craters, and the shattered remains of the undead they had destroyed before landing. Behind him, the thunder of his comrades’ footsteps merged with the grinding hydraulics of Thorgrim's exosuit and the heavy thumps of Merlin's combat GOLEM.

Arthur's essence blazed through Thomas's consciousness, heightening every sense until he could perceive the battlefield with supernatural clarity. Eager to reach them before they made it to Klingsor’s fortress, the undead tide converged on them from three different directions, attempting to close the gap Excalibur had created to reach the fortress.

"Left flank!" Aldrich shouted, his voice cutting through the din as a wave of skeletal archers prepared to let loose their shadow-wreathed arrows. Morgana's response was immediate and devastating. Orange fire erupted from her outstretched hands, washing over the archer formation in a tide of annihilation.

"Right flank moving in to intercept!" Percival called out in warning, Thorgrim's war hammer meeting them with the force of a siege engine. Each swing pulverized anything that came near him. As they fought their way toward the fortress, skulls exploded, spraying bone fragments. Ribcages collapsed under impacts. Hip and knee joints shattered, putting skeletons down permanently.

Thomas glanced back to check on Excalibur. Dozens of undead climbed one another to swarm over the ship's hull, their bony fingers and feet slipping and sliding on the legendary vessel's slick surface. When Merlin had them where he wanted them, the hull flared with crackling bolts of blue, zapping the attackers, their undead remains vaporizing like mist.

“Thomas, mind your flank!” Tryvane called out, drawing Thomas’ attention as a skeletal warrior lunged at him, its corroded blade seeking to lop off his head. Without breaking stride, he swung Cindlar's Blade, shattering the lesser weapon. His swing continued through to split the creature's skull, its bones clattering to the ground in disarray.

"They're endless!" one of the Druid guards shouted, his wooden armor scarred by blade marks as he fought desperately against a trio of undead soldiers. Two Druids came to his aid. Together, they removed the legs from the reanimated dead, their bones cracking and splintering under the feet of the advancing horde at their backs, dust and pulverized bones creating a suffocating cloud behind them.

“Keep going!” Kaelithan shouted, channeling the power of Arthur's blazing shard through his staff. The energy lanced out in controlled bursts, blowing up clusters of dead, creating open holes in the oncoming enemy formation.

“We’re almost there!” Burl called out, his massive sword cleaving a path through a swarm of ancient skeletons to see the fortress looming ahead. Even more dark and foreboding as they drew ever closer to its already open black gates, Thomas could feel Klingsor’s corrupted magic coursing through the black construct.

A shudder ran through him. He shook it off as he broke free of the grasping bone fingers trying to pull him down. He caught another soldier’s blade on his own before ducking and lunging into the skeleton, lifting it up and tossing it behind him. Thorgrim’s war hammer smashed it to pieces, its skull shattering under his exosuit’s heavy feet.

“Vengeance will be mine. For Brundheim and Ferraden!” Thorgrim exclaimed as he again swung his war hammer, crushing more skulls in a single swing.

“We’re going to make it!” Burl cried beside him.

“We aren’t through the gates yet,” Tivan warned. “Look!”

Thomas’ jaw clenched as he returned his gaze to the fortress gates to see a formation of undead soldiers marching from within the fortress in perfectly synchronized ranks. These weren't the randomly reanimated corpses they had been fighting; they moved with military discipline, their weapons and armor suggesting they had been elite warriors in life.

“Morgana, Kael, hit them where it hurts!” Thomas ordered.

Their magical energies hurtled toward the enemy, but the undead held their ground. The golden light and orange fire converged just as the spires on either side of the gates flared with corrupted energy, intercepting the magic. It dissipated, leaving the undead army unharmed.

“Meet them head on!” Thomas shouted. Arthur’s essence burned within him, lending him strength as he and his crew raced across the landscape, refusing to slow. “Cut right through them!”

The undead soldiers continued emerging from the fortress without breaking formation or changing pace, until the entire army—nearly two thousand strong—had emerged. When they came to an abrupt stop, Thomas didn’t. He continued the charge, channeling the fear pulsing through him at the sight of so many enemies standing between them and the fortress into determination. The others remained with him, mirroring his unbreakable spirit, understanding that this was their one and only chance to save their lives and countless others.

One hundred meters. Ninety. Eighty. Their boots pounded the hard-packed earth, crunching on scattered bones as they closed on the waiting army.

Seventy meters. Sixty. Details of the undead soldiers resolved into focus, green glowing eye sockets observing the rush with ambivalence.

Fifty meters. Forty. The undead formation suddenly parted, creating a corridor through their ranks. A single figure moved through it, coming toward them.

Thomas pulled up short, his charge faltering as confusion replaced battle fury. Behind him, his crew reacted with similar bewilderment.

“That’s…impossible,” Garant breathed.

Thomas stared in surprise as the figure strode toward them and stopped. At first, Thomas couldn’t make sense of his sudden appearance on the enemy’s side, but time and reason offered clarity. He quickly realized that everything about him was wrong. He wore plate armor stained as if with fresh blood, and carried a thick helm clutched beneath his left arm, leaving his face intentionally visible.

Sir Lancelot.

It was definitely the ancient knight, their friend and mentor…alive. His were the same features Thomas remembered, the same mismatched silver and gold eyes that had taught him the art of swordplay aboard Excalibur, but something fundamental in him had changed. Where once those eyes had held warmth and compassion toward him, now they carried the cold calculation of a predator studying its prey.

The Red Knight, in the living flesh.

But not his own flesh.

"Sir Dragon," he called out, his voice carrying Lancelot’s familiar tone but with an alien timbre. "I request parlay. Hold your advance."

"No chance," Thomas replied, resuming his approach toward Ironside and his undead army. He gestured toward the undead forces still holding their ground, yet slowly moving in around on both sides of them. “I’m not about to be surrounded by thousands of Klingsor’s undead.”

The Red Knight's borrowed features showed amusement as he surveyed the situation. “An understandable perspective,” he agreed. “But I’m in a position to present you with the perfect opportunity to resolve this conflict with minimal bloodshed. Single combat between champions, you and me, with the victor determining the fate of this world and all who dwell upon it."

"Thomas, don't listen to him," Aldrich immediately warned. “It's obviously a trap."

"The undead will overwhelm us as soon as it’s convenient,” Percival added. "We need to keep moving toward the fortress."

On the surface, Thomas agreed with them. The odds of this being a trick were high. But not as high as it might seem. Ironside was violent, yes. But he was still a knight, and he’d never shown any indication he would break a knightly oath.

“On your honor?” Thomas asked.

Ironside nodded emphatically. “Of course.”

“I can’t believe you’re considering this,” Burl said. “He’s an evil liar.”

Thomas’ shifted his gaze from the Red Knight to the army behind him and back again. Could his small group really fight their way through two thousand undead soldiers, plus Sir Ironside in Lancelot’s body? Even with Morgana and Kaelithan’s magic, it would have been a difficult task. But here, at the doorstep of Klingsor’s power, the fortress had rendered the two wizards ineffective. 

Even if they could somehow make it, some or all of his crew—his friends—would surely die.

He reached out with his consciousness, seeking guidance from Arthur's essence. The ancient king's presence had sustained him through every challenge they had faced, offering wisdom when his own experience proved inadequate. But now, when he needed that guidance most desperately, he found only silence. Arthur's essence remained within him, a warm current of strength and purpose, but it offered no counsel regarding the choice before him.

As the High King had confirmed on the way to Kheir-Lossan, the decision was entirely his own to make.

Around him, the skeletal warriors formed an ever-tightening circle, their glowing eye sockets fixed on his small group of fighters. Within minutes, perhaps less, they would be completely surrounded and forced to fight on all sides.

Thomas looked back at his crew. He had led them here, brought them to this point on the slimmest hope of victory. That hope was all but gone now, reduced to a single small spot on the surface of a hopeless planet. Only one path forward remained.

"What are your terms?" Thomas asked.

"Simple and honorable, as befits a contest between knights. You and I face each other in single combat. If you win, Sir Turquine will surrender, and the Telemuter will be deactivated.” He waved his hand across the undead armies. “All of them will collapse into piles of bone.”

“And if you win?” Thomas questioned. “What do you get out of this?”

“If I win, I walk away free to wander Avalon however I see fit until I find an opponent worthy enough to destroy me.”

"Thomas, this is madness," Garant protested, his voice tight with barely controlled emotion. "You're talking about risking everything in a single duel."

"What guarantee do we have that he'll honor any agreement?" Tivan echoed.

Thomas studied Ironside's borrowed features, searching for any sign of deception or hidden motive. But the Red Knight's expression remained steady, his posture that of a warrior who had made an honest proposal and awaited an honest response.

He turned back to his crew. “A knight without honor is no knight at all,” Thomas said, repeating the words Ironside had said to him before their first fight. "Whatever else Ironside might be, he’s still a knight. One whose chivalric code runs deeper than his corruption. If he gives his word in formal combat, he'll be compelled to honor it."

A wave of warmth—not Arthur’s essence, but his own growing confidence—spread through him. Lancelot had trained him personally, had taught him everything he knew about swordplay and combat tactics. He carried Arthur's essence, wielded Cindlar's Blade, and fought for a cause that transcended personal ambition. If anyone could defeat the Red Knight, it was him.

“Besides,” he said, his gaze sweeping over his companions. “I’m going to kick his ass.”

“Yes!” Thorgrim growled in response. The others perked up as well.

“We believe in you, my friend,” Kaelithan said.

Thomas turned back to Ironside. "I accept your terms," he announced, his voice carrying across the battlefield with ringing authority.

Ironside's smile widened with genuine pleasure. "Excellent. I confess, I've been looking forward to meeting you in person. Our encounters on Avalyeth proved so interesting."

The undead forces responded to some unspoken command, their encroachment ending as they formed a vast circle around the designated combat area, creating an arena of blasted earth surrounded by thousands of glowing eye sockets.

Ironside moved to the center of the circle, his armor catching the ruddy light as he donned his helm. When he spoke, his voice carried the hollow resonance of metal and malice.

"I must thank you for this opportunity, Sir Dragon. It's been a long time since I’ve faced such a worthy opponent.”

Thomas approached him, Cindlar's Blade held in a ready position as Arthur's essence flowed through his consciousness like liquid fire.

"Let's get this over with," Thomas replied, his voice steady despite the magnitude of what he was undertaking.

"Indeed," the Red Knight agreed, drawing his own sword. Or rather, Lancelot’s, though it lacked its soul stone. He settled into a combat stance that spoke of centuries of martial experience. "May the better knight prevail."


CHAPTER 42


Thomas and Ironside slowly circled each other, each warrior taking the measure of his opponent while the assembled undead stood by in absolute stillness, the light in their eyes dulled presumably by Klingsor’s control of the Telemuter. Arthur's essence surged through his consciousness, sharpening every sense until he could perceive the subtlest details of Ironside's stance and posture.

The Red Knight moved with the grace of a master swordsman, but Thomas could see the slight stiffness in his borrowed limbs, the way Lancelot's body responded to commands from an alien mind.

That slight disconnect might be the only advantage Thomas had.

Ironside struck first, his blade cutting through the air in a silver arc that would have bisected a lesser opponent. Thomas was ready, Cindlar's edge meeting and stopping its trajectory in its tracks. The impact sent shockwaves through both weapons, ancient enchantments clashing against the powerful strike in a display that lit up the battlefield.

Thomas pressed his advantage, immediately launching a series of rapid attacks that forced Ironside to give ground. Cindlar's Blade sang as it cut through the thin air, each strike calculated to exploit the weaknesses Thomas had observed in his opponent's stance.

The Red Knight adapted quickly, his borrowed body moving with increasing fluidity as Ironside adjusted to its capabilities. Lancelot's natural skill provided the foundation, while the Red Knight's own experience added layers of complexity that made each exchange more dangerous than the last.

Their blades met in a flurry of sparks and ringing metal, neither combatant able to gain a decisive advantage as they tested each other's defenses. Thomas could feel the strain beginning to build in his muscles, but Arthur's essence sustained him, providing reserves of strength that transcended normal human limitations.

"Impressive," Ironside commented during a brief pause in their exchange, his voice carrying grudging respect. “You’ve been well-trained, but technique alone won't save you from what's coming."

The Red Knight's next attack came with devastating force, his blade carving through complex patterns that seemed to bend space around them. Thomas found himself giving ground despite his best efforts. Cindlar's edge worked frantically to deflect strikes that came from what felt like everywhere at once.

Blood ran down his left arm where Ironside's blade found a gap in his armor. "Is that all you have?" Thomas taunted, the wound burning with cold fire. He welcomed the pain. It served to focus his concentration.

Thomas utilized Ironside's moment of satisfaction to launch a counterattack, catching him off guard. Cindlar's Blade scored a deep gash across his breastplate, its enchanted metal cutting through armor that might have been impervious to almost any other weapon.

Ironside staggered backward, his borrowed features showing surprise for the first time since the combat began. "Impossible.”

“Maybe you aren’t as good as you think you are,” Thomas said, pressing his advantage with a series of strikes that drove Ironside back across the circle.

The Red Knight recovered quickly, but Thomas could see something fundamental had changed in their dynamic. Where before Ironside had fought with the confidence of inevitable victory, uncertainty had now crept into his movements.

They fought across the entire diameter of the circle and back again, neither combatant maintaining control of the center. Minutes passed in a blur of clashing blades, both warriors taking damage as the fight intensified. Thomas's armor bore new scars where Ironside's sword had found its mark, while the Red Knight's showed multiple gashes from Cindlar's drakhem edge.

"You're stronger than I expected," Ironside admitted during another brief pause, his breathing labored. "But strength fades. Skill endures.”

The Red Knight's next assault came at Thomas with renewed fury, his blade moving in patterns that seemed to defy physics. Thomas found himself driven back toward the circle's edge, so close to the undead he could smell the ancient decay that clung to them.

As Ironside pressed his attack, Thomas noticed something crucial. The Red Knight's movements had become more fluid, more natural, as he adapted to Lancelot's body, but they had also become more predictable. The disconnect that had initially hindered him had been replaced by habits and reflexes that Thomas recognized.. He had sparred with Lancelot hundreds of times during his training. He couldn’t help wondering if Ironside realized he was fighting as Lancelot would fight, or if somehow, some way, Thomas’ mentor was subtly directing the Red Knight from behind the scenes.

When Ironside launched his next attack—a complex series of thrusts and cuts—Thomas was ready for one of Lancelot's favorite combinations. He slipped aside at precisely the right moment, Cindlar's Blade finding the gap in the Red Knight's armor that he knew would be there. The ancient Dwarven weapon punched through Ironside’s armor and into Lancelot’s shoulder, drawing dark blood and Ironside’s roar of pained fury. The Red Knight stumbled backward, pulling the blade free of Lancelot’s flesh, but not before blood ran down the tip of Cindlar’s Blade, steaming on the enchanted metal.

"Lucky strike," Ironside snarled, his borrowed features twisting with rage. "It won't happen again."

Thomas could see the real truth in the Red Knight's eyes. The wound was serious, and more importantly, it had shaken his confidence. For the first time since the combat began, Ironside was fighting defensively, trying to protect his injury while seeking opportunities to strike back.

Arthur's essence blazed through Thomas's consciousness, lending strength to his tired muscles and clarity to his tactical thinking. He relentlessly pressed his advantage, Cindlar's Blade weaving and striking Ironside’s weapon as he drove the Red Knight all the way back across the circle.

Ironside's responses grew increasingly desperate, his attacks wilder and less controlled as pain and fatigue took their toll. Before, where his strikes had been calculated and precise, they now carried the fury of a cornered predator lashing out at anything within reach.

Thomas ducked under a wild swing that would have taken his head, his return strike opening another gash in Ironside's armor. this one venting blood from his side. The Red Knight staggered, his borrowed form struggling to maintain balance as blood loss—his initial wound had already bled down his chest to his hip—began to affect his coordination.

"Yield," Thomas commanded, his voice carrying the authority of Arthur's essence as he pressed the tip of Cindlar's Blade against Ironside's throat. "You fought with honor, but the victory is mine."

“Never!” Ironside cried, sweeping Cindlar’s Blade aside and springing forward to attempt a powerful strike. Thomas blocked it easily before kicking the Red Knight in the chest, knocking him to the ground.

Thomas surged forward, driving Cindlar’s Blade toward Lancelot’s throat before stopping mere centimeters from penetrating his flesh. “Yield!” he demanded. “On your honor, you’re defeated.”

The Red Knight looked up at him, fury and respect mingling in his expression. "I yield," he said finally, his voice carrying the bitter taste of defeat. "The victory is yours, Sir Dragon. My word was given freely and cannot be withdrawn."

A surge of relief and triumph flowed through Thomas’ consciousness, Arthur's essence resonating with satisfaction at the honorable conclusion to combat. He had faced the legendary Red Knight in single combat and emerged victorious.

"You’re my prisoner," Thomas announced, his voice carrying across the battlefield so that Klingsor and Turquine could hear. "On your honor as a knight, you will not attempt to escape or cause harm to my companions."

"Agreed," Ironside replied without hesitation. "My honor binds me to accept the consequences of defeat."

Thomas withdrew his sword and offered his hand to help the Red Knight regain his feet, the gesture automatic despite everything Ironside represented. The code of chivalry demanded respect for a defeated opponent who had fought with honor, regardless of personal feelings.

Ironside accepted the assistance, rising slowly as Lancelot’s wounded body struggled against gravity and blood loss. When he spoke again, his voice carried a new note of respect that hadn't been present before the combat.

"Sir Turquine," he called out. “As you’re no doubt aware, I’ve been defeated in single combat by Sir Dragon. According to our agreement, Klingsor must deactivate the Telemuter and immediately stand down the undead."

The battlefield waited in expectant silence for a response that didn't come. Minutes passed without any acknowledgment from within the fortress, while the assembled undead remained motionless around the circle's perimeter.

"Sir Turquine!" Ironside repeated, his voice carrying growing anger at the lack of response. "You sent me out as your champion, and I accepted defeat honorably. Our agreement binds you to honor the result. Klingsor must disable the Telemuter, and you must surrender yourself to Sir Dragon's mercy."

Still no response. The silence stretched until it became oppressive, thick with implications that made Thomas's stomach clench with dread. "He's not going to answer, is he, Merlin?" he asked quietly.

"Drawing honor from Turquine is like drawing water from a stone."

Ironside's borrowed features twisted with rage as the full implications of Turquine's silence became clear. "He dishonors not just our agreement, but the very foundation of knightly conduct. This violation demands⁠—"

The Red Knight's words were cut off as the assembled undead began to move again, their brief immobility ending as whatever force had held them in check was withdrawn. Thomas realized the Red Knight might be bound by his word, but his master clearly felt no such constraints. The circle began to contract, thousands of reanimated corpses advancing with renewed hunger toward the small group of fighters at its center.

Thomas raised Cindlar's Blade, despair threatening to overwhelm his earlier triumph. He had won the duel, claimed victory according to the rules of honorable combat, and gained nothing for his efforts. Turquine had simply chosen to ignore the outcome, leaving them trapped at the center of an undead army with nowhere to run.

As the undead tide closed in around them, eye sockets glowing with renewed malevolence, they prepared to finish what the duel had temporarily interrupted.


CHAPTER 43


Turquine watched through the eyes of the undead as Sir Dragon lowered Cindlar's Blade to the Red Knight's throat, demanding surrender. His scaled hands clenched into fists, claws scoring deep gouges in his palms as disbelief warred with mounting rage.

"Impossible," he growled, his voice echoing through the laboratory. The nanites beneath his scales hummed with agitation, their harmonic frequencies shifting to patterns that reflected his emotional turmoil. “How did Ironside lose? He's the greatest warrior who ever lived!”

Yet, the evidence was undeniable. Through the reanimated soldiers, he could see the Red Knight sprawled on the blasted earth of Kheir-Lossan's surface, Thomas Drake standing over him with victory written across his exhausted features.

"How?" Turquine demanded, his voice cracking with bewilderment. "Ironside possessed Lancelot's body, all of his physical capabilities enhanced by his tactical genius. Sir Dragon should have been cut down in moments."

He watched Ironside rise to his feet with Thomas's assistance, blood streaming from his wounds as he called out toward the fortress.

"Sir Turquine, as you're no doubt aware, I've been defeated in single combat by Sir Dragon. According to our agreement, you must stand down and disable the Telemuter immediately."

Turquine's first instinct was to ignore the demand entirely. What did agreements matter when victory was within his grasp? The undead army surrounding Thomas and his companions numbered in the thousands. Even without Ironside's leadership, they could overwhelm the small group of defenders through sheer numbers.

But as he prepared to dismiss the Red Knight's words, his nanites surged with unexpected resistance. Their collective consciousness pressed against his thoughts, flooding his awareness with concepts and emotions he never expected.

Honor. Integrity. Honesty. He had sent Ironside out to confront Excalibur’s captain, and while he hadn’t explicitly told him to challenge him to single combat, he had given the Red Knight freedom to do what he believed to be most tactically sound.

The nanites continued to press him, urging him to accede to the demand. To take the honorable route. Through their exposure to his thoughts and experiences, their observations of Klingsor, Ironside, and even Sir Dragon, they had never ceased evolving. They had watched and learned, and developed far beyond the violence, anger, and lust for destruction that had once defined them. They now understood that power without honor was empty conquest, that victories achieved through treachery carried the seeds of their own destruction.

But there was more to it than that.

A lot more.

Turquine felt it like a knife to his chest, a tightness in his heart he’d never felt before. Worry. Concern. Care, drawn to the surface by Lancelot’s final words. He’d tried to bury them, but the nanites brought them back to the forefront now.

Halvy remained connected to the machine, his young consciousness forced to serve as a conduit for necromantic energies that no mortal mind was designed to channel. Each moment the device remained active inflicted torments upon the boy that transcended physical pain.

"Sir Turquine," Ironside called again, his voice carrying growing anger at the lack of response. "You sent me out as your champion, and I accepted defeat honorably. Our agreement binds you to honor the result. Disable the Telemuter."

Turquine trembled with internal conflict as contradictory impulses tore at his consciousness. Everything he had worked toward, every sacrifice he had made, had been in service of this moment. Victory was right there in front of him. He could hardly believe it when he saw Morgana approaching with Sir Dragon and his crew. And now, all he had to do was nothing, and he could let Klingsor’s undead army destroy them both, leaving him free to rampage through Avalon and claim the throne. None would dare stand against him, once they heard what he’d accomplished. Once they saw his undead armies approaching.

But the cost...

Images flashed through his memory unbidden, of the time he had spent with Halvy, of the conversations he had tried to have with the boy. While his little wizard remained stoic and unemotional, Turquine had grown both protective and fond of the boy in spite of himself. He had become more than just a useful tool. He had become something approaching a son, the family that Turquine had never known he wanted.

Now that innocent child writhed in agony within the Telemuter's crystal matrix, his consciousness stretched beyond its natural limits while corrupted energies flowed through neural pathways never designed to channel such power. Every moment of delay prolonged that torture, adding to suffering that already exceeded anything a child should have to endure.

The nanites pressed their emotional arguments with increasing intensity, their evolved consciousness recognizing truths that Turquine's ambition had obscured. Power meant nothing if it required the destruction of everything worth protecting. Victory achieved at the expense of perhaps the only other thing he cared about—perhaps the one thing he suddenly couldn’t deny he loved—would be hollow indeed.

"Klingsor," Turquine said, his voice hoarse with the effort of forcing words past his internal resistance. "Shut down the Telemuter."

The necromancer looked up from the machine's control interface, Mordred's borrowed features showing surprise and growing concern. "What did you say?"

"I said shut it down," Turquine repeated, each word like broken glass in his throat. "Ironside was defeated in honorable combat. Our agreement requires us to cease hostilities."

Klingsor's laugh was sharp and bitter, the sound echoing through the laboratory like the cries of carrion birds. "Your agreement? Have you gone mad?”

“On my honor, as my champion, his word binds me as surely as if I had given it myself."

“Honor?" Klingsor's voice dripped with contempt as he positioned himself between Turquine and the Telemuter. “You have no honor, Turquine. You have always been, and still are, a monster. A destroyer, just like me. Sir Dragon and his pathetic band of followers are surrounded by thousands of undead. We can end them in minutes."

"At the cost of our word," Turquine replied, his scales darkening with emotion as the nanites reinforced his resolve. "What victory is worth the price of our integrity?"

The necromancer's borrowed features twisted into an expression of disgusted disbelief. "Integrity? You're a conqueror, Turquine. You've slaughtered thousands in pursuit of power. You’ve tortured innocents and broken more promises than you can probably count. And now, at our finest hour, you develop scruples?"

Turquine felt something fracture within his chest, a fundamental shift in perspective that changed everything he had believed about himself. The nanites had been right. His evolution hadn't just been physical or tactical; it had been moral, emotional, and spiritual as well. He was no longer the simple instrument of destruction he had once been.

"Perhaps I’m evolving in ways I hadn't expected," he admitted, his voice carrying surprising peace despite the magnitude of what he was contemplating. "Perhaps becoming more than I was requires abandoning what I used to be."

“Or perhaps this is about the boy,” Klingsor's tone shifted, becoming calculatingly soft as he recognized the source of Turquine's hesitation. "The little wizard has become a weakness you can't afford. He's making you soft, corrupting your resolve with sentiment."

"Yes," Turquine replied without shame, his admission carrying the weight of absolute truth. "Halvy is a factor. He’s only a boy. I was supposed to protect him, and I handed him over to you to be tortured. That betrayal ends now."

He moved toward the Telemuter again, his massive hands reaching for the control interface. Klingsor stepped into his path, the necromancer's borrowed form radiating malevolent power as his true nature asserted itself.

"I will not allow you to throw away everything we've accomplished for the sake of honor you’ve never possessed and the life of one insignificant child," Klingsor declared, his voice hard. "The boy's suffering serves a greater purpose. His pain powers our victory."

"Stand aside," Turquine commanded. “I’m still the master here. You will obey my commands, or I’ll make you obey them.”

Klingsor's laugh was genuinely amused this time, the sound carrying undertones of cruel satisfaction. “Do your worst, Turquine.”

He did. Or at least, he tried. Reaching out to the fragment of Klingsor’s essence within him, he intended to seize control of the dark wizard and make him turn off the machine.

Instead, he shuddered as the fragment pushed back, icy tendrils of corrupted power suddenly spreading through his system, reaching out to his nanites.

And seeking control.

Turquine tried to resist, his massive frame straining against the invasion of his own nervous system, but the nanites knew every pathway, every weakness, every method of asserting control over their host. Now, the microscopic machines that had been his greatest strength turned against him, their loyalty corrupted by Klingsor’s power.

His body locked into immobility as foreign will flowed through neural pathways that had once been his alone. The nanites sang with new harmonics—not the cooperative melodies he had grown accustomed to, but harsh discordant frequencies that spoke of absolute domination. They had been his partners in evolution, and now they became his captors.

"You see," Klingsor said, his voice now echoing inside Turquine's trapped consciousness as well as through Mordred's lips. "The fragment was never your tool for commanding me. It was my way of gaining control of you.”

Turquine felt his own body moving without his permission, massive hands that had once obeyed his will now responding to alien commands. He remained conscious, aware of every sensation, but utterly unable to influence his own actions. The nanites had become a prison of living metal, holding him captive within his own enhanced form.

“How?” he managed to utter with great effort.

“It was simple, really,” Klingsor replied. “Every time your mind wandered elsewhere, I was there inside of you. I explored, sometimes for only seconds, sometimes for hours, reaching out through the fragment to learn about your nanites, to test their defenses, until finally, I discovered a way through. Of course, I had to teach them. They thrive on evolution, after all. I unlocked their true potential. Their true evolutionary nature. I never realized it would lead to you developing a fatherly love for the boy or a strange desire to honor the agreement Ironside made with Excalibur’s captain, but I suppose some side-effects were to be expected.” Klingsor shrugged. “It matters little now. You’re mine to command, Turquine. Mine to control. Your strength, your speed, your tactical knowledge—all of it serves my purposes. Mine alone!”

Through his trapped consciousness, Turquine felt the fragment digging deeper into his mind, solidifying its control. He tried to fight back, but the nanites countered every thought that came from his mind, canceling it so that Klingsor’s desires remained the priority.

"The Telemuter will not be shut down," the necromancer declared, his voice carrying the finality of absolute authority. "Sir Dragon's victory means nothing. His honor will not save him from the reality of overwhelming force."

Turquine struggled against the constraints that held him, his will raging against the microscopic machines that had betrayed him. But the nanites had been thoroughly corrupted, their collective consciousness rewritten by the fragment. They no longer recognized him as their partner or even their host. He was simply another biological component to be controlled.

"Halvy," he managed to project through the connection, his mental voice barely a whisper against the overwhelming presence that dominated his consciousness. "Please, the boy doesn't deserve this."

"The boy serves his purpose," Klingsor replied without compassion. "His suffering powers my greatest triumph. That he experiences agony in service of my victory is of no concern to me."

Through the displays, Turquine watched his undead army beginning to advance again as whatever restraint had held them back was withdrawn. Ironside, Sir Dragon, and his companions found themselves surrounded by thousands of reanimated corpses, their small circle of defiance about to be overwhelmed by sheer numbers.

"You could have ruled as my partner," Klingsor persisted, his tone carrying mock sympathy. "Instead, you chose sentiment over strength. Now you will serve as my tool, and your precious boy will continue to suffer until his consciousness finally fractures under the strain."

The nanites pulsed with satisfaction at their new master's words, their harmonics shifting to frequencies that spoke of absolute loyalty to their corrupted programming.

They sang their new songs of slavery, and Turquine screamed silently within the cage of his own flesh.


CHAPTER 44


The reanimated corpses surged forward in a tidal wave of bone and decay, weapons raised. Thomas’ heart hammered against his ribs as their glowing eye sockets fixed specifically on him, among his small group at the circle's center.

"You bastard!" Percival snarled at Ironside. "You gave your word! Knights don't break their oaths!"

The Red Knight's borrowed features twisted with genuine fury, though the rage wasn't directed at them. "My word stands unbroken," he replied through gritted teeth, Lancelot's voice carrying the bitter edge of betrayal. "Turquine dishonors not just our agreement, but every code of conduct that separates knights from common butchers."

Thomas watched the advancing horde, calculating distances and angles of approach. They had perhaps thirty seconds—not enough time to fight their way through to the fortress gates—before the undead reached them. The math was simple and brutal.

They were going to die here.

“I’m equally enraged by this treachery," Ironside continued, raising his blade as the nearest skeletons lurched within striking distance. “But rage itself won't save us from what's coming. I’ll help you hold them off so you can reach the fortress, but I cannot do this alone."

"Then you won't fight alone," Merlin declared. “I’ll stand with you.”

“Count me in," Burl rumbled, his massive sword cleaving through three skeletal warriors in a single devastating arc. "I've come too far to turn tail and run now."

"And me," Aldrich added, his blade finding the joints that held ancient bones together. "We'll cover your approach to the fortress."

One-by-one, Thomas's crew voiced their commitment. Even the surviving Druid guards raised their voices, their wooden armor scarred but their spirits unbroken.

Thomas felt a surge of pride that nearly overwhelmed him. These warriors—his friends—were willing to sacrifice themselves to give him the slimmest chance of success. They understood what was at stake, understood that Avalyeth's fate hung in the balance.

The GOLEM twisted so its blue eyes fixed on Thomas. “You need to continue into the fortress. You need to stop this. It has to be you, my boy.”

He nodded. “I’ll need a wizard.”

“I’m with you, my friend,” Kaelithan said, Arthur's crystal shard blazing around his neck.

"No," Morgana countered. Her expression was hard, her posture predatory and deadly. She carried her sword in one hand while her other still glowed with residual magical energy. “This is my fight. My son. And besides, I’m better equipped to deal with both Turquine and Klingsor, in both experience and knowledge.”

Thomas hated to admit it, but she was right. “Kael, I need you to stay with the others,” he decided. “I need your power to hold the line."

Kaelithan eyed Morgana warily, but finally nodded. Thomas clasped his arm, displaying his affection for his friend in the sharp, almost infinitesimal dip of his chin before turning back toward the fortress.

"Thomas, wait," Taliesin said. He reached carefully into a pocket of his armor and recovered two small vials, pressing them into Thomas' free hand. "The counter-nanites. Saral's work,” he explained. “One is programmed specifically for Turquine. It should disrupt his enhancements and make him easier to kill. The other is for Halvy."

Thomas carefully pocketed the vials, their weight seeming far greater than their actual mass. "Thank you."

"Now or never," Ironside declared, the major body of the undead within striking distance. He raised his bloodied sword toward the fortress gates. "Follow me!"

Despite his wounds, the Red Knight exploded into motion, his blade carving a path through the undead with brutal efficiency. Thorgrim's exosuit vented steam as hydraulics reached maximum pressure, the Dwarven warrior charging alongside Ironside with his war hammer whistling through the air. Merlin's combat GOLEM advanced with them. Together, they deflected the clumsy strikes of skeletal warriors, ancient bones exploding under their combined weapons.

Behind the spearhead, the rest of Thomas' crew formed a protective formation around him and Morgana. Burl and Aldrich guarded the flanks, their swords cutting apart any undead that ventured in too close. Percival and the twins protected the rear, their weapons rising and falling in deadly rhythm as they fought off pursuit.

Just ahead of Percival and the twins, Kaelithan raised his staff, the crystal shard erupting with golden radiance as he wove barriers of energy through the air. "I'm channeling them into chokepoints," he called out, sweat beading his forehead as he maintained the complex spellwork. "I’m making them come at us in smaller groups. I can hold them back longer this way.” Instead of devastating attacks, he focused on control so the undead could be destroyed more efficiently.

The magical barriers shimmered like heat mirages, invisible walls that forced the undead to bunch together as they approached. Where hundreds might have attacked simultaneously, now only dozens could reach them at once. Still an overwhelming force, but manageable.

For now.

Thomas and Morgana fought side-by-side as they followed in Ironside's wake. Cindlar's Blade sang in Thomas' hand, the runes carved into the ancient Dwarven weapon blazing with increasing intensity as he cut down one skeletal warrior after another.

Beside him, Morgana moved with deadly efficiency, her fighting style a seamless combination of bladework and magic. Orange fire erupted from her left hand, incinerating a cluster of approaching skeletons, while the dark sword she held in her right hand severed limbs and spines.

When a reanimated soldier thrust its spear at Morgana's chest, she flowed aside like liquid shadow, her blade opening its throat while fire from her other hand reduced others to ash. The combination was mesmerizing, proving the Queen had barely weakened, if at all, over her many years of reign.

Ahead of them, Ironside continued his relentless advance. Each step, under the strain of sustained combat, was bought with blood and determination. While Lancelot’s nanites were healing the Red Knight’s wounds as fast as they could, they continued to seep, new cuts appearing where enemy weapons found gaps in his armor. His skill; however, remained undiminished, perhaps even enhanced by righteous fury at Turquine's betrayal and Lancelot’s shared desire to see Thomas through to the fortress.

Thorgrim's war hammer created its own path of destruction, the Dwarf's powered armor allowing him to smash through obstacles without slowing. When a cluster of skeletal spearmen formed a defensive wall, the war hammer's kinetic impact scattered them all like broken dolls.

"Keep moving!" Ironside shouted over the chaos, his blade severing the leg of one soldier before taking the head of another. "Don't let them regroup!"

The battle became a desperate race across the ground between them and the fortress, every step forward costing effort and pain, every meter gained through violence and determination. The undead fell in waves before their advance, but more kept coming—an endless tide of bone and decay that threatened to overwhelm them through sheer numbers.

"How much farther?" Tivan called out.

"Twenty meters!" Thomas replied, the fortress gates looking more prominent ahead of them the closer they got to it. But those twenty meters might as well have been twenty kilometers. The undead concentrated their forces near the entrance, forming overlapping defensive lines that would require sustained assault to break through.

Taliesin burst forward, racing ahead of Ironside and diving into the scrum. He had shifted to his werewolf form at some point, and now he tore through the undead ranks like a force of nature, claws ripping apart limbs and joints while powerful jaws crushed skulls. Dozens of undead collapsed beneath his assault as he created a wedge in the path forward.

Ironside, Thorgrim, and Merlin quickly filled the gap, focusing all of their attention and energy on the undead between Thomas and the fortress gates.

Taliesin continued his savage assault on the skeletal ranks, claws and fangs tearing through ancient bones with primal fury, but in his ferocity, he had advanced too far, too fast. Dozens of undead converged on his position, their weapons seeking to bring down the creature that had caused such devastation in their ranks.

A spear thrust caught Taliesin in the shoulder, spinning him around as dark ichor sprayed from the wound. He snarled and snapped off the weapon's shaft with his jaws, but more blades found their mark—a sword through his ribs, an axe biting deep into his thigh.

"Tal!" Thomas shouted, seeing his friend overwhelmed by the tide of enemies. Yet, he fought on with desperate courage, his claws still rending enemies even as his strength began to fail. Thomas tried to reach him, to rescue him from the overwhelming forces but there were just too many enemies blocking his path. And diverting from the fortress would cost more than just the engineer’s life.

Taliesin’s golden eyes met his one final time, intelligence and acceptance gleaming behind the bestial features. With a last surge of effort, he hurled himself deeper into the enemy formation, drawing even more undead away from Thomas. His sacrifice bought them precious seconds, but the cost was devastating. Ancient blades rose and fell in a coordinated assault that finally brought the werewolf down.

“No!” Tryvane cried out from somewhere behind Thomas, echoing the pain they all felt. But there was no time to mourn. No time to slow.

Taliesin's form began to shift back to its humanoid state as his life faded, the transformation incomplete as death claimed him. And then, of course, he began to rise again, his eyes taking on the same green glow as all the others.

They used the loss of Taliesin as motivation, renewing the energy of their attacks as they pressed ever forward, weapons flashing as they fought to maintain momentum. The fortress gates loomed directly ahead, their dark stone archway promising sanctuary—or perhaps a different kind of trap.

"Cover me!" Ironside shouted, breaking into a sprint toward the gates.

The Red Knight's charge drew the attention of every undead in the immediate area. Skeletal warriors converged on him from all directions, their weapons seeking to drag down the armored figure before he could reach safety. Ironside fought with the fury of a man whose honor had been questioned, his blade weaving patterns of destruction that cleared a narrow corridor through the enemy ranks.

Thomas and Morgana followed close behind, their own weapons adding to the devastation as they fought to keep the path open. Behind them, the others fought desperately, buying precious seconds with blood and determination.

The gates were ten meters away now. Then five. Close enough to see the darkness beyond and smell the corruption that emanated from within.

Ironside reached the threshold first, turning to face the pursuing horde as Thomas and Morgana sprinted the final distance. The Red Knight's armor was scored and dented, his borrowed face pale with blood loss, but his sword remained steady in his hands.

"This is where we part ways," Ironside announced, his voice carrying the weight of finality. “We’ll hold them here as long as possible."

Thomas paused at the entrance, looking back at the warrior who had shown more honor than his master ever would. "Ironside⁠—"

"Go!" the Red Knight commanded, his blade rising to meet the first wave of pursuers. “And please, consider my honor intact.”

“I do,” Thomas replied. He and Morgana turned toward the fortress interior, leaving Ironside and the others to face the undead tide alone.

Behind them, the sounds of battle continued as their friends fought to buy them the time they needed. Ahead lay darkness deeper than any they had yet encountered. The heart of Klingsor's power, where nightmares took physical form and hope itself became a weapon to be wielded.

They plunged forward, the fortress’ open maw swallowing them whole.


CHAPTER 45


Inside the fortress, they entered a maze of corridors that defied every architectural principle Thomas had ever encountered. The corridors branched at angles that hurt to perceive directly, while the black drakhem walls pulsed with veins of sickly green light that flowed like corrupted blood through stone arteries. The air itself felt thick and oppressive, carrying a rusted metallic taste that coated his throat with each breath.

"This way," Morgana directed, her vertical pupils tracking the energy patterns flowing through the walls. After only a few steps, she stopped abruptly, her scaled features contorting with confusion. "No, that's wrong. The flow patterns suggest..." She paused again, turning in a slow circle as she studied their surroundings. "This is impossible. It feels almost as if the corridors themselves are shifting and changing.”

Thomas felt it too. The sensation that reality itself was unstable here, that the fortress was actively working against their attempts at navigation. The passages seemed to stretch and contract based on their direction of movement, while doorways appeared and vanished when observed peripherally. Even worse, he could swear they had passed the same intersection multiple times, though from different angles each time.

Thomas pressed his free hand against the wall. The drakhem stone was warm to the touch, almost feverish, and he could feel the corruption flowing through it like a pulse. "The fortress itself is a weapon,” he said.

Morgana nodded, her orange eyes reflecting the eerie light that emanated from the walls. "The architecture is designed to disorient intruders. But more than that…" She gestured toward the flowing patterns of energy. "...the stone is actively channeling corrupted power. It’s only a matter of time before it gets put to use.”

As if summoned by her words, the corridor around them began to change. The walls started to weep a viscous substance that glowed with the same sickly green as the energy veins, while the air grew thick with vapors that instantly made Thomas' eyes water.

"Poison," Morgana announced, her hands already moving in complex patterns as she began to weave counter-spells. A shimmering barrier of energy erupted around them, not to attack but to create a protective shield to filter the toxic atmosphere. “Stay close to me."

The gas continued to seep from the walls in quantities that would have killed them within seconds if not for Morgana's barrier. It held firm, preventing the toxins from reaching them. Thomas could see the strain and tension in Morgana’s scaled features as she maintained their protection. Her nanites might help restore her physical endurance, but she had used a lot of magic in the last hour.

They pressed forward through corridors that seemed to stretch endlessly ahead of them. The walls began to show images—flickering scenes of torture and death that appeared in the flowing energy patterns like windows into other realities. Thomas caught glimpses of burning cities, of skeletal armies marching across devastated landscapes, of Halvy screaming in agony as corrupted energy flowed through his small frame.

"Don't look at them," Morgana warned, her voice strained from the effort of maintaining their protective barrier. "The images are designed to break your concentration, to fill your mind with despair."

It was impossible to avoid them entirely. The scenes followed them as they moved, shifting and changing to show new horrors with each step. Thomas saw Primaltree burning, its massive trunk collapsing as undead swarmed through its levels. He saw Excalibur's crew falling one-by-one to overwhelming numbers, their bodies rising again to serve Klingsor's will.

"They're not real," he reminded himself, but his voice lacked conviction. For all he knew, the images might be showing actual events taking place while they stumbled through this house of madness.

The psychological assault intensified as they continued deeper into the fortress. The walls began to whisper soft suggestions of surrender and despair. Sometimes the voices spoke in familiar timbres, using the voices of his fallen friends to tell him he had failed them, that his quest was hopeless.

"Thomas," came Taliesin's voice from somewhere within the stone. "Why didn't you save me? I died because you were too weak to protect me.”

"I'm sorry," Thomas whispered, beginning to lose track of what was real and what was illusion.

Morgana's hand gripped his shoulder, her claws digging past a gap in his armor to find flesh beneath. “Klingsor is trying to break your mind. He’s using your guilt and grief against you. Block out the voices. They're lies designed to weaken your resolve,” she explained, her own voice tight with strain.

The pain sharp enough to cut through the psychic assault, Thomas nodded, forcing himself to focus on Arthur's essence flowing through his consciousness. The ancient king's presence provided an anchor of stability that helped him resist the fortress's psychological warfare. The whispered accusations continued, but they lost their power to hurt him as he centered himself on his true purpose.

They reached what appeared to be a central junction where five corridors converged, each one identical to the others in every detail. “We're going in circles," Morgana admitted, her breathing labored from the constant concentration required to keep them alive. "The fortress is redirecting us away from wherever we need to go."

“And every minute we spend lost is another minute our friends are out there, doing their best not to die,” Thomas said. He closed his eyes, reaching deeper into Arthur's essence than he had ever attempted before. “Arthur, please. I need your help. Your guidance. Or everything will be lost.”

The ancient king's presence surged through his consciousness, bringing with it knowledge that transcended normal human understanding.

When he opened his eyes again, Thomas could perceive the fortress differently. Not as a physical structure, but as a network of magical energies with currents that flowed in patterns he could almost understand. "This way," he said with sudden certainty, pointing toward the corridor that seemed darkest and most forbidding.

Morgana studied his face with calculating interest. “You asked Arthur for help, and he gave it?”

“Why wouldn’t he?” Thomas answered. “Did you ever ask him for help, or only demand his love?”

Morgana didn’t reply, but her features tightened in a way that Thomas took to mean he had hit a nerve. He didn’t say any more, instead leading her onward. Immediately, the fortress's defenses escalated to new levels of hostility. The floor grew unstable, revealing pits that opened and closed at random intervals. The walls began to sprout thorns of crystallized darkness that tried to pierce their armor and push them into the holes in the floor. The ceiling dripped acid, hissing and steaming where it struck the stone.

Morgana's barriers strained under the assault, growing obviously weaker as she struggled to simultaneously counter so many different attacks. "I can't maintain this much longer," she warned. "My magical reserves aren't infinite."

"We're almost there," Thomas assured her, though he wasn't entirely certain of that fact himself. Arthur's essence provided guidance, but the knowledge came in impressions and instincts rather than clear directions. "Just hold on a little longer."

The corridor ahead began to brighten, revealing an ornate doorway carved from the same black drakhem as the rest of the fortress. The portal stood open, showing a vast chamber beyond. "A throne room," Morgana observed as she peered through the entrance.

They cautiously stepped into the chamber, weapons ready. The room was vast and imposing, its ceiling stretching upward into darkness. At the far end sat a throne carved from black drakhem, its surface polished to mirror smoothness.

“Not here,” Thomas said, allowing Arthur’s essence to guide him. “The necromantic energy is coming from somewhere beneath this room. There must be a stairwell nearby.”

They quickly crossed the throne room, their footsteps echoing through the vast space. On the far side, another corridor stretched deeper into the fortress. As they entered this new passage, Thomas found himself drawn to a simple door halfway down the corridor.

"This way," he said, stopping at the door and pushing it open to reveal a spiral staircase descending into absolute darkness.

“I’m beginning to think I should have claimed an essence of my own from the Wastes,“ Morgana commented. “Ceridwen perhaps.”

“I doubt you two would have gotten along,” Thomas replied.

“Why do you say that?”

Thomas looked back at her. “Do I really need to spell it out?” He turned back to the stairwell. “Come on. We’ve taken too long to find Turquine and Klingsor already.”

They began their descent, leaving the upper levels of the fortress behind as they ventured deeper into its bowels. The stairs were carved directly from the living rock, worn smooth by centuries of use. But as they descended, the fortress’ attacks resumed with renewed intensity.

The stairs themselves began to play tricks on their perception, quickly confusing Thomas as he lost his sense of direction. When he went from one step to another, he could no longer tell if he was going up or down, which ultimately froze him in place.

"It's trying to turn us around," Morgana warned, her hands moving in the air as she invoked a counter-spell. Immediately, Thomas’ confusion cleared, the direction of the stairs once more distinct. He picked up the pace, descending three steps at a time, racing for the bottom before Morgana’s stamina ran out.

The staircase finally terminated at a small antechamber. The walls were covered in runes that felt more threatening to Thomas than anything they had encountered above. At the chamber's far end stood a pair of massive doors, their surfaces inscribed with complex enchantment.

“Yes,” Morgana hissed. “The Telemuter is just beyond those doors. I can feel the concentration of corrupted energy."

Before either of them could take a single step toward the doors, the antechamber erupted in flames tinged with necromantic corruption. The fire writhed and twisted like a living creature, reaching toward them with hungry tendrils that sought to consume flesh and spirit alike.

Morgana reacted instantly, her hands weaving patterns of protection as she fought to hold back the supernatural conflagration. Her counter-spell met the corrupted flames in a battle that made the air itself scream, hiss, and pop.

"I can’t hold the flames back for long,” she announced through gritted teeth as she strained to maintain a protective barrier around them both. “I can't get us through those doors. The fire is drawing power directly from the fortress. I don't have enough strength to overcome it."

Thomas studied the massive doors that barred their path. He was no wizard. He couldn’t break apart the sigils on the doors the way Kaelithan had disabled the enchantments at the entrance to the Lair. He was sure Morgana could do it, but not without the unholy fires burning them alive.

He had Cindlar's Blade, forged from drakhem by the greatest Dwarven smiths who had ever lived. If any weapon could cut through Klingsor's defenses, it would be this one.

He hoped.

Thomas raised the ancient sword above his head, pausing for only a moment before he brought the blade down in a devastating strike. Cindlar's edge met the door's surface with a sound like a dragon’s roar, digging in deep. The enchanted door cracked under the assault, ancient stone fracturing from the intrusion.

Thomas struck again and again, each blow powered by the combined strength of his own determination and Arthur's essence, lending additional strength to both his arms and will. Cracks spider-webbed the door's surface, spreading outward from each impact point, while the protective runes crumbled and lost their power.

He put his entire body into a final strike, completely shattering the door. The massive portal collapsed inward in a cascade of broken stone, finally revealing the space beyond. The corrupted flames vanished, their power source severed by the destruction of the defensive barrier. Morgana's protective fire dissolved as well, leaving them standing in the sudden silence of the antechamber.

Through the ruined doorway, they could see a cavernous space that held the source of so much suffering. The chamber was vast and circular, its walls lined with arcane machinery that hummed with barely contained power. At its center stood what could only be the Telemuter—a towering construct of metal, crystal, and corrupted magic currently pulsing with active power.

And standing before the machine, his borrowed form radiating malevolent satisfaction, was Klingsor in Mordred’s body.

The necromancer turned toward them as they stepped through the ruined doorway, his stolen features splitting into a predatory grin that held no trace of the prince who had once worn that face.

“You never cease to impress, do you Sir Dragon,” Klingsor said, his voice carrying Mordred's timbre but none of his character. “I’d hoped to stop you from getting this far, but I had a feeling you would manage.”

Thomas barely heard him speak. His attention was drawn to a large display near the Telemuter. Dozens of feeds were visible across the display, and he flinched in shock as he realized they were feeds from the undead eyes of the soldiers on the surface of Kheir-Lossan. Through the feeds, he could see his crew and Ironside were still alive. Still fighting at the gates. Thousands of undead—Taliesin’s undead form among them—pressed against them from all sides. Kaelithan had raised a shimmering magical barrier around his crew, the protective dome flickering and fading with each undead strike at the magical shield.

Thomas could see the strain on Kael's face, pale and drenched in sweat, as he poured everything he had into maintaining their protection. His strength failing him, the barrier’s golden radiance dimmed with each impact. When it collapsed, his friends would be overwhelmed in seconds by the tide of reanimated corpses.

Thomas gripped Cindlar's Blade tighter, Arthur's essence blazing through his consciousness. There was no sign of Turquine anywhere in the laboratory, but that mystery would have to wait. Only a dozen meters and an ancient necromancer separated him from the Telemuter.

Klingsor had magic, but so did Morgana, and she had already shown she knew how to counter his corrupted energies. He wore Mordred’s skin, but he wasn’t a warrior like the Draconite prince. Thomas doubted he knew how to fight.

In other words, just like with Ironside, he was going to kick his ass.


CHAPTER 46


"Queen Morgana,” Klingsor said before either she or Thomas could make a move. “Please, hold your fire, Your Majesty.” His eyes flicked to Thomas. “Sir Dragon knows he can’t defeat me alone, and we’ve never had a chance to speak.”

Morgana's scales rippled with barely contained fury, the midnight-blue surface darkening to near-black as her nanite-enhanced physiology responded to her emotional state. Her orange eyes blazed with maternal rage, vertical pupils contracting to razor-thin slits as she took in the sight of her child's form animated by an alien consciousness. “I have nothing to say to you,” she hissed. “You stole my son. I want him back.”

“Of course you do,” Klingsor replied, a grin spreading across Mordred’s features. “And believe it or not, I want to give him back.”

The statement took both Morgana and Thomas by surprise. His grip subconsciously tightened on Cindlar’s Blade, every instinct screaming within him that something bad was about to happen. That whatever the necromancer meant would serve only his own twisted purposes.

"In fact," Klingsor continued, "I believe we would make powerful allies. You see, I need a host for permanent manifestation, but it doesn't necessarily have to be your son.”

The laboratory's air seemed to thicken as his words settled over the chamber. Morgana’s gaze remained locked on Klingsor, her features tense and calculating. “Elaborate,” she commanded.

“Mordred is the host that Turquine provided," Klingsor continued, gesturing toward his borrowed form, "and he's certainly a fine one. Enhanced by nanites, trained from birth as both warrior and wizard. Believe me, I’m not eager to give him up. But I’m also not against seizing an opportunity when one presents itself.” His gaze shifted, fixing on Thomas with uncomfortable intensity. “Sir Dragon is also quite strong in his own way. Perhaps not as capable for channeling magical energy, and certainly not as physically powerful, but an acceptable downgrade under the right circumstances.”

Thomas felt ice crystallizing in his stomach as the full scope of Klingsor's proposal became clear. He wanted to attack the dark wizard before he could say any more, but suddenly he couldn’t be sure if Morgana would help counter whatever magic the necromancer sent his way.

“If you help me against Sir Dragon,” Klingsor continued, his voice carrying the seductive promise of everything Morgana had sacrificed to achieve, "I can show you how to transfer my manifestation from Mordred to him. You'll have your son's corpse, and I'll have a new host."

Thomas turned toward Morgana, expecting immediate rejection, expecting her to recognize the obvious manipulation. Instead, he saw something that chilled him more than Klingsor's proposition.

Uncertainty.

The maternal desperation that had driven her to surrender everything warred with whatever remained of her honor and pragmatism.

“Morgana, he's lying," Thomas said, his voice carrying the authority of Arthur's essence but lacking the conviction he wished he felt.

"I don’t believe he is," Morgana replied, her voice barely above a whisper. The admission seemed to pain her, as if speaking the words aloud made them more real. "Ceridwen told me to bring Mordred and Klingsor's crystal back to the Wastes so they could be separated. But if Klingsor can remove himself voluntarily..."

She trailed off, but Thomas could see the calculation in her orange eyes. She was weighing Klingsor's offer against whatever the ancient guardian had planned.

"You see the wisdom in it," Klingsor said approvingly, his borrowed features splitting into a predatory grin. “The value in changing your allegiance. You'll have your son's body intact, plus my power in whatever conflicts lie ahead."

"We had an agreement," Thomas said quietly, his eyes fixed on Morgana. “Are you also willing to throw away your honor like you’re taking out the trash? Is there a single Draconite in Avalon who isn’t a lying piece of shit?”

“We did have an agreement," Morgana acknowledged, her voice carrying genuine regret but also unwavering resolve. “And you’ve a right to be angry. I’m sorry, Sir Dragon, but my son is more valuable to me than my honor. More valuable than any promise I could make or agreement I might sign. I won’t allow him to be lost to me forever.”

Thomas took a few steps away from her, his gaze shifting from her to Klingsor and back as he raised his blade in a guard position. “So that’s it? You’re going to take him at his word? You’re going to betray me? Just like that?”

Morgana turned her head toward Klingsor and nodded. “I am.”

“Excellent,” Klingsor said. “I knew you of all people, unlike your former enforcer, would see reason. Would you be so kind as to kill Sir Dragon for me to seal our bond? Once he's properly subdued, we can begin the transfer process."

Thomas opened his mouth to say something, anything that might get her to reconsider. Morgana was on him before any sound came out, her nanite-enhanced reflexes carrying her to him in a blur of midnight-blue scales and flashing steel.

Thomas was ready, Arthur's essence flowing through his consciousness like liquid fire as he met her assault. Their blades collided in a shower of sparks that illuminated the chamber with brief, strobing light. The impact sent vibrations through both weapons, ancient enchantments clashing against fayrilite, power that would have knocked Thomas over if not for the Dwarven weapon.

Thomas spun away from the blade lock, launching a series of rapid attacks that forced Morgana to give ground. Cindlar's Blade sang as it cut through the air, his strikes parried by the Draconite Queen while she backpedaled across the laboratory.

Keeping her off-balance, his thrust aimed for the gap between her breastplate and shoulder guard. Morgana recovered more quickly than he expected, and sidestepped the move. She countered immediately with a diagonal slash that he jerked back from at the last instant. The edge of her blade whispered past his throat, so close he felt the displaced air against his skin.

Thomas riposted with a horizontal cut aimed at her midsection, putting his full weight behind it. Morgana's blade met his with perfect timing. For a moment they were once more locked blade-to-blade, their faces mere inches apart. He could see something in her orange eyes that didn't match the fury in her expression.

She disengaged with a twist of her wrist that nearly tore Cindlar’s Blade from his grip, then launched into a complex series of attacks that drove him backward across the laboratory floor. Her sword work was flawless—thrust, cut, thrust again—each strike flowing seamlessly into the next. Thomas found himself hard-pressed to keep up, Arthur's essence the only thing allowing him to match her enhanced speed.

A particularly vicious overhead strike crashed against his guard. Morgana pressed forward immediately, her blade seeking the gap in his defenses. Thomas dove aside at the last moment, rolling away just as her sword struck sparks from the stone floor, barely missing his trailing foot.

He came up in a defensive crouch, desperately lunging forward, Cindlar held in a high guard position. The ancient Dwarven blade carved through the air toward her chest, but Morgana was already moving, spinning away from his attack while her own sword swept around in a horizontal arc, forcing him to duck.

As Thomas rose, he realized something that made his heart race with hope rather than fear. Their violent exchange had carried them halfway across the chamber, but not in a random direction. Each attack and counter-attack, each advance and retreat, had moved them steadily toward one specific destination.

The Telemuter.

Morgana launched another series of strikes, her blade work so fast it seemed like she simultaneously wielded multiple weapons. Thomas parried desperately, his enhanced reflexes barely sufficient to turn aside her attacks. Her sword rang against his in a staccato rhythm that echoed through the laboratory like hammer blows on an anvil.

Even as she pressed him backward, Thomas began to notice the subtle patterns in her assault. A thrust that came just slightly too high, allowing him to duck beneath it while stepping in the direction she wanted him to go. A cut that swept wide enough for him to sidestep, but only in one specific direction. She was herding him, guiding their duel toward Klingsor’s machine.

Thomas caught her blade on his crossguard and pushed back with all his strength, their weapons locked together for a third time as they struggled for the advantage. Morgana's nanite-enhanced physiology gave her superior strength, but Arthur's essence flowing through his consciousness provided reserves that transcended normal human limitations.

"You're good," Morgana said, sweat beading on her scaled forehead despite her enhancements. "Better than I expected."

"I had an excellent teacher," Thomas replied, thinking of Lancelot's patient instruction aboard Excalibur.

They broke apart simultaneously, both warriors taking a step back to reassess their opponent. Thomas' chest heaved with exertion, while Morgana's breathing remained controlled despite the intensity of their exchange. Her nanites were already working to repair minor muscle fatigue, giving her an advantage that would only increase as the fight continued.

She came at him again, this time with a feint toward his left side that transformed into a thrust toward his right. Thomas barely managed to deflect the attack, Cindlar's edge scraping along her blade with a shower of sparks. His counterattack—a diagonal cut aimed at her sword arm—forced her to retreat three steps.

Three steps closer to the Telemuter.

That confirmed what he had begun to suspect.

She was still on his side.

The realization filled Thomas with renewed energy. Their duel transformed into a carefully choreographed dance, each participant playing their role with consummate skill. To Klingsor's perception, it appeared to be genuine combat between former allies, but Thomas could now read the subtle signals in Morgana's movements. A thrust that came just wide enough for him to sidestep. A cut that swept high, allowing him to duck while moving toward their objective. An overhead strike that crashed against his guard but somehow ended up driving him exactly where he needed to go.

Their blades continued to ring against each other as they fought across the laboratory floor, each exchange bringing them closer to the Telemuter's base. Thomas' armor showed new scratches where Morgana's blade had tested his defenses, while her own showed similar marks from his counterattacks. To any observer, they were warriors locked in deadly combat.

But beneath the surface violence, they were partners working toward a common goal.

Morgana's next attack—a combination of sword work and magic that pushed Thomas to his absolute limits—was her most aggressive yet. Orange fire erupted from her left hand while her right wielded fayrilite, forcing him to defend against multiple threats. He barely managed to deflect her blade while diving aside from the magical assault, the flames singing the air behind him.

The maneuver brought him within arm's reach of the Telemuter's largest access panel, exactly where they both needed him to be. Thomas was sure Halvy was behind the panel. It was the only place he would fit.

Just a few more steps and he would reach it. A few more steps, and he could cut the panel open with Cindlar’s Blade, free his friend, and shut down the Telemuter.

Just a few more steps, and his crew on the surface would be safe.

Thomas leveled a thrust at Morgana one last time. She turned the blade aside, stepping into his guard and grabbing his arm, ready to throw him into the Telemuter, putting him right where he needed to be.

Before she could complete the maneuver, a massive form emerged from behind the Telemuter's bulk, moving with predatory silence until it was too late to react. Turquine stepped into view, his midnight-black scales gleaming with malevolent power as he raised one clawed foot, and with devastating force, drove it into Morgana's midsection.


CHAPTER 47


The impact of Turquine’s clawed foot lifted Morgana off her feet. She expertly rolled with the blow, tumbling across the laboratory floor and quickly rising, but the damage was done. Their careful positioning had been shattered, their ruse exposed.

"Did you really think I wouldn't recognize a performance when I saw one?" Klingsor asked, his voice carrying amused condescension as he observed their scattered formation. Mordred's borrowed features twisted into an expression of cruel satisfaction, while his ancient eyes sparkled with the pleasure of having anticipated their deception. "Your little dance was quite entertaining, I must admit, but ultimately transparent to anyone with true understanding of deception."

“As if you would have kept your end of our bargain,” Morgana hissed.

“We’re cut from the same cloth, are we not, Your Majesty?” Klingsor answered. “We both know how this is going to end. How it was always going to end.”

The necromancer raised Mordred's hands, corrupted energy gathering around the stolen fingers. The air itself seemed to recoil from the power building within those claws. Dark fire erupted from his palms, lancing toward Morgana with hungry intensity. The necromantic flames moved with unnatural speed, their corrupted radiance casting twisted shadows across the chamber as they sought to consume everything in their path.

Morgana quickly raised a shimmering orange barrier around herself, defeating the incoming attack. Thomas could immediately see she was outmatched. Klingsor's power was too strong. Her defenses were already beginning to buckle under the sustained assault, her protective magic growing weaker with each passing second.

Meanwhile, Turquine turned toward Thomas. The enhanced Draconite approached, but Thomas noticed right away that there was something stiff about his posture, something unnatural about the way he held himself. His vertical pupils tracked Thomas with predatory focus, but behind that focus Thomas glimpsed something unexpected.

Fear.

Not fear of him, but something else entirely. It was a look Thomas could hardly imagine on the powerful Draconite. It made absolutely no sense.

There was no time to try to figure it out. Turquine's sword was already cutting through the air toward his head.

Thomas sidestepped, Cindlar's Blade deflecting the massive weapon with ease. The ancient Dwarven enchantments absorbed the tremendous force that should have staggered him. Turquine's sword scraped along the weapon’s edge with a sound like grinding stone, sparks cascading to the laboratory floor.

The enhanced Draconite spun with the deflected momentum. His blade carved a wide arc that forced Thomas to duck beneath the whistling metal, the weapon displacing the air against his scalp.

Thomas came up from his crouch with an upward thrust aimed at Turquine's exposed armpit, but the enhanced Draconite twisted away with inhuman speed. The sword’s point scored across midnight-black scales instead of finding the gap in his armor, leaving a thin scratch that nanites immediately began to seal.

Turquine's riposte slashed from Thomas’ high left to low right, seeking to open him up from shoulder to hip. Thomas pivoted on his heel, letting the attack pass harmlessly past his chest. Swinging Cindlar’s Blade around in a counterattack targeting Turquine's extended sword arm, he met empty air. The miss left Thomas slightly off-balance, and Turquine exploited the opening with a pommel strike that caught Thomas in the ribs.

His armor absorbed most of the impact, but the blow winded him and sent him stumbling sideways. He rolled with the momentum, coming up in a defensive stance just as Turquine thrust his sword at Thomas’ heart.

Twisting aside, Thomas evaded the massive blade, but it passed close enough to penetrate his armor and slice through the fabric beneath, just short of drawing blood. He countered with an immediate horizontal cut aimed at Turquine's thigh. It would have hamstrung a normal opponent, but Turquine's nanite-enhanced reflexes allowed him to leap backward, the ancient blade passing beneath his feet.

He landed in a crouch, then immediately sprang forward again, his sword cutting downward in a two-handed strike. Thomas caught the attack on the crossguard of his sword, the enchanted blade once again negating the tremendous force that should have driven him to ground. Instead, he averted the blade, directing it past his shoulder while stepping inside the enhanced Draconite's guard.

At close range, Thomas drove his elbow toward Turquine's solar plexus, but struck armor instead of the gap he'd aimed for. The impact jarred his arm while barely affecting his opponent. Turquine responded by grabbing Thomas' shoulder with his free hand and hurling him across the laboratory.

Thomas hit the wall hard, stone dust raining down around him as he slumped to the floor. He immediately rolled aside, evading Turquine's blade before it notched itself into the drakhem, sending chips of the razor-sharp rock flying at Thomas. One opened a cut across Thomas's forehead large enough to stream blood into his eyes.

Wiping it away with his gauntlet, Thomas circled warily while Turquine worked to free his weapon from the deep trench it had cut into the wall. Morgana’s former enforcer came at him in a series of rapid thrusts, each one probing a different target. His movements carried desperation now, as if he were fighting against his own body with every motion. His sword work remained deadly, but Thomas could see his internal struggle—the way Turquine's grip trembled slightly before each attack, the microsecond hesitations that suggested his consciousness was battling his nanites. Thomas still didn’t understand it, but he didn’t need to.

He just needed to stay alive.

Thomas wove between the attacks, Cindlar's Blade deflecting those he couldn't avoid. The ancient weapon's defensive enchantments made each parry effortless, but the sheer speed of Turquine's assault kept Thomas on the defensive. A thrust aimed at his throat forced him to abruptly jerk his torso backwards, the blade's tip passing inches from its target. He straightened immediately to avoid the follow-up attack—a horizontal slash at waist level—then had to drop to one knee as another thrust sought his heart.

From his kneeling position, Thomas swept his sword in a low arc aimed at Turquine's ankles. The enhanced Draconite jumped over the blade, but Thomas was already moving, rising to drive his shoulder into Turquine's midsection before the Draconite landed. The impact sent both of them sprawling across the laboratory floor. Turquine rolled them both over, his massive frame crushing Thomas beneath him.

“Hal…vy,” Turquine gasped, his voice barely audible. Face-to-face like they were, Thomas saw terror in Turquine's vertical pupils—not fear of death—something else.

Uncharacteristically, Turquine scrambled off him, each warrior struggling to regain his footing. Thomas came up with Cindlar held in a reverse grip, while Turquine rose with his sword raised overhead. They clashed again in the center of the chamber, their weapons meeting in a fresh shower of sparks. Thomas pressed the attack, his bladework faster and more aggressive as Arthur's essence flowed through his consciousness.

Thomas continued the assault, knowing that he had to change the equation, or he was going to die. He had defeated Ironside because his moves were predictable, and Lancelot’s nanites were old and nowhere nearly as efficient as Turquine’s. He couldn’t beat Turquine, even with Cindlar’s Blade to deflect his most powerful attacks. He was just too fast.

Thomas saw only one chance. One possibility to change an otherwise predetermined outcome.

He launched his last thrust more slowly than the others, allowing Turquine to bat it aside, leaving his right side open. Turquine took advantage, driving his sword into Thomas’ shoulder. The weapon punched through his armor's joint, sending fire through his nervous system as metal punctured flesh. The pain was immediate and overwhelming, but the injury gave Thomas exactly what he needed, proximity to Turquine's exposed neck and a few seconds to act while the Draconite held him skewered on his blade.

“Now you die, Sir Dragon,” Klingsor said, still pouring corrupted magical energy into Morgana’s collapsing barrier.

With his free hand, Thomas pulled the vial of counter-nanites from the pocket in his belt, the modified organisms glowing with silver light as he jabbed the injector against Turquine's throat. The mechanism activated automatically, releasing its contents directly into the enhanced Draconite's bloodstream.

For a moment that stretched like eternity, nothing happened. Then Turquine pulled his sword from Thomas’ shoulder, blood welling through his armor and flowing freely down his arm.

Turquine staggered backward, his massive frame shuddering as conflicting commands tore through his nervous system. The silver nanites spread through his enhanced physiology like liquid fire, seeking out and disrupting the corrupted programming that had made him a slave.

His scales rippled with patterns of competing nanite activity, microscopic machines waging war within his bloodstream as two different armies fought for control of his body. The visual effect was unsettling—waves of silver light racing beneath his scales, meeting and clashing with darker patterns.

"Impossible!" Klingsor snarled, his voice cracking with fury and disbelief. "Those nanites are mine to command!"

Suddenly, it all made sense to Thomas. Somehow, Klingsor had gained control of Turquine’s nanites, using them to force him to do his bidding. That explained the inner turmoil and fear.

But why had he muttered Halvy’s name?

Thomas, bleeding heavily down his sword arm, which hung useless at his side, turned toward the dark wizard. Unable to grip his sword in his right hand, he took it in his left. While Lancelot had forced him to train this way, too, he was at a disadvantage using his off-hand.

But it didn’t matter.

Klingsor's response was swift and vicious. A second stream of corrupted energy flowed toward Thomas with whiplike speed, tendrils forming in the energy and quickly enveloping him. The magical restraints pressed against Thomas's body like the weight of an ocean, holding him despite his struggles. The crushing power pressed down on his chest, making each breath a conscious effort as Klingsor sought to completely immobilize him.

His blood pooled beneath him on the cold stone floor, the metallic scent mixing with the laboratory's atmosphere of corruption and decay. Through the invisible bonds that held him, Thomas watched Turquine slowly regain control of his body, the counter-nanites gradually winning their microscopic war.

The enhanced Draconite's movements became less mechanical, more natural, as his own consciousness reasserted dominance over his nervous system. His vertical pupils tracked across the chamber, taking in Morgana's desperate magical battle, Thomas's imprisoned form, and the Telemuter that dominated the laboratory's center.

The massive Draconite swayed on his feet and dropped to one knee. For a moment, as his body struggled to accommodate the changes in his neural pathways, Thomas thought Turquine might collapse entirely. His scales, once gleaming with the metallic luster that marked nanite enhancement, began to dull as the microscopic machines that had made him superhuman were methodically taken offline. His massive frame seemed to shrink slightly as artificial muscle enhancement faded, while his eyes lost the intensity that had marked his evolution beyond normal Draconite physiology.

Then something shifted in his expression. Determination replaced confusion, purpose overriding the weakness that came with losing his enhancements. Without the nanites that had amplified his strength and speed, he was still a formidable Draconite warrior, but no longer the apex predator he had become.

Klingsor's fury reached new heights as he realized his control over Turquine was permanently slipping away. "You think your pathetic counter-measures can overcome centuries of accumulated power?" Klingsor screamed at Thomas, abandoning all pretense of civilized discourse. "I am eternal! Your resistance serves only to delay the inevitable! I’m going to kill you. Slowly. Painfully. Not in minutes, but in hours, days, years, so you have time to regret ever coming here.” The magical tendrils wrapped around Thomas tightened, cutting off his ability to breathe, but he knew this was just a sample of the dark wizard’s power, a taste of what was to come as soon as Morgana’s defenses finally crumbled and Turquine was neutralized.

While Klingsor had his focus split on Thomas and Morgana, Turquine managed to stand. The Draconite moved with jerky, uncoordinated motions as he fought through the lingering effects of nanite destruction, his body struggling to function without the enhancements that had sustained him for so long. His intentions were unmistakably clear despite his weakened state.

He lunged toward the Telemuter, his clawed hands seeking the access panel that Thomas had identified as Halvy's prison. The movement was desperate, driven by some internal compulsion that transcended his physical condition, but slower now without nanite-enhanced reflexes.

“No!” Klingsor cried, the tendrils relaxing around Thomas as he turned his attention to Turquine. Thomas could see the focus in the necromancer’s eyes, and then the confusion. Whatever he had tried to do to Turquine had failed.

Turquine continued clawing at the panel, grabbing the handle and pulling with all of his natural Draconite strength. Even without the nanites, he was much stronger than a human, and he managed to rip the metal cover from its hinges, flinging it across the room.

Thomas gasped when he saw Halvy inside. The boy was on his knees, arms and legs shackled to the machine, his head bowed, drenched in sweat and moaning softly as the Telemuter’s power poured through him, channeling his magical aptitude into the energy needed to keep the surface army attacking Excalibur’s crew.

“Stop,” the boy begged in a feeble whimper. “It hurts…”

“Turquine, cease your mutiny!” Klingsor raged, still trying to assert control over the Draconite. Turquine glanced back at the necromancer. “I order you to stop,” Klingsor countered.

Impossibly, the tendrils holding Thomas released him entirely. The corrupted fire battering Morgana’s defenses ceased as well, but only for a moment. The dark wizard reestablished his attacks on Thomas and Morgana. But his attention was on Turquine as his hands closed around the chains binding Halvy to the device.

Without his nanite enhancement, breaking the restraints required more effort, but the chain finally snapped under his determined assault, disrupting the magical energy coursing through the Telemuter. The magic went wild, shooting around the chamber like lightning bolts as it sought new pathways to follow. The machine's power output immediately began to fluctuate, its necromantic energies now unstable without their living conduit. Displays throughout the laboratory showed the effects as the undead armies on Kheir-Lossan's surface began to collapse, their animating force terminated.

"No, Turquine! No!" Klingsor screamed, his voice echoing through the laboratory with the force of his genuine panic. ”Stop! You don't understand what you're destroying! The power! The perfect synthesis of life and death! You can be the next King of Avalon. I can help you gain control of this entire galaxy.”

But the necromancer's protests fell on deaf ears as he watched his greatest weapon dismantled.

Klingsor abandoned his magical attacks on Morgana and Thomas to desperately wave his hands in the air, forming a spell to cast over Turquine. Thomas looked to Morgana to counter it, but she was on her hands and knees, chest heaving, too weak to move.

Thomas pulled himself to his feet, prepared to attack.

But it was already too late.

Klingsor completed his spell. Turquine straightened, roaring in pain as purple energy poured from his body in a dozen phantom-like tendrils that raced across the room and connected to Klingsor.

Within seconds, the necromancer had absorbed the tendrils, and Turquine collapsed.

“Now you all die,” Klingsor snarled.


CHAPTER 48


Waves of dark magic exploded from Klingsor, the tendrils once again wrapping around Thomas and Morgana, holding them prisoner. A third stream hit Turquine where he lay on the floor, the dark energy coursing through his body like liquid poison.

Repulsed, Thomas watched as the life force drained from Turquine just like the Wild Hunt had done in the Wastes. The stolen vitality flowed through Klingsor's borrowed form like wine swirling in a crystal glass. While it strengthened him, the weakened Turquine stilled on the floor, allowing Klingsor to shift his attention to Morgana. With energy torn from Turquine, he overwhelmed her magical defenses, the sudden influx of power completely shattering her protective spells. Exposed now to the full fury of Klingsor's necromantic might, the corrupted energy tore through her physiology, her anguished screams echoing throughout the chamber.

Thomas watched in horror, unable to move as Klingsor continued growing stronger. Without nanite protection, Turquine visibly weakened, his scales dulling as his essence drained away. But even as his strength failed, he continued freeing Halvy from the Telemuter's restraints, his hands working with single-minded determination until the last chain snapped.

Trembling with pain and exhaustion and barely conscious, Halvy collapsed to the laboratory floor beside the deactivated Telemuter. After weeks of torture, he was free—no longer a living battery for Klingsor's abominations, no longer forced to channel energies that no mortal mind was designed to bear.

"Halvy!” Klingsor shrieked, his voice filled with rage as he pointed one of Mordred's clawed fingers at the young wizard. "I command you! Kill Sir Dragon! Now!”

Still shaking, Halvy struggled to his knees beside the deactivated machine. His sunken eyes moved slowly between Klingsor, Thomas, and the dying Turquine as he tried to process what was being demanded of him.

Watching him, seeing the confusion and agony written across his face, broke Thomas’ heart. The boy had been through more suffering than most adults could endure, had his innocence stripped away by forces beyond his understanding, and now, the moment he was released from the Telemuter, he was being ordered to kill.

"Halvy," Thomas said gently, his voice carrying all the compassion and understanding he could muster despite his own wounds and exhaustion. "It's me, Thomas. Your friend. We met on Avalyeth, remember? In Grenyth’s kitchen. You spared my life in the Wastes. You're free now. You don't have to take orders from anyone."

Halvy's head turned toward Thomas, the fog of pain and confusion surrounding the young wizard seeming to lift. Recognition flickered in his eyes, along with something that might have been hope.

But Klingsor wasn't finished.

“Halvy!” he snarled, his borrowed features twisted with fury at being disobeyed. "You belong to me! You will do as I say. Destroy him!”

"It's true, Halvy." His scales dull with approaching death, Turquine somehow managed to find his voice. He spoke in barely a whisper, his strength nearly gone. “Sir Dragon tells the truth. You don't have to take orders from anyone ever again. I'm sorry for what I did to you. I was wrong about everything. All I want now is for you to be free. That’s an order. Ignore Klingsor and be free.”

"No!” Klingsor’s voice rose to a shriek that made the laboratory walls tremble. "Kill him! I order you to kill Sir Dragon! You are mine to command!"

Something fundamental shifted in Halvy's expression. The confusion and pain that had clouded his features finally gave way to a clarity that was terrible to witness as the innocence of a twelve-year-old boy hardened into something as implacable as Klingsor’s own countenance.

"I don't take orders from you," Halvy said, the words simple and spoken without drama or flourish. But they carried the weight of absolute rejection, the finality of a soul refusing to be enslaved any longer.

The strength of his young voice carried power that made the air around him shimmer with potent energy.

And then Halvy raised his hands.

Magical fire erupted from his fingertips—not the controlled spells of a trained wizard, but raw power—channeled through fury and righteous anger. The flames that poured from him burned with indescribable color, reality bending around the sheer intensity of his rage.

The attack struck Klingsor squarely in the chest, lifting Mordred's borrowed form off his feet and hurling him away from Morgana's fallen body. The necromancer's scream of pain and surprise echoed through the laboratory,

But Halvy wasn't finished.

Stream after stream of magical fire poured from the boy's hands, each blast striking Klingsor with devastating force. The young wizard had endured weeks of torture, his mind stretched beyond its limits. He had been forced to serve powers that delighted in causing pain, and now all of that accumulated suffering was being channeled into vengeance.

"Stop!" Thomas called out. "Halvy, you're burning Mordred's body! We need it intact!”

But the young wizard, lost in the fury of his assault, was beyond hearing. The magical flames began to consume Mordred's borrowed form with terrifying efficiency, silver scales blackening and cracking under supernatural heat. The smell of burning flesh filled the laboratory as Klingsor's stolen vessel was destroyed around him.

Morgana's anguished cry cut through the chaos. "Stop! Please, I need him whole! That's my son!"

Thomas wasn’t sure whether Halvy heard her desperate plea or if his rage-fueled assault was simply completed. The magical flames faltered, then died. Where Klingsor had stood moments before, only ash remained. Mordred’s body, his mind, whatever was left that Ceridwen might have recovered, was gone.

Halvy stared at the destruction he had caused, his young face showing the horror of someone who had acted in fury and now faced the consequences. His small hands trembled as the reality of his actions sank in. “I’m sorry.” Tears began to stream down his cheeks.

But even with Mordred's body destroyed, Thomas sensed that Klingsor's essence hadn't been eliminated. "Halvy!" he shouted. “Klingsor’s essence is loose!" Like malevolent mist, it swirled through the laboratory's air, the necromancer's consciousness seeking a new host or a way to escape. “Can you contain him?”

The young wizard looked up from the ashes of his destruction, understanding flooding him as he sensed the dark presence moving through the chamber. Despite his exhaustion and the trauma he had endured, Halvy raised his hands and began to chant in an ancient language no magic could translate. They were words that no twelve-year-old should know, knowledge gained from his tutelage with Klingsor. The crystalline matrix that had originally contained the necromancer’s essence began to glow with purple light.

The loose necromantic energy fought against the pull, dark tendrils of consciousness writhing through the air as Klingsor's essence tried to escape.

But he had taught Halvy too well, never expecting him to turn away from the same dark path Klingsor had walked. And the young wizard’s will to see the monster contained was absolute.

Slowly, the dark mist was drawn back into its crystalline prison. Wisps of corrupted energy flowed toward the housing like smoke being pulled into a vacuum, while the laboratory's oppressive atmosphere began to lighten with each passing moment.

When the last whisper of Klingsor's essence disappeared into the crystal matrix, the housing flashed with the brightness of a star before falling still and dark. The necromancer was contained once more, his consciousness trapped within magical barriers that would hold him until someone decided his final fate.

At the same moment the crystal went dark, Halvy collapsed.

Thomas rushed over to him, his concern for the boy overriding his pain. He quickly put a hand to his neck, feeling for a pulse. Weak, but present. "It's over, Halvy,” he said gently, though he wasn't sure if Halvy could hear him. "You're safe now. You're free."

But even as he spoke those words of comfort, Thomas could see Morgana across the laboratory, kneeling among the ashes of her son's destroyed body. She gathered the remains with trembling hands, her orange eyes reflecting her devastation.

Beside Turquine’s shriveled, dead body, the Telemuter stood silent and powerless, its threat finally ended. The display had gone dark, with no more magically reanimated eyes to peer through. Avalyeth and the galaxy were safe from Klingsor and his monstrous device.

Thomas could only hope his friends had survived.


CHAPTER 49


“Sir Dragon, stand up." The words carried the cold authority of absolute power mixed with the raw fury of a mother's grief.

Still kneeling beside an unconscious Halvy, Thomas looked up to find Morgana rising from beside the ashes that had once been her son, her scales darkened to near-black with rage. Orange fire flickered around her claws as she faced him.

"You let this happen," she snarled, her voice thick with anguish and accusation. "You and that boy. Mordred’s body, his soul, is gone. You stood there and watched it happen.” Her hands clenched into fists, claws scoring deep gouges in her palms. "Why shouldn't I burn you both to ashes the way he burned my son? He’s lost to me forever! Give me one good reason to spare your lives.”

Thomas slowly rose to his feet, his wounded shoulder sending fresh waves of pain through his body. While Arthur’s essence was working to heal him, blood continued to seep through his armor where Turquine's blade had found its mark. He had to work to keep his voice steady and calm, hoping to appeal to the same sensibilities that had driven Morgana to such anger.

“Because he's just a boy, Morgana," Thomas said quietly, placing himself between the Dragon Queen and the unconscious wizard. "Twelve years old. A child you forced to be part of Trilthan’s experiments. A child you helped turn into a slave to Turquine, who used and tortured him. He put Halvy into that device and tormented him in the name of pure evil. He’s only here because of you. You made him, and now you want to blame him for fighting back against the monsters who enslaved him?”

Morgana's breathing came in ragged gasps, clearly struggling to contain the overwhelming grief that threatened to consume her rational mind. "My son is lost to me forever because of what that child did! Klingsor could have been separated from Mordred's body, with it remaining in one piece, his mind whole. I could have brought him to the Wastes to become a guardian. We would have been reunited for all eternity.”

“I’m sorry, Morgana,” Thomas said, Arthur’s essence enhancing the sincerity of his words. “Truly, I am. I would have helped you bring Mordred to the Wastes to be duplicated, especially after you remained true to our agreement when Klingsor tried to turn you. But Halvy didn’t know about any of that. All he saw was the necromancer who forced him into that machine. Who treated him as a tool instead of a living being.”

Morgana stared at him, clearly trying to make rational sense of all that had happened and come to terms with her loss. Slowly, the fire in her eyes began to fade, as did the magical energy coursing into her hands. She collapsed to the floor as the fires fully sputtered out, lowering her head and sobbing quietly. She looked utterly broken, more devastated than Thomas had ever seen anyone. Despite who she was and all she had done, he couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

"He was all I had left," she whispered, her voice cracking with emotion. "The only thing in this galaxy that still mattered to me."

"I know," Thomas said, meaning it completely. "I'm sorrier than I can possibly express, but Halvy isn't responsible for your loss. Turquine and Klingsor are."

Morgana remained where she was, the movement of her shoulders the only thing revealing her sobs. Slowly, they began to settle, her scales gradually returning to their normal midnight-blue color as her tearful rage subsided into profound, hollow sorrow. When she finally spoke again, her voice was empty of everything except resignation.

"You're right that Klingsor's threat to Avalon is past. But that's of little consolation to me now."

Thomas nodded, understanding her pain even if he couldn't fully share it. “It’s a victory all the same. Now we need to destroy the Telemuter completely, to make sure it can never be rebuilt or used again."

Morgana's gaze shifted to the massive device that dominated the chamber's center. "Yes," she agreed after a moment. “This device is too dangerous to continue to exist.” She pulled herself to her feet, regaining her regal bearing, in part as a mask against her continuing anguish. “I’d like to examine it first. There’s a strong flow of magical energy emanating from it.”

Thomas watched as she approached the Telemuter's base. Near the machine's core, she located what appeared to be a secure compartment, its surface covered in complex runic patterns that pulsed with residual magical energy.

"Here," she announced, her claws working at the panel's locking mechanisms with practiced efficiency. The runes flared briefly as the compartment opened, revealing its contents.

Thomas moved closer, his eyes widening as he recognized the artifacts within. Three soul stones, dull and nearly depleted, rested side-by-side in an arrangement of holders designed to contain up to a dozen. Behind them, a shard from Arthur’s shattered crystal blazed with the gentle golden radiance that Morgana had sensed.

Her hand moved to take the shard, but Thomas stepped forward and gently but firmly caught her wrist.

"That shard belongs to Halvy," he said with quiet certainty. "I saw it around his neck when we encountered him with Turquine in the Wastes. One of those soul stones is mine. Another belonged to Lancelot."

Morgana studied his face for a moment, reading the absolute conviction in his expression. Her vertical pupils searched his eyes, perhaps looking for deception or weakness, but finding only unwavering determination backed by Arthur's essence.

Slowly, reluctantly, she moved her hand away from the artifacts. "Very well," she said, her voice tight with restrained emotion. "But if any of my stones were damaged during the transit here from Avalyeth, I expect proper recompense."

Thomas almost laughed at the absurdity of negotiating compensation in the aftermath of such devastation, but he managed to keep his expression neutral. It was obvious that in her grief, Morgana still wasn’t thinking clearly. "Understood."

The sound of approaching footsteps echoed through the laboratory's entrance, followed by familiar voices that made Thomas's heart leap with desperate relief.

Kaelithan appeared first, rushing into the chamber with his face pale and drawn from exhaustion. His robe was torn and stained with blood, but he appeared to be unharmed. "Halvy!" he exclaimed, rushing over and dropping to his knees beside the boy to quickly check his pulse. His face lit up with overjoyed relief despite the exhaustion etched into his features. "He's alive. Thank the ancient trees."

Behind him came Merlin's combat GOLEM. “There you are, my boy!” it said, the blue light dimming slightly as its gaze swept the room, settling first on Turquine’s dead body, then on the dark spot that had been Klingsor, before brightening when they landed on the little wizard. Its massive frame showing heavy damage from the battle above. Dents marred its armor plating, and one of its arms hung twisted at an odd angle, but its blue optical sensor blazed with undiminished enthusiasm.

Kaelithan turned his attention to Thomas, his joy evaporating. “You’re injured,” he said, noticing his bloody shoulder.

“I’ll be all right soon,” Thomas replied. “Arthur’s essence is repairing my shoulder as we speak.”

“It appears you did it, my boy,” Merlin said. “You and Morgana shut down the Telemuter and were victorious over Klingsor and Turquine.”

“Not without consequence,” Thomas answered. “Mordred’s body is in ashes, much too damaged to return to the Wastes for duplication.”

Merlin recognized the implications immediately. His blue eyes dimmed as they shifted to Morgana. “We were friends once, Morgana, a long time ago,” he said to her. “Despite everything…I’m truly sorry for your loss.”

Morgana didn’t respond to him. Her eyes were downcast, lost in her own thoughts.

"Thomas," Kaelithan said, "did you give Halvy the counter-nanites?"

Thomas pulled the second vial from his belt, the modified organisms glowing with silver light within their crystalline container. "No. Before he died, Turquine ordered him to be free, and that seemed to be enough to do the trick. I don’t know if it will hold, but maybe we should wait for Halvy to wake up and let him decide whether or not he wants the nanites gone."

Kaelithan nodded approvingly. “A wise choice. After everything he's endured, he should have control over what happens to him next.”

"How are the others?" Thomas asked, dreading the answer but needing to know. "Did everyone make it out?"

Kaelithan's expression darkened, and Thomas felt his stomach clench with anticipated loss. "Percival was badly injured," the Druid reported, his voice heavy with concern. "A spear punched clean through his chest during the final push, right before the undead collapsed. But they're bringing him to the regeneration pod now—he should recover fully if they can get him there in time."

Thomas felt a mixture of relief and worry. Percival was tough, but chest wounds were always dangerous. "The others?"

"Taliesin is dead, as you know,” Kaelithan said quietly, his voice breaking slightly on the words. "We've recovered his body."

Thomas felt the full weight of the loss. Another friend gone, another price paid for their victory against the forces of darkness. He closed his eyes for a moment, letting Arthur's essence offer what comfort it could against the grief.

"The others all have injuries, some more serious than others," Kaelithan continued. "Burl took a sword cut across his ribs that needs healing in the pod, but it isn’t immediately fatal. The twins both have various wounds, but nothing life-threatening. Thorgrim's exosuit protected him from most of the damage. Tryvane and Aldrich came through with minor cuts and bruises. Only six of the Druid guards remain.”

Thomas nodded, relieved there weren’t more casualties. They had paid a terrible price, but most of his friends had survived. In a battle against impossible odds, that was more than he had dared hope for.

"What about Ironside?" Thomas asked.

"Thorgrim is keeping watch over him," Kaelithan replied. “He fought honorably, as well as Lancelot if not better. He carries the healing wounds you gave him, but he'll live. We would have had more losses without him.”

Thomas nodded again. “Halvy returned Klingsor to his crystal. I’m sure he can do the same to Ironside, or teach you to do it. We can still save Lancelot.”

“I doubt he’ll surrender his host willingly.”

“Perhaps not, but he’ll surrender him all the same.”

Kaelithan's attention shifted to Morgana. His expression hardened as he took in her presence.

"What are we going to do with her?" he asked quietly. "She's the Queen of Avalon, Thomas. We could take her prisoner right now, claim victory, and gain control over the entire galaxy."

Despite the distance in her eyes, Morgana apparently heard him. Her head lifted, and she opened her mouth to respond, perhaps to argue or threaten, but Thomas spoke for her. "We have a deal, Kael. I intend to honor it."

"Thomas, you can't seriously be planning to just let her go," Kaelithan protested, his voice rising with disbelief. "Think about what she's done, what she represents. How many more beings will die if you hand her back her crown and send her on her way?"

"I know exactly what she's done," Thomas replied firmly, his voice carrying the authority of Arthur's essence, “but she didn't renege on our deal when she could have joined Klingsor against me. I would be dead right now if she had, as would you. She stayed true to her word, and I have to do the same. A knight without honor is no knight at all."

"So many more will die, Thomas. Draconite and otherwise. You're really going to sacrifice them for the sake of your honor?”

“Yes,” Thomas said quietly. “It sucks, Kael, I know. I wish it could be different. But honor isn’t something to be bought and sold. It means everything. The moment we start breaking our oaths because it's convenient, we become no better than Klingsor or Turquine."

Kaelithan stared at him for a long moment, clearly struggling with the decision he’d made regarding Morgana. Finally, he nodded and returned his attention to Halvy, though his disapproval remained obvious in his rigid posture. "What about the Telemuter?" he asked softly, gently lifting the unconscious boy in his arms.

"I'll take care of it," Merlin announced. "I can self-destruct my combat GOLEM and destroy the device completely, as soon as you're all safely away from the blast radius."

Thomas looked at the two crystal spheres off to the side of the laboratory. Klingsor’s appeared to be shifting and changing like storm clouds, while Ironside’s remained static and dull. “We need to take those with us,” he said. “We can return them to the Wastes, once Ironside is back inside his. But first…”

Thomas picked Halvy’s shard of Arthur’s essence from the compartment of the Telemuter, along with the soul stones. He put them in his pocket before approaching Ironside’s sphere and picking it up. Meanwhile, Morgana took Klingsor's crystal sphere.

“I’ll signal myself once you’re safely aboard Excalibur,” Merlin said through his GOLEM. “You can watch the fireworks from overhead.”

“Gladly,” Thomas replied, turning to Morgana and Kaelithan, who carried Halvy gently in his arms. “Let’s get out of here.”


CHAPTER 50


The fortress's twisted corridors felt much less malevolent as Thomas and the others retraced their path toward the surface. With the Telemuter’s power turned off and Klingsor contained, the black drakhem walls no longer pulsed with corrupt energy. The poisonous vapors had dissipated, and the whispering voices that had tried to break their minds during their descent had fallen silent. It was as if the fortress itself had died along with its master's ambitions.

Kaelithan carefully carried the unconscious Halvy, the boy's head resting against his shoulder, his face peaceful despite everything he had endured. It was the first genuine rest he had probably experienced in weeks.

Morgana walked in silence, clutching Klingsor's crystal sphere against her chest. Her midnight-blue scales had returned to their normal coloration, but Thomas could see the profound grief etched into every line of her features. She moved with mechanical deliberation, her thoughts likely lost in memories of her son or contemplating a future that suddenly seemed empty of purpose.

They climbed the spiral staircase in single file, their footsteps echoing in the narrow confines. Thomas' wounded shoulder continued to throb with each movement, but he could feel torn muscle fibers knitting back together, blood vessels sealing themselves, and the deep ache gradually subsiding as Arthur's essence worked steadily to repair the damage.

They reached the main level, passing through the throne room and out toward the gates. When they finally emerged onto Kheir-Lossan's surface, Thomas was struck by the scope of the devastation. Thousands upon thousands of skeletal remains littered the blasted landscape—some shattered, some not—creating a sea of bone and rusted armor and weapons they had to cross to return to Excalibur.

“Thomas, look!” Kaelithan said suddenly, pointing to a spot in the distance, where wisps of smoke rose from Thorgrim’s exosuit, the Dwarf sprawled motionless on the ground beside it.

“Thorgrim!” he called out, fearing the worst. Thomas ran across the landscape, ignoring the protests from his shoulder as he hurried toward the Dwarf. The Warden's head turned toward him at his approach, relief flooding his features when he recognized Thomas and struggled to sit up.

“Thank the stars,” Thomas breathed, gradually slowing to a walk. He was alive, but Thomas couldn’t say the same for the exosuit. With smoke pouring from the back of it, it appeared completely inoperable.

"Thank Moradin you're alive, Captain," Thorgrim said, his gruff voice carrying genuine emotion.

Thomas knelt beside him, quickly assessing the exosuit’s damage. Multiple hydraulic lines had been severed, sparks continued to arc from damaged electrical components, and one of the suit's arms had been twisted around on itself.

"What happened?" Thomas asked. “Where’s Ironside?”

Thorgrim's expression darkened with anger and frustration. "That sneaky bastard. After the undead collapsed, we thought the battle was over. The injured went back to Excalibur for treatment. I agreed to wait here and stand guard over the Red Knight, keeping my hammer ready in case he tried anything foolish." The Dwarf paused, wincing as he tried to shift the position of his right leg. “I should have known better than to trust him, even if he had fought beside us. The moment he thought I was distracted, he attacked. Bastard sliced all the hydraulic lines in my suit, as well as damaging the power supply. Then he knocked me out for good measure. When I came to, he was gone. It was all I could do to activate the emergency release to get out of my suit, much less go after him.”

“At least he didn’t kill you,” Thomas said.

“I just hope he didn’t go back to Excalibur.” he said, his voice tight with frustration.

“He wouldn’t be able to escape that way,” Thomas said. “Gareth would never agree to lift off, and if he killed everyone, he’d still be stranded.”

“Aye,” Thorgrim agreed. “But where then?”

At once, the distinctive whine of engines pierced the air. Thomas looked up to see Turquine's shuttle lifting off from its position among the scattered remains of the undead army. The craft accelerated rapidly, climbing toward orbit through the ruddy sky.

Thomas watched the shuttle's ascent with growing alarm, but a different kind of worry gnawed at him. Gareth was connected to Excalibur's systems—he would see the shuttle's departure just as clearly as anyone. Would he take it upon himself to pursue? Ironside occupied Lancelot’s body. He wanted the Red Knight back alive.

The shuttle climbed higher, its engines burning bright against the darkening sky. Relief flooded through Thomas when Excalibur remained grounded, showing no signs that it intended to pursue. Of course, Gareth had made the right call.

Even so, Lancelot was lost to them once more, trapped within his own body while the Red Knight used him to escape justice. For now. He made a silent promise. Wherever Ironside took him, Thomas would find him again. He would capture the Red Knight and force him back into the empty crystal sphere he still held in his hand.

“And what of the Death Walker?” Thorgrim asked.

“Back in his prison where he belongs,” Thomas replied. “He won’t cause any more harm to Avalon ever again.”

“Then my mission is complete. I’ll be glad to report our success back to the Prince, but I’ll miss adventuring with you, Sir Dragon.”

“And I, you, Thorgrim,” Thomas replied. “Perhaps you can convince the prince to let you continue on with us.”

Thorgrim grinned. “Perhaps.”

Thomas helped Thorgrim to his feet. They waited for Kaelithan and Morgana to join them before making the trek across Kheir-Lossan's blasted landscape to where Excalibur waited, their boots crunching on scattered debris and ancient bones. Kaelithan adjusted his grip on Halvy periodically, ensuring the unconscious boy remained comfortable. The young wizard showed no signs of waking, his breathing steady but shallow as his body recovered.

They were almost at the teleportal when Thomas heard shouting coming from the north.

"Wait! Please, wait for me!" someone called out, the deep voice carrying clearly across the plateau.

Thomas stopped and turned toward the cries to see a massive figure sprinting across the battlefield, waving one enormous arm to get their attention.

The runner moved with surprising speed for someone of his bulk, covering ground in great bounding strides that ate up the distance between them. As he drew closer, Thomas recognized him as the ogre, Frambur. His clothing torn and stained, the merchant's green-tinged skin showed signs of rough treatment.

Frambur reached them shortly, his breath coming in great heaving gasps. "You," he said, pointing one massive finger at Thomas while he struggled to catch his breath. "I remember you. Caerlyon Station. I sold you a bunch of ancient parts.” The ogre's gaze shifted upward to Excalibur before returning to Thomas. “It was all for His Majesty King Arthur’s ship, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” Thomas replied. “But Excalibur is my ship now.”

Frambur’s green face paled to a lighter shade. “I…I turned you in to the Draconite.” He shook his head. “Stupid Frambur. I didn’t know. If I had known⁠—”

“It’s in the past,” Thomas interrupted. “And everything worked out for the best. So, you need a ride, I take it. We’d be happy to have you onboard.”

The ogre's face lit up with gratitude and relief. "You would do that? After what I did to you?”

"Of course," Thomas replied. “I know what Turquine did to you. He’s gone now. So is Klingsor. His machine will be too, as soon as we lift off.”

“What about my fabricator?” Frambur asked. “It’s still down there.”

Thomas shook his head. “I’m sorry. We can’t go back for it.”

Frambur shrugged. “Well, I guess it’s a fair trade for my life. This planet is the hells warmed over. I’ll be happy to get off it.”

“Come on then,” Thomas said, clapping the ogre on the back.

He led the group through the teleportal, the familiar sensation of instant teleportation to Excalibur’s welcome confines a relief after their ordeal on Kheir-Lossan's surface. Frambur's eyes widened with wonder as he experienced the transfer and the ship’s interior.

"I'll bring Halvy to my quarters to rest so I can keep an eye on him," Kaelithan said. Thomas nodded, and Kael left them for the aft compartments.

Merlin, we're on board, Thomas projected mentally. Have Brennan lift off but tell him not to leave the area yet. I want to see the fireworks.

Of course, my boy.

Thomas felt Excalibur's engines come to life, and within seconds they were rising from Kheir-Lossan's surface.

"Come on," Thomas said to the others. "Let's get to the flight deck."

They made their way forward to watch Kheir-Lossan fall away beneath them on the main projection, the fortress still visible below. In the laboratory beneath it, Merlin's combat GOLEM waited to complete their mission with a final act of destruction.

"Merlin," Thomas said aloud, remaining outside the command pod. “Light her up.”

"With pleasure, my boy," Merlin replied enthusiastically, beginning the countdown. "Five. Four. Three. Two. One."

The explosion exceeded Thomas's expectations in every possible way. Light erupted from the fortress's heart like the birth of a miniature star, the explosion so brilliant that even Excalibur's protective filters couldn't completely block its intensity. The reaction consumed everything within a kilometer radius in an instant, vaporizing black drakhem and corrupted machinery with equal efficiency. The blast wave followed seconds later, a visible distortion in the air that raced outward at supersonic speed.

Even at their altitude, Excalibur rocked slightly from the atmospheric disturbance. The hull rang like a bell as pressure waves washed over them, while the projection flickered with interference from electromagnetic pulses generated by the explosion.

As the initial brilliance faded, Thomas could see that Klingsor's fortress had been completely erased from existence. Where the impossible architecture had once stood, only a perfectly circular crater remained, its edges fused into glass by the intense heat. The surrounding landscape had been scoured clean, leaving nothing but a pile of rubble where corruption had once festered.

"Magnificent!" Merlin exclaimed, his voice carrying genuine satisfaction at the thoroughness of the destruction from where its humanoid mechanical stood by the door. "I do believe that qualifies as a complete success.”

Thomas stared at the glowing crater where their enemies had made their final stand. It was finished. Klingsor's threat to Avalon had been permanently ended. Turquine was dead, the Telemuter was destroyed, the fortress was gone, and the necromancer himself was safely contained within his crystal sphere.

But like in any war, that victory had come at a price. Thousands on Avalyeth had lost their lives. Taliesin had fallen. For now Lancelot was lost to Ironside's control, and Mordred's body and soul had been destroyed beyond recovery. Even in success, the aftermath carried the bitter taste of sacrifice and loss.

"Brennan," Thomas said. "Get us out of here."

Through the main projection, he watched as Kheir-Lossan became just another point of light in the vast darkness of space. The dead world held nothing for them now, except memories of sacrifice and a hard-won victory.

As the planet disappeared behind them and the stars ahead beckoned, Thomas allowed himself a moment of cautious optimism. They had won this battle, paid its price, and survived to fight another day. In a galaxy still struggling toward peace, that was more than most could claim.

Thomas glanced over at Morgana, who had watched the detonation with clear satisfaction before returning to her brooding. The war against her tyranny would continue. Thomas knew few would agree with him for letting her go free instead of ending the fight here and now, but Arthur’s essence churned within him, offering strength and fortitude against those who would trade honor for expediency.

For now, they had earned a brief respite. Time to mourn their losses, celebrate their victories, and prepare for the war still to come.
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