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      Absently rubbing his temples, Captain Darneth Oloy settled deeper into his command chair. The constant strain of searching the Wastes for the Queen’s elusive artifact had left him with a headache that refused to release its grip. For nine days they'd been out here, methodically sweeping sector after sector for the damn thing, whatever it was, and they had nothing to show for it but depleted fuel reserves and frayed nerves.

      He watched the main viewscreen. The Wastes had a way of playing tricks on the mind. Colors shifted without explanation, creating phantom ships and false distances that could lure the unwary to their doom. The soup of particles, gasses, and magical energies bent light like a funhouse mirror and ribbons of stellar gases painted weird patterns against the void. Phantom readings could drive even experienced crews to madness.

      Through the portside camera feed, fragments of an ancient vessel—its pitted, twisted hull a reminder of the dangers lurking in this uninhabited and unappealing sector of space—drifted past like the bones of a fallen giant.

      "Torbin," Darneth called out to his tactical officer, "run another sweep. Increase the sensitivity.”

      "Aye, Captain.” Torbin's fingers tapped against the console, but Darneth could hear the fatigue in his voice. They all felt it—too many hours staring into the abyss, jumping at sensor ghosts. “Still nothing,” he reported after a minute. “But you know how the Wastes are. The only thing you can trust out here are your eyes.”

      Darneth gave a harsh, humorless laugh. "You can't even trust your eyes in this place."

      He had seen too many good crews lose their way because the region's bizarre optical illusions misdirected them. And that was the least dangerous part of it. Especially now, with half his fellow mercs out here searching, along with a large contingent of the Draconite navy.

      "The artifact has to be here somewhere,” he muttered, though with every passing day, every passing hour, he believed it less and less. How could so many ships hunt for the same thing and still fail to find it? In a way, he was glad they hadn’t. He wanted to be the one to succeed. On the other hand, he wanted to get out of this place as soon as possible.

      "Another dead sector," Serra commented from her communications station. The young Sylph woman had been monitoring all frequencies for any chatter that might give them a lead. "This is starting to feel like a fool's errand, Captain.”

      "The gold’s real enough," Darneth reminded her. "Enough to set us up for life."

      “What good is gold if you aren’t alive to spend it?” Serra asked.

      “What good is being alive if you’re homeless and hungry?” Darneth countered.

      “Who knows if this so-called artifact even exists,” Torbin grumbled, seconding the thoughts churning in Darneth’s head. “Someone should have found it by now.”

      "It exists, and we’re going to be the ones to find it. We just have to⁠—"

      "Contact!" Torbin's sharp call cut through his thoughts. His hands moved across his tactical display, bringing up additional data. "Off the starboard bow. It just...appeared, sir. No wormhole signature, no burst drive trail. One moment empty space, the next..."

      “Another trick of the Wastes?” Darneth wondered out loud. He couldn’t afford to dismiss it. "On screen," he ordered, leaning forward in his chair.

      The main viewscreen shifted camera feeds, revealing a small, silver speck in the distance, ahead of a purple and orange backdrop that would have been mesmerizingly beautiful if it weren’t so potentially deadly.

      “Zoom in,” he said.

      “Aye, Captain,” Torbin replied, increasing magnification.

      "What in the stars?” Darneth muttered. The ship's design was like nothing he'd encountered in twenty years of mercenary work. It resembled a massive broadsword, the metal weathered and scarred but still carrying an edge of ancient menace. Green energy pulsed along its weapon ports in patterns that seemed almost alive.

      "Sir," Serra called out, her voice carrying a note of uncertainty, "someone is hailing us."

      "Put it through." Darneth straightened in his seat, adopting the pose—relaxed but alert, projecting quiet confidence—that had served him well in countless negotiations.

      A portion of the viewscreen shifted to reveal a man who immediately commanded attention. Thick white hair framed a face that spoke of years of battle, while mismatched eyes—one silver, one gold—peered straight through Darneth's practiced facade. Despite his apparent age, his stature exuded a confident bearing, something about him setting off warning bells in Darneth's mind.

      "I am Sir Lancelot." The man's voice conveyed strength and purpose, each word precise and measured. "I seek information about an artifact rumored to be hidden in these wastes. If you value your life, you’ll tell me where you’ve already searched, and what you know of the artifact’s nature."

      “Who are you really?” Darneth asked. “Sir Lancelot would be almost a hundred and thirty years old, and you don’t look a day over sixty, if that.”

      “I am who I say I am.”

      "If that were true, you wouldn’t hail a merchant ship and make threats. That’s not very chivalrous of you."

      Lancelot scoffed. “A merchant vessel, wandering the Wastes? I think not. You’re here seeking the artifact Queen Morgana so badly desires, are you not?”

      Darneth shrugged. “Isn’t everybody out here?”

      "If you’ve accepted her quest, then you’re in league with her, and that makes you my sworn enemy."

      Darneth couldn't help but laugh, though something in those mismatched eyes made him wish he hadn't. The ship might impress, but it remained just one vessel, and not a particularly large one at that. His own crew numbered fifty, all experienced fighters, while this "Sir Lancelot" appeared to be operating alone.

      “I know what this is, Sir Lancelot,” he said, letting a hint of mockery creep into his tone. "We've spent weeks out here doing all the hard work. And now you want to come in, pretend to be someone you aren’t, and intimidate us into making life easier for you. Why in the stars would I be stupid enough to fall for that?”

      Lancelot's expression didn't change, but his eyes burned with an intensity that made Darneth's skin crawl. "Because you will regret it if you don't."

      The threat only made Darneth laugh harder, though with a hollow note he hoped wasn't obvious over the comm. He had dealt with his share of overconfident assholes before, but something about this one felt different.

      Still, he had a reputation to maintain.

      "Big words from someone flying solo," he said, leaning back in his chair with calculated casualness. "You want intel that badly? Come demand it to my face."

      "Very well."

      The transmission abruptly cut off, and Darneth watched as the sword-shaped vessel began moving toward them with impossible speed and agility.

      "Sir," Torbin called out, his voice tight with tension, "he’s on an intercept course. His weapons are powered but not locked."

      "Fire a warning shot across his bow." Darneth wasn't actually worried. His ship was larger, better armed, and carried a full crew of experienced mercenaries. One warning shot usually sent most would-be attackers running for their lives.

      The energy burst he’d ordered lanced out in warning. The so-called Sir Lancelot didn’t alter course by even a degree, his ship’s vector and velocity remaining the same.

      “No response, sir,” Torbin said.

      A knot formed in Darneth’s throat. Whoever this man was, he clearly had no intention of backing down. “Open fire. Everything we’ve got!”

      Energy beams lanced out from the ship’s multiple gun ports, enough to blast a single small ship to atoms within seconds…

      …but only if they could hit it.

      The sword-ship moved like nothing Darneth had ever seen, reacting almost preternaturally to the barrage as it twisted and rolled through the oncoming storm, the energy beams scraping past, sometimes so close Darneth couldn’t believe they missed.

      “Keep firing!” Darneth cried. “Stop him! Kaani, evasive maneuvers!”

      “Aye, Captain,” the helmsman replied, firing thrusters.

      But it was too little, too late. The sword-ship had already closed in, having taken only a few glancing blows during its approach.

      "How—” he started to ask, his words cut off as glowing green projectiles blazed from the sword-ship's guns. They pounded the shields as the sword-ship swept past in a sliding vector that kept it tight to their hull.

      “He’s good,” Kaani commented with appreciative awe.

      Their guns continued spewing energy at the sword-ship, but it always stayed one step ahead, diving and deking to avoid the brunt of the fire, shields occasionally flaring green to absorb a hit. At the end of its run, it circled back around, unleashing another barrage at the same already damaged and vulnerable spots in the hull.

      “Captain, the shields can’t—” Torbin started to say, interrupted when he felt the ship shudder violently. “The shields are down. Hull breaches on decks three and four! We've lost weapons control! Main power is fluctuating! He knows exactly where to strike to disable us.”

      "Kaani!" Darneth shouted. "Get us out of here!”

      “Captain, the thrusters are damaged,” he replied. “We can’t outrun him.”

      A cold wave of fear coursed through Darneth. He had a feeling he had made a mistake. A big mistake. What if the strange pilot was Sir Lancelot after all?

      “Get him on comms. Tell him we’ll share everything we have.”

      “Captain?” Serra said.

      “Do it!”

      “He’s coming around again, Captain,” Torbin said.

      “Keep firing,” Darneth replied.

      “We can’t. The guns are offline.”

      "All of them?"

      "I’m afraid so."

      “Serra? Where is he?”

      "He isn’t responding to hails, Captain."

      “Damn it.”

      "Sir, he’s maneuvering to link with our port airlock!" The fear in Torbin's voice was something Darneth had never heard before.

      Darneth keyed his general comm. “Red alert! Red alert! All teams to the port airlock, immediately.”

      The minutes passed in tense silence, broken when the commander of his ground team reported in.

      “Captain, it’s Maurin,” the deep, gravelly voice of the ogre rasped. Ten feet tall, heavily muscled, and an experienced fighter—if he couldn’t stop this Lancelot, no one could. “All teams are in position. Whatever comes through that door, we'll—wait, it's opening!"

      What followed was a nightmare, as Maurin’s comms crackled with fragmented sounds. Energy weapons fire erupted in sharp bursts, followed by screams and the wet sounds of blade meeting flesh while Maurin frantically gave orders, trying to keep his team organized. The initial frantic clash yielded to the steady, almost musical ring of steel on steel.

      "He's...he's not stopping!" Maurin's voice had lost its usual confidence. "Nothing's even slowing him down! It's like he sees everything before—Bannick, watch your—no!"

      More screams. The comm stayed open, broadcasting the slaughter.

      "Fall back!" Maurin roared. "Fall back to secondary positions! He's not human! We can't...oh stars, he's still coming! Captain, he’s⁠—”

      The transmission dissolved into static.

      Darneth’s heart hammered against his ribs. In twenty years as a mercenary captain, he had never lost a boarding action. His teams were experienced, loyal, and expensive. But the man moving through his ship cut through them like they were fresh recruits.

      “Do you think anyone’s still alive out there?” Serra asked in a terrified whisper.

      “Get me comms,” Darneth said.

      "With who?" she asked.

      “Whoever you can.”

      The bridge fell into another tense silence, broken only by the light tapping of Serra on her console, trying to reach someone beyond the bridge who might still be alive.

      “No one is responding,” she whispered. “Captain⁠—”

      The bridge doors exploded inward in a shower of twisted metal and acrid smoke. A figure stepped through, silhouetted by the dust and debris. His armor looked old but still in top condition, his sword a work of art. The dark gem on the pommel immediately caught Darneth’s eye. He’d heard rumors of soul stones, but he had never actually seen one before.

      "Here I am, as requested,” Lancelot said calmly, his eyes scanning the bridge crew. Blood stained his blade, but he breathed steadily. "Now, tell me what I want to know, or meet your end."

      Darneth stayed very still in his command chair, acutely aware of how vulnerable he felt. His fingers itched to reach for the pistol strapped beneath his chair, but he was certain that would be suicide.

      “You really are Sir Lancelot,” he breathed.

      “Indeed,” Lancelot said, taking another step forward. “The artifact. Tell me everything."

      "I’m sorry, sir. I only know what the guild posted." Darneth forced his voice to remain steady. "You must have seen that, at least?"

      "I did."

      "Half the mercenaries in the galaxy are out here hunting for whatever it is, along with at least a hundred Draconite ships. I don’t think there’s ever been so much activity in the Wastes at one time."

      "And what have you found?"

      Darneth gestured to his navigation officer, careful to move slowly. "Saana, show him our search grid."

      His wife’s hands trembled slightly as she brought up a holographic display of the region. Red markers indicated the areas they'd already swept, while blue showed their planned search pattern.

      "We've been methodically working through the sector," Darneth explained. "Looking for anything unusual. Well, unusual but not unexpected, considering where we are." He laughed softly, trying to relax Lancelot, who eyed him more expectantly. "Right, so we’re scanning the whole gamut of energy signatures, gravitational anomalies, and structures that don't match normal debris patterns. But you know the Wastes...they play tricks on sensors. Half the readings we get are probably false echoes. So once we get a hit, we have to move in close and eyeball everything. So far, we’ve come up empty."

      Lancelot studied the map intently. "You've been thorough. I require a copy."

      Darneth swallowed hard. "Aye. Saana, make Sir Lancelot a copy."

      "Aye, Captain."

      While she transferred their data to a storage device, Darneth looked Lancelot in the eye. "So, are you…well, are you planning to keep attacking ships until you get what you want?"

      "So long as it remains the most efficient means to assemble a more complete search map, yes," Lancelot replied.

      "Efficient for you, maybe. I just lost most of my crew."

      "I gave you every opportunity to turn over the data without bloodshed."

      "Yeah, well. I didn’t believe you were Lancelot. The Lancelot, that is. There are plenty of liars and fakes out there."

      "You could have stood your teams down when I boarded. They would all still be alive."

      "I couldn’t just let you walk onto my ship uncontested. That would make me a coward."

      "Would it? Or would it have made you wise?"

      Darneth didn’t know what to say. He looked to Saana, who stood and approached with the data store, holding it out to Lancelot, her hand shaking.

      "Thank you, madam," he said, accepting the drive before looking back at Darneth. "I’ve done you a favor today."

      "Oh? How do you figure that?"

      “The great majority of your crew remain alive, albeit injured. Enough so that your best option is to retire from this hunt. The forces gathering here and the nature of this quest lie beyond your understanding. Without my intervention, you would have met an ugly end long before you ever located the artifact. Instead, you will live."

      "Maybe that’s so," Darneth agreed. "Since you're letting us live...do you mind telling me what exactly you're looking for out here? I get the feeling it’s more than the artifact."

      Lancelot's expression became distant, almost sad. "Hope," he said softly. "And perhaps redemption."

      Without another word, he turned and strode from the bridge, leaving Darneth and his crew to wonder what other struggles played out in the chaos of the Wastes.

      And what struggles were to come.
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      Sir Turquine stood motionless, his massive frame vibrating with barely contained fury as he watched his stolen shuttle vanish into Falias’ lavender sky. The nanites surged beneath his scales, screaming for blood, for vengeance, for the satisfaction of tearing flesh and crushing bone. It took every ounce of his considerable willpower to keep himself from lashing out at the nearest living thing.

      Not that any living things existed nearby.

      His pupils contracted to razor-thin slits as he surveyed the carnage around him. The crystalline floor glistened with blood—Draconite, Sidhe, and Ursan alike. Bodies lay scattered about like broken dolls, their vacant eyes accusingly fixed on nothing. The stench of death and scorched flesh invaded his nostrils.

      Turquine’s gaze first fixed on the body of Sir Tristan. He still couldn’t believe the knight had lived all this time, hiding out with the Sidhe while the Draconite guards patrolling Aerindral failed to notice him. His nanites burned with pleasure at the sight of Tristan finally dead, and fury over both the planetary forces’ complete ineptitude and the fact that Tristan had passed Arthur’s shield on to Excalibur’s new commander. The shield—its front protected from magic by a soul stone and its reverse enchanted to reduce kinetic impact—served as a symbol of the lost king.

      Of hope.

      He stalked over to Tristan’s body, roaring as he removed the knight’s head in anger.

      Still growling, he swept his gaze across the field once more. All of his new Flayers, dead. Pathetic weaklings. General Strix may have selected them personally, but they proved to be terrible choices. He needed real Draconite warriors with powerful nanites like his, not these worthless minions. He felt no sorrow over their deaths; he was glad for it.

      Even so, the rage again threatened to overwhelm him. How had a ragtag group of rebels and a scrawny whelp managed to escape him yet again?

      Of course, he knew the answer.

      Cartigan.

      The wizard’s betrayal burned like acid in Turquine’s gut. He had taken the man in, molded him, given him purpose and status above all other Ursan. And this is how the man repaid that generosity? That kindness?

      "My Lord?"

      Turquine’s head snapped to the side as he eyed Kesper—his sole remaining Flayer—carefully approaching. It infuriated him to see the pilot unharmed.

      “Did you even try to stop them?” Turquine hissed. His claws twitched as the nanites screamed for him to crush Kesper’s skull, to feel bone splinter beneath his fingers. It would be so easy. So satisfying. But no. He needed Kesper. For now.

      Kesper hesitated, clearly weighing his words carefully. “My Lord, you commanded me to remain with the shuttle. I tried to stop them from boarding, but Cartigan⁠—”

      “Enough!” Turquine roared. “The wizard’s betrayal cost us everything here today.” He swept his gaze across the carnage once more. “Well, not everything. Should I bring Sir Tristan’s head as a trophy for our Queen?”

      “If that is your desire, My Lord,” Kesper replied, “I’ll retrieve it for you.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      Kesper hurried to collect Tristan’s head, wrapping the coat of another dead Sidhe rebel around it. Meanwhile, Turquine returned to the edge of the crystalline tower and looked down on the city with disgust. He hated the Sidhe more than any other non-Draconite race. Their delicacy made him sick.

      “I have it, My Lord.”

      “Good.” He motioned toward the aetherskate on which he had arrived. “Let’s go.”

      They descended to the base of the spaceport as the magical energy of the aetherskate struck his nanites like ice and set his entire body alight with pain. By the time they reached the ground, his jaw clenched and his vision blurred, though he refused to show any sign of weakness, especially in front of the passing Sidhe.

      The pain eased as he stepped off the device and stormed toward the spaceport’s entrance. The beings around him hurried to get out of his way, but not all moved fast enough. He backhanded one Sidhe, sending him to the ground while he resisted the urge to break his neck. When another nearly walked into him, he grabbed that one and threw him down, drawing cries of alarm.

      Despite the chaos atop the spaceport, a trio of Draconite guards casually manned the bottom level. Seeing him coming, one of them approached, eyeing him warily. His dull green scales bore scars that spoke of years of service. “My Lord? Are you⁠—”

      Turquine’s hand shot out, grabbing the soldier by the throat and lifting him off his feet. The Draconite’s eyes bulged as he clawed uselessly at Turquine’s iron grip. “Who’s next in command after Kallax?” he snarled, bringing the soldier’s face close to his own.

      The soldier choked out a reply, his words barely audible. “L-Lieutenant Nirkus, My Lord.”

      “Contact him. Now.” Turquine released his grip, and the soldier crumpled to the ground, gasping for air.

      As the soldier scrambled to comply, Turquine paced back and forth. the nanites churning beneath his scales, whispering of the joyous violence they would soon unleash together.

      Within minutes, a female Draconite emerged from the spaceport entrance and hurried over to him. Her deep purple scales and the confidence of a seasoned officer surprised him as she met his gaze without flinching.

      “Sir Turquine,” she said, bowing her head respectfully, “I am Lieutenant Nirkus. Is there something I can help you with that Sir Kallax⁠—”

      “Sir Kallax is dead,” Turquine interrupted. “As are his elite guards. So far, every single Draconite on this planet has failed me. Don’t be next.”

      “Yes, My Lord,” she replied, her fear-scent becoming apparent. “What do you require?”

      “A shuttle,” he said in a low rumble of barely contained rage. “Immediately.”

      Nirkus did not hesitate. “Of course, My Lord. This way, please.” She turned on her heel and led them into the spaceport.

      The unaffected, bustling interior of the spaceport starkly contrasted with the violent fighting and chaos that had erupted only minutes before. The arriving and departing beings went about their business as if no emergency had occurred. As if Excalibur’s commander hadn’t slipped from his grasp for the fourth time. Or was it the fifth? Losing count only served to infuriate him more. He clawed fresh gashes in his arms, blood dripping to the floor as Nirkus guided them through the crowded main concourse. Her crisp stride parted the sea of bodies before them while Kesper trailed behind, wisely staying on the periphery.

      “The transfer gate is just ahead,” she informed them, gesturing to a shimmering energy field at the far end of the hall. “It will take us directly to the level below the top floor.”

      As they approached the gate, Nirkus lowered her voice. “Our failure is completely unwarranted. I’ve long held concerns about how this place operates. Sir Kallax…his ego grew too large for Falias to contain.”

      “Be careful how you speak of your superiors,” Turquine warned.

      “I speak only the truth,” she replied boldly. “Kallax ordered most of our defensive units to remain in place while he hunted for the target. He believed he and his special guard could handle the situation.” She shook her head with a hint of frustration. “Clearly, he was wrong.”

      “Clearly,” Turquine agreed, his jaw tightening at the mention of Kallax’s overconfidence. They stepped through the transfer gate and arrived immediately on one of the docking levels inside the spaceport.

      “The operation of our defenses on this world falls woefully short,” she continued. “Years of occupation have made us soft. Given an opportunity, I can⁠—”

      Turquine realized what the Draconite officer wanted. More than a promotion, she aspired to command the planetary defense, or at least move closer to that position, and she believed he could help her do so.

      “I care nothing for your career ambitions, Lieutenant,” he growled. “I just want a shuttle.”

      Her voice softened with disappointment. “Of course, My Lord.”

      They walked the length of the docking chamber to a small, unarmed shuttle that left Turquine wholly unimpressed.

      “This is the best you have to offer?” he asked.

      “You requested a shuttle, My Lord. This was the most expedient option. If you wanted something more robust, you should have made a more detailed request.”

      Turquine stared at her, taken aback by her brazen reply. To his surprise, the nanites did not erupt in fury but instead seemed to respect her boldness.

      “Perhaps I’ll put in a word for you with the Queen when we next speak.” He motioned to Kesper. “Let’s go.” Without further hesitation, they boarded the ship, leaving Nirkus behind.

      Kesper went straight to the pilot’s seat while Turquine remained in the rear. Being too large to fit in any of the seats—the shuttle had been built for Sidhe, after all—he vented some of his pent-up frustration by tearing into the padding and then ripping apart the metal frames, bending and twisting them until they no longer resembled seats at all. By the time he finished, the shuttle had nearly reached orbit, though he barely noticed the launch.His nanites remained hungry, desperate for blood and pain. He raked his claws down his arm, once more drawing blood. Each time he did so, the relief diminished and the nanites stirred even more strongly within him.

      When they reached Visceral, Kesper guided the shuttle into the hangar bay, following behind Turquine as they returned to the bridge. Kesper reclaimed the helm, while Turquine slumped into the command seat, his eyes narrowing as he surveyed the other empty stations. His perusal stopped at the seat Cartigan often occupied, and a fresh wave of rage coursed through him.

      “What course, My Lord?” Kesper asked, his claws hovering over the navigation console.

      Turquine’s eyes remained fixed on Cartigan’s seat. “After the traitor and that whelp who dares call himself Excalibur’s commander.”

      Kesper hesitated, a flicker of uncertainty crossing his features. “My Lord…should we not gather more Flayers first? Our ranks are severely depleted.”

      Turquine’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Are you questioning my orders?”

      “N-no, My Lord. It’s just…the rebels have proven formidable. And with Cartigan’s betrayal⁠—”

      “Enough!” Turquine roared, causing Kesper to flinch. “We don’t need more Flayers. What we need is…” He trailed off, the words sticking in his throat like thorns.

      “My Lord?”

      Turquine’s lip curled in disgust. “We need another wizard. If Cartigan stays with them, they’ll have two—plus a soul stone.”

      The words tasted like bile, but even in his rage he couldn’t deny their truth. Cartigan’s turn left a significant gap in their capabilities—one they must fill if they hoped to destroy Excalibur and her crew.

      With great reluctance, he rose from his seat and moved to the comms station, opening a channel. The main display flickered to life, and after a moment of static, Morgana’s form shimmered into existence before him. Her expression showed lines of disappointment, her eyes cold and calculating.

      “You’ve lost them. Again.”

      “How did you—” He began, then cut himself off. “Nirkus, of course.” He swallowed hard, suppressing a snarl. “Cartigan betrayed me.”

      Morgana’s eyes narrowed, a hint of cruel amusement playing at the corners of her mouth. “I warned you about relying too heavily on an Ursan.”

      Turquine’s nanites surged at her words, and he froze as their fury demanded that he lash out.  Even in his rage, Turquine knew better than to challenge his queen.

      “What would you have me do?” he ground out, each word like broken glass eviscerating his throat. “My hunts often require a wizard’s assistance. That remains especially true against Excalibur. They already had an adept. Now they have Cartigan as well.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Morgana answered after a brief pause. “Perhaps I was too hasty in culling magic from the galaxy. But I waited nearly a hundred years. Was I supposed to let it fester forever?”

      “Of course not, my Queen,” Turquine replied. “No one could have guessed Excalibur would return.”

      Morgana’s expression shifted, growing more thoughtful. Without another word, she commanded, “Return to Avalyeth.”

      “Avalyeth? Why?”

      “You said you need a wizard. One will be provided to you there.”

      Turquine’s features curled in disgust. “You want me to take on a druid? Druids cannot be trusted. They⁠—”

      “There are few wizards left to choose from, Turquine,” Morgana cut him off, her voice sharp as a blade. “But I believe I have a solution that will suit your needs. Do not question me further. Go to Avalyeth.”

      For a moment, Turquine considered refusing. The nanites whispered that he didn’t need Morgana, that he could hunt Excalibur on his own. Yet some rationality remained, reminding him of Morgana’s power and the consequences of outright defiance.

      “As you command,” he said, the words like ash in his mouth.

      Morgana’s image flickered out, and Turquine found himself alone with his rage and the suffocating silence of the bridge. He turned to Kesper, who avoided eye contact, his attention fixed on the ship’s controls.

      “You heard Her Majesty. Set course for Avalyeth,” Turquine ordered, his voice a low, dangerous growl.

      Kesper obeyed. “Wormhole prepared for formation.”

      “Execute.”

      Kesper initiated the wormhole. As Visceral’s engines roared to life, Turquine closed his eyes and let the vibrations wash over him, seeking their familiarity, expecting the ease they had always provided. Instead, the nanites continued to churn beneath his scales, growing stronger with each passing moment. They whispered of power, of freedom from Morgana’s control, of seas of blood and mountains of broken bodies. Most of all, they whispered of vengeance.

      And he intended to give them exactly what they wanted.
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      Through the forward viewport, Thomas watched Falias' atmosphere fade to black as the shuttle climbed into orbit, the planet's lavender skies surrendering to a vast sea of stars, their cold light offering no comfort. His hands gripped the armrests of the co-pilot's seat, tense and nervous. Every muscle in his body remained taut, anticipating alarms or incoming weapons fire at any moment.

      Beside him, Cartigan's hands were steady on the flight controls, making small adjustments to their vector. The Ursan wizard's face was drawn, his movements mechanical, as if he was operating on instinct while his mind undoubtedly grappled with the magnitude of his betrayal.

      The sensor display between them showed multiple Draconite patrol vessels and defense platforms in orbit that should have been scrambling to intercept them. Yet they remained eerily passive, going about their standard patrol routes and duties as if the shuttle was just another routine departure.

      "I don't understand," Thomas said, unable to keep the edge from his voice. "They have to know we stole this shuttle. Why aren't they attacking? Why isn't anyone pursuing us?"

      Cartigan's expression tightened. "Because Turquine hasn't told them," he replied, his voice barely above a whisper. "He wants to kill us himself.” His hands trembled slightly on the controls. “He'll want to torture me for what I've done. I know what that’s like. How long he can keep someone…” The wizard shook his head, his next words coming out choked. "I still can't believe I did that. I betrayed him. After everything I’ve been⁠—"

      "You did the right thing," Thomas assured him, though Cartigan's posture remained rigid with doubt.

      "Did I?" The question seemed directed more at himself than Thomas. "I've served him for years. Everything I am, everything I know..." He trailed off, staring unseeing at the controls. "The Draconite took me when I was barely old enough to walk. They raised me, trained me, made me useful. Turquine gave me purpose, status above other Ursan. And I just..." His voice cracked. "I threw it all away."

      "You chose freedom," Thomas countered. "You chose to stop enabling tyranny."

      Before Cartigan could respond, purposeful footsteps approached from behind. Thomas turned to see Tryvane enter the flight deck, his expression hard as granite as he looked at Cartigan. The temperature in the small compartment seemed to plummet several degrees.

      Tryvane moved to one of the tactical displays, deliberately ignoring the wizard as he brought up a sensor overlay. "Caress is maintaining high orbit," he said, addressing Thomas directly. A green marker appeared on the screen, indicating their target vessel. "We should be able to reach her without drawing attention, assuming your..." His lip curled slightly. "...pilot is capable."

      "I can get us there,” Cartigan said quietly. “The Draconite won’t attack. Sir Turquine wants to be the one to destroy us.”

      Tryvane's eyes flashed dangerously. "Of course he does. And you’ve been helping him hunt traitors for years. Or were, until a few minutes ago when you conveniently changed sides."

      "He saved our lives," Thomas pointed out. "He's the reason we escaped."

      “He’s the reason we were slowed to begin with. If not for that wall of flame, Llaryn would still be alive. Perhaps my grandfather as well. And your man, Amren. Or have you forgotten him already?”

      Thomas unfastened his belts and stood, his hands fisted as he glared at Tryvane. He could still see Amren’s end in his mind’s eye, Turquine breaking his neck before casually throwing his broken body against the shuttle’s viewscreen. It took all of his willpower to answer almost calmly. “Too far, Tryvane.”

      The other man flinched at the cold tone. “Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry. It’s just⁠—”

      “Emotions are high,” Thomas finished for him, Vin’s sage advice to be completely sure about the battles he chose to wage surfacing in his thoughts. “The point is, if Cartigan hadn’t changed allegiance, we would all be dead right now.”

      “True. But where might we end up should he conveniently change allegiance again?”

      "I’m not—” Cartigan began.

      "I didn't ask you," Tryvane cut him off coldly. He turned back to Thomas. "We should reach Caress in approximately twenty minutes. I suggest you keep a close eye on your new friend until then."

      The silence that followed was thick enough to cut with a blade. Thomas watched the tension play across Cartigan's features as the wizard refocused on piloting, clearly trying to make himself as small and unobtrusive as possible. Meanwhile, Tryvane stood rigid behind them, his presence radiating cold fury.

      Through the viewport, Thomas could see their destination growing steadily larger. Caress was more substantial than he'd expected—clearly a merchant vessel, but one built for large payloads and frequent journeys. Her hull bore the scars of hard use, but he could see evidence of regular maintenance beneath the weathered exterior. Based on the education he’d received from Amren, he imagined gun ports cleverly concealed behind the hull’s metal plating.

      "She's beautiful," Thomas said, trying to break the oppressive silence.

      "She's served us well," Tryvane replied. "Both as cover for our operations and as a fighting vessel when needed." His voice carried pride as he added, "The Draconite think she's just another merchant ship. They have no idea how many of their supply convoys she's helped us raid.”

      "You own her?" Thomas asked, surprised.

      "The resistance owns her," Tryvane corrected. “Llaryn and I were responsible for her operations. Now that falls to me. Our Captain, Pyym, handles the day-to-day running of the ship. Pilot, if you could make yourself useful and open an unencrypted comm on Channel Seventy-one?”

      “My name is Cartigan,” the wizard replied, reaching for the controls to carry out the request.

      “I don’t care what your name is,” Tryvane replied.

      Cartigan sighed. “Channel open,” he said softly.

      “Pyym, this is Tryvane. Open the doors to Bay One and prepare for shuttle arrival." He paused before adding, "And inform the crew that we have special cargo coming aboard.”

      “Copy that,” a rough voice answered. “Opening bay doors.”

      Thomas glanced at him questioningly, but Tryvane offered no explanation. Ahead of them, a pair of bay doors near the bow of the vessel began parting, the interior light spilling out into space. Cartigan updated their vector, guiding them smoothly into the bay and setting the shuttle down with a couple of rough hops.

      “Sorry, I’m not that good at landings,” Cartigan said.

      As the engines spun down, Thomas heard movement in the passenger compartment. The twins emerged onto the flight deck, their expressions darkening instantly when they saw Cartigan.

      "Let's go," Tryvane said curtly, already heading for the exit. "The Captain will meet us in the bay.”

      Thomas followed him out of the shuttle and into the hangar bay. He noticed that both twins positioned themselves between him and Cartigan as they followed him, their distrust evident in every line of their bodies. He understood their suspicion. Still, the wizard had risked everything to help them escape.

      "He saved our lives," Thomas said quietly to Tivan. "At least give him a chance."

      "He served Turquine," Tivan replied, equally quiet but intense. "For years. How many of our people did he help hunt down? How many died because of him?"

      “I understand,” Thomas answered. “But people can change. I did. He deserves a chance, especially considering he was only a child when the Draconite took him from his people."

      Before Tivan could respond, heavy boot steps echoed across the hangar deck. A man strode toward them, his bearing unmistakably that of a ship's captain. His gray hair was shaved nearly to his scalp, while his face carried evidence of hardship and triumph, marked by gentle wrinkles and a firm, composed expression. But it was his eyes—sharp and calculating as they took in every detail of the new arrivals—that caught Thomas' attention.

      “Boss,” Pyym said, offering Tryvane a respectful nod before his gaze swept over the rest of them. "I see the mission was..." He paused, frowning. "Where's Llaryn?"

      The question hung in the air. Tryvane's jaw tightened before he spoke. "Llaryn fell in battle. Along with my grandfather."

      "Sir Tristan, too?" The captain's face went slack with shock. "Damn it all to the void," he breathed, his expression hardening as he looked at Thomas. "Who exactly are you that you were worth losing them both?"

      "Captain Pyym," Tryvane said formally, "may I present Sir Thomas Drake, the Daeardrayke, Commander of Excalibur."

      The change in Pyym's demeanor was immediate and dramatic. His eyes widened, and he straightened to attention. "Sir Dragon," he said, his voice carrying new respect. “Well, aren’t I the ass for questioning your value. Welcome aboard Caress." He glanced at Tryvane. “Did they die well, at least?”

      “They died as heroes,” Thomas replied. "And I’m sorry for their loss. They died so that we could escape—so that hope could survive. I intend to make sure it wasn’t for nothing."

      Pyym nodded slowly, studying him with renewed interest. “You’d better.” His gaze shifted to Cartigan, narrowing slightly. "And who might this be?"

      "Cartigan," Tryvane answered before Thomas could speak. "Former wizard to Sir Turquine. He...assisted our escape."

      Pyym's eyes narrowed further. "Did he now?" He moved closer to Cartigan, his weathered features set in hard lines. "And why would Turquine's pet wizard suddenly decide to turn against his master?"

      Cartigan shrank under his scrutiny. “I⁠—”

      "We can discuss his motivations later," Thomas interrupted. "Right now, we need to rendezvous with Excalibur, somewhere the Draconite won't find us."

      Pyym held Cartigan's gaze a moment longer before turning back to Thomas. "I know just the place," he said with a grim smile. "Been using it for years to dodge their patrols. A little pocket of space in the literal middle of bloody nowhere.” He touched the comm unit on his wrist. “This is the Captain. Plot a burst course to get us clear of Falias, and then initiate a wormhole to Sanctuary.”

      "Aye, Captain," a voice replied.

      “Sanctuary?” Thomas asked.

      “That’s what I like to call it. Just means we’ll be safe there. Commander," he continued, addressing Tryvane, "with your permission, I'll return to the bridge to oversee our journey.”

      Tryvane nodded. "Granted. I'll get our guests settled and join you shortly."

      After Pyym left, Tryvane gestured for them to follow. "This way. We have spare quarters where you can rest and recover."

      They followed him through the ship's corridors. Caress' interior—functional and well-maintained, with signs of regular use evident in the worn deck plating and patched bulkheads—matched her external appearance. The air carried a familiar mix of recycled atmosphere and machinery that Thomas had come to associate with spacecraft, but there was something else too—a hint of spice that reminded him of incense.

      “What’s that smell?” he asked.

      "The ship was originally designed to carry luxury goods," Tryvane explained. "Some of the atmospheric processors still carry traces of the perfumes and spices they once filtered. We've never been able to completely clear them out."

      "I like it," Tivan said. "Makes the ship feel less sterile."

      "Here we are," Tryvane said, stopping at a hatch. "Officer's berthing. It's empty right now. Everyone's on the bridge preparing for departure." He paused. "I need to oversee things. Will you be all right here?"

      Thomas nodded. "Go ahead. We'll be fine."

      After Tryvane left, they stepped into the berthing area. The compartment unfolded into a series of interconnected spaces arranged with efficient design. A spacious common area lay at the heart of berthing, furnished with streamlined chairs and a digital notice board that cast a soft glow over the room. Off another short corridor, individual quarters—each a compact, personalized retreat complete with a sleeping berth, work station, and ambient lighting—awaited. An adjoining passageway led to a small galley and a hatch that Thomas assumed went into the head. Looking down at his dirty and bloodied clothes, he hoped there were also showers back there, though he wouldn’t feel comfortable using it until they were truly safe.

      Instead, he settled into one of the chairs, suddenly exhausted as the events of the day caught up with him. The twins remained standing, their attention focused on Cartigan like predators watching wounded but still dangerous prey.

      "Why did you really help us?" Garant asked, his voice hard.

      Cartigan sank onto one of the other seats, his shoulders slumping as if the weight of his actions had finally become too much to bear.

      "Because I couldn't take it anymore," he said quietly. "After what happened at the Lair..." He took a shaky breath before continuing. "I saved Turquine from the cave-in. Of all the Flayers, only he and Kesper survived. And me, of course. When we got back to our ship, he contacted Queen Morgana, and she ordered him to the palace. When he returned to Visceral, he was…different. Angrier and more violent than ever.”

      Cartigan's voice cracked. "He wasn't the same anymore. He killed three crew members for minor mistakes. Threatened to kill me twice. The nanites they gave him—they're stronger than the others, more aggressive. They changed him." He looked up at Thomas, his eyes haunted. "I have to be honest. I might not have helped you if he was still the master I had served for years."

      The twins exchanged disgusted looks. "So you only turned on him because he became too violent for your taste," Tivan charged. "Not because serving him was wrong? Not because of all the people you helped him hunt down and kill?"

      "You don't understand," Cartigan said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Serving was all I ever knew. From childhood, I was raised to be useful to the Draconite. To be grateful for any kindness they showed." His hands trembled as he spoke. "I'm terrified that whatever comes next will be worse than what I knew. At least with Turquine, I understood my place. Now..." He trailed off, shaking his head.

      "Now you're free," Thomas said firmly. "Free to choose your own path. To make your own decisions."

      "And what if I make the wrong ones?" Cartigan asked. "What if I don't know how to be free?"

      The twins shared a look of clear disgust. "We need to clean up," Garant said stiffly. "Excuse us."

      After they left, tense silence fell in the compartment. Thomas could see the fear and uncertainty warring on Cartigan's face. The wizard looked lost, like a child suddenly thrust into an adult world he didn't understand.

      "What was it like?" Thomas asked softly. "Growing up under the Draconite?"

      Cartigan's gaze remained fixed on the deck. "I don't remember much from before. Only fragments. A woman singing. The smell of fresh bread. Then the Draconite came to our village. They were looking for children with magical potential." His voice grew distant. "I remember being excited at first. They told us we were special. Chosen."

      "How old were you?"

      "Four, maybe five." Cartigan's hands twisted together in his lap. “I’m thirty-seven now. They took us to a facility on Thalora, a Druid planet. The Druids there tested our magical aptitude. Those who showed the most promise were kept on to be trained as wizards. The others..." He shuddered. "They killed the others, as well as any who didn’t meet their expectations. The training was accelerated from the academies. It was grueling. Exhausting. Terrifying.” His tone sharpened with a kind of pride. “But I not only persevered. I excelled. And for that, I was showered with attention and praise.”

      Thomas leaned forward. "And after you finished training, you were assigned to Turquine?"

      "Not at first. I served several masters before him. But Turquine..." A ghost of a smile crossed his features. "He was different then. Harsh, yes, but not cruel. He recognized talent, rewarded competence. The first time I helped him track down a group of rebels, he praised my skills." The smile faded. "I lived for that praise. Needed it."

      "Stockholm syndrome," Thomas murmured.

      "What?"

      "Nothing. Just...when I was younger, I did things I'm not proud of. Hurt people to earn approval from those who didn't deserve my loyalty."

      Cartigan looked up, meeting Thomas' eyes for the first time. "How did you move past it?"

      "Someone showed me a better way. Helped me see that I could be more than what others had made me." Thomas paused. "It wasn't easy. Sometimes I still struggle with who I was, what I did. But every day I try to be better than I was the day before."

      "I don't know if I can do that," Cartigan admitted. "Everything feels wrong. Like I'm falling and can't find solid ground."

      "That's normal. Freedom is terrifying when you're not used to it. But you're not alone. We'll help you find your way."

      "Why?" Cartigan asked. "Why would you trust me after everything I've done?"

      "Because everyone deserves a chance at redemption." Thomas leaned back. "Tell me about the new nanites. What exactly did they do to Turquine?"

      Cartigan shuddered. "I've never seen anything like them. They're more aggressive, more invasive. They enhance his strength and speed even further, accelerate his healing. But they also affect his mind. His rage...it's like a living thing now. Sometimes I caught him cutting himself, just to feel the pain. To give the nanites something to heal. To satiate their bloodlust.”

      "That's why he seemed different in the spaceport. More unstable?"

      "Yes. The magical energy in the crystals interfered with the nanites somehow. Caused him pain. Made him even more violent." Cartigan's voice dropped to barely a whisper. "I think the nanites are consuming him. Changing him into something else entirely."

      "What do you mean?"

      "The nanites...they aren’t acting like machines. It sounds crazy, but it’s almost as if they're alive. As if they have their own motivations, their own hunger. They're spreading throughout his body, altering him on a fundamental level." Cartigan wrapped his arms around himself. "I've seen what he's becoming. What the nanites are turning him into. He's not just a hunter anymore. He's..." The wizard wrapped his arms around himself. "He's evolving into something else. Something darker. And I don't think even Morgana understands what she's created."

      The door slid open as Tryvane returned. "We're moving into position for the burst," he reported.

      Cartigan fell silent immediately at Tryvane's entrance, shrinking in on himself. Thomas could almost feel the fear and uncertainty radiating off the wizard in waves.

      "Once we arrive at the Sanctuary, you can contact Excalibur," Tryvane continued, his tone professional but cold. “It should take about an hour to get there.”

      “Thank you, Tryvane,” Thomas said. “I’m sorry about today. About all the good people you lost. Especially Llaryn and your grandfather.”

      "They died as they lived, fighting for what they believed in." Tryvane's voice carried both pride and pain. "Llaryn was..." He swallowed hard. "He was like a brother to me. We grew up together, trained together under my grandfather's watchful eye. Everything I know, I learned at his side."

      "He fought bravely," Thomas offered.

      "Until the end," Tryvane agreed. His jaw tightened. "The Draconite will pay for what they've done. All of them." His gaze flickered briefly to Cartigan before returning to Thomas. "I should get back to the bridge. Get some rest if you can. I'll return when we're ready to contact your ship."

      After he left, Thomas decided to clean up. He found the twins leaving the showers in the back of the head as he approached.

      “Are you two okay?” he asked.

      “No,” Garant replied.

      “Cartigan?”

      “Not just him,” Tivan said. “Amren was…”

      “I know,” Thomas said, suddenly struggling to hold back tears. “It hurts, but he died so we could live. So we could fight on. So we need to do that with our last dying breath. For him.”

      "Yes," Tivan admitted. “As for Cartigan, we'll give him a chance. For you." His expression hardened. “But keep a close eye on him. People can change, yes, but they can also pretend to change when it suits them."

      "I'll watch him," Thomas assured them. "But I truly believe he wants to be better."

      Garant nodded slowly. "We hope you're right. For all our sake."

      Thomas stripped off his bloody clothes and entered the showers, letting hot water wash away the blood and sweat of battle. His mind churned with everything Cartigan had told him about Turquine's transformation. The image of the Draconite commander talking to the nanites sent chills down his spine despite the water's heat.

      Lady Aelan's warning about the tuathin shipment also echoed in his thoughts. About that path leading to darkness. The cost of today's victory had been staggering—Amren, Sir Tristan, Llaryn, and so many others. And he knew it was only the beginning. As the resistance grew, so would the body count.

      These thoughts, and so many more, churned through his consciousness in a chaotic maelstrom, each with their own pitfalls and fears. He didn’t need to attack the convoy to see darkness ahead. The more he considered the future, the more it felt like he had entered that darkness the moment Amren died. Like their escape wasn’t the victory it appeared to be.

      He could only hope it was simply his exhaustion bleeding through his psyche.

      After a while, he turned off the water and dried himself, putting on fresh, simple linen clothes he’d found in a cubby near the showers. When he emerged from the head, he found Cartigan still sitting alone in the common area, staring at nothing.

      "You should shower and get some rest," Thomas told him. "Tomorrow's another day."

      "What if Turquine finds us?" Cartigan asked, his voice small and frightened. "What if the nanites make him strong enough to..." He trailed off.

      "Then we'll face him," Thomas replied firmly. "You're not alone in this.”

      “Perhaps not,” Cartigan agreed. “But by the time our paths cross again, I’m not sure if even Excalibur will be enough to fight him.”

      Thomas shuddered at the statement, which had given voice to his earlier fears.

      “It will be enough,” he replied. “It has to be.”
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      Thomas sat in the officer's lounge aboard Caress, impatient to arrive at the place Captain Pyym had called Sanctuary, a place he hoped would be a temporary safe harbor while they figured out what to do next. He was trying his best not to think about the days’ events, tainted as they were by the cost in blood and lives, but the memory of Amren's last moments haunted him. The man who’d quickly become his best friend was gone, leaving a painful, despondent ache in his heart.

      The twins sat nearby in silence, both looking equally lost in thought. In the corner, Cartigan sat rigid, casting frequent uncomfortable glances at the lounge entrance. He hadn't spoken in hours, as if afraid the slightest sound might shatter the fragile peace between himself and the twins, not to mention Tryvane.

      The door slid open with a soft hiss and Tryvane entered. The tension in his shoulders and the shadows under his eyes betrayed his neutral expression. Loss had marked them all today. "We’ve arrived at Sanctuary.” he announced, his gaze flickering briefly to Cartigan before returning to Thomas. "Time to contact your ship.”

      Thomas nodded and touched the ring Merlin had given him, applying pressure from both sides as instructed. The metal felt unusually warm against his skin as the runes etched into its surface flickered briefly with blue light, apparently confirming the signal had been sent. “They’ll think it’s an emergency,” he told Tryvane, “so it should only take a few minutes for them to arrive.”

      "Follow me to the bridge. It’s best if you’re there to greet them when they get here. I want to make sure they don’t mistake us for the enemy."

      Thomas rose to his feet. The twins got up and fell into step behind him. Cartigan trailed several paces further back, maintaining a careful distance that spoke volumes about his uncertainty of his place among them, despite what seemed like the twins’ sudden lack of concern about him. The reversal wasn’t exactly what Thomas had meant about giving him a chance, but it was better than their earlier antagonism.

      The group made their way through the ship’s corridors, the bulkheads bearing the patina of age and hard use. They passed a few crew members who openly stared at Thomas and his companions. The identity of the special cargo Tryvane had mentioned over the comms had clearly spread to the rest of the crew. Their expressions held an awe that Thomas found unearned, especially considering how close they had come to dying on Falias, and how many had failed to make it off the planet with them.

      Stepping onto the bridge for the first time, Thomas found it smaller than he had expected, though efficiently laid out. Various control stations surrounded a circular command center, all facing toward a massive viewscreen that dominated the forward bulkhead. Captain Pyym stood at the command station, studying a holographic star map that overlayed a sensor construction of their position. The space around them was as empty as promised.

      “Welcome to Sanctuary, Sir Dragon,” Pyym said without looking back. He waved a hand at the map. “The middle of nowhere, featuring absolutely nothing of any importance whatsoever. Not even a landmark to triangulate position. Sure, there are plenty of middle of nowhere places to be found outside of Falias, but none as nowhere as this.” He finally looked back, a grin on his face. “Your crew isn’t the kind to shoot first and question it later, are they, Daeardrayke?”

      “No. When they only see one ship out here, they’ll have to assume I’m on it. Shooting you wouldn’t help keep me alive.”

      “Good point,” the captain agreed.

      “Captain, I’m detecting an incoming wormhole.”

      “Put it onscreen,” Pyym said, “and raise shields.” He glanced back at Thomas. “Just in case.”

      The main viewscreen activated just in time to capture the wormhole twisting space around it, creating a portal through spacetime. Moments later, a silver speck shot through, immediately vectoring in their direction. Excalibur’s hull rippled with blue energy as it approached, the ship as equally on guard as Caress.

      "They're not taking any chances," Tivan observed quietly.

      “Open a clear channel,” Pyym said.

      “Aye, Captain,” the comms officer replied. “Channel open.”

      Pyym nodded to Thomas, urging him to speak.

      “Excalibur. Gareth, it’s Thomas. We’re on board Caress, a resistance vessel. They helped us escape. Stand down, and move into position to dock in the main hangar bay. We’ll meet you there.”

      “Thomas,” Gareth replied. “How can we be sure it’s you, and not a Draconite trap?”

      “Your wife commissioned a portrait of herself as an anniversary gift,” Thomas replied. “It used to hang in your office, but now it’s in your quarters on Excalibur, beside a hologram of your son.”

      Gareth’s laughter filled the comms. “At least there’s one clear benefit to merging our consciousnesses. It’s good to hear from you, my friend. We’re moving into position now.”

      Thomas and the others left the bridge and hurried down to the hangar bay, arriving just as Excalibur touched down beside Turquine’s shuttle, her hull still dancing with ribbons of blue energy. She was a sight for sore eyes.

      The external teleportal lowered from the hull, settling on the deck. Tryvane gasped at the sight of it, becoming even more amazed as Excalibur’s crew began appearing through it.

      Merlin's humanoid GOLEM emerged first, its blue eyes brightening significantly at the sight of Thomas. "My boy!" he called out, genuine relief evident in his voice. "When we received your signal, I feared the worst."

      Burl followed close behind, his massive frame filling the opening. He broke into a wide grin when he saw Thomas, but quickly shifted to concern as he scanned the group. "Where's Amren?”

      The question hung in the air. Thomas saw the moment understanding dawned in their eyes, grief and horror spreading across their faces.

      "No," Burl said. "Not Amren.”

      "He and Sir Tristan died buying us time to escape," Thomas said, his voice rough with emotion. "They faced Turquine so we could get away.”

      "Sir Tristan?" Merlin remarked with surprise. "He was alive? All this time?"

      “Hiding on Falias," Thomas confirmed, motioning to Tryvane. “This is his grandson, Tryvane. He’s leading the Sidhe resistance.”

      “Leading it alone, now,” Tryvane added. “My friend, Llaryn.” His voice caught slightly on his friend's name. "He died as he lived—fighting for what he believed in."

      A heavy silence fell as they absorbed the magnitude of their losses. Thomas saw tears in Burl's eyes, while Gareth's face had gone hard with barely contained rage.

      It was Taliesin who finally broke the silence, as he noticed Cartigan a few steps behind the others. “Cartigan?” he said, his tone curious rather than angry. “What are you doing here?”

      “He helped us escape,” Thomas said. “We would all be dead right now if not for him.” He cast a sharp glance toward Tryvane, warning him to mind his words.

      "Thank you for bringing our friends back to us,” Sir Orvix said to the wizard.

      Cartigan stared at the knight in obvious confusion. "You're...thanking me?"

      "Of course," Orvix replied. "You chose to help rather than continue to hinder. You turned from the path of evil to one of good. That takes great courage."

      "I...I don't..." Cartigan was at a loss for words, clearly unprepared for kindness from one of his former enemies.

      “Cartigan, can you let me onto Turquine’s shuttle?” Thomas asked, partly to spare Cartigan further discomfort. He turned to Merlin. "There's something I left onboard that you need to see."

      Cartigan helped Thomas retrieve Arthur's shield from Visceral's shuttle, which drew surprised gasps from the others as Thomas held it up. The dragon herald caught the hangar's lights, the ancient metal gleaming while the soul stone at the center remained ominously dark.

      “I can’t believe it,” Merlin breathed, his GOLEM's eyes brightening with recognition. “It’s been so long.” He ran his ethereal fingers along the surface, the machine somehow conveying his amazement. “I, well, the real Merlin helped forge this shield. He integrated the soul stone in its construction. I thought this shield was lost long ago.”

      "Sir Tristan kept it safe," Thomas explained. “He said Arthur gave it to him for safekeeping before..." He trailed off, seeing the pain in Merlin's glowing eyes.

      Merlin’s posture shifted suddenly, as though entertaining a new thought. “Why would Arthur give Tristan his shield before we headed out? Right before we were attacked?”

      “It’s almost like he knew there would be trouble,” Gareth said.

      “More than that,” Taliesin added. “It’s almost as though he knew he would be lost.”

      “That’s not possible,” Merlin said. “If Nimue had warned him of that, he would have chosen a different path.”

      “Unless he tried to choose a different path, and ended up on the one that led to Mordred’s ambush.”

      “Fate is sometimes inescapable,” Merlin provided, touching the shield once more. “It has to mean something, though.”

      “Whatever it means, it can’t be our priority right now,” Tryvane said. “The Sidhe resistance suffered a severe blow today. Most of our fighters on Falias are dead. My grandfather and Llaryn are gone. My mother will continue the family business and work to rebuild what was lost. But until then, Captain Pyym and his crew are all I have left. They’re all I can offer. But we need to use them wisely.”

      “I agree,” Thomas said. “Going to Falias didn’t work out the way we had planned. We need a new plan.”

      “One that involves killing more Draconite,” Garant said.

      “Without any more of us dying,” Tivan added.

      “Let us not stand around the hangar bay for such an important discussion,” Tryvane suggested. “Caress has a meeting room more suitable for this type of discussion.”

      Thomas nodded. “Lead the way.”
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      The meeting room aboard Caress felt small and cramped with so many bodies crowded around the polished table. Thomas sat between Gareth and Burl, drawing comfort from their familiar presence. Behind them, Merlin's GOLEM stood sentinel, its crystalline eyes casting a soft blue glow on the metallic walls. Across the table, the twins sat on one side of Cartigan, Kaelithan and Brennan on the other. Cartigan couldn’t have looked more uncomfortable if he tried. His eyes shifted constantly as if seeking escape whenever he didn’t stare at the table, and he kept his hands folded on his lap. Tryvane and Captain Pyym occupied the seats near the door, while Sir Orvix's massive frame made his chair look almost comically undersized. It was a wonder the chair didn’t collapse under his weight.

      The recycled air carried a hint of that spice Thomas had noticed earlier, a constant reminder that this vessel had once carried luxury cargo rather than resistance fighters. The overhead lights cast shadows across faces already darkened by grief and exhaustion. Every person at the table bore the weight of the losses on Falias, their expressions a mix of determination and barely contained anguish.

      Thomas cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. "Before we discuss our next move, there's something you need to know." He paused, waiting until all eyes were on him. "Lady Aelan—Sir Tristan's daughter-in-law and Tryvane’s mother—she’s a seer. She knew I was coming to Aelindral, and she warned me specifically against attacking the tuathin convoy. She told me that path leads only to darkness."

      "But we've already committed to the convoy operation," Gareth pointed out, leaning forward in his chair. “All of the assets we need are still available, right here on this ship. And after what the Draconite did on Falias..." His jaw tightened. "They need to pay."

      "The gift of foresight isn't something to be dismissed lightly," Kaelithan said. “Seers often see paths that remain hidden to the rest of us. If Lady Aelan saw darkness ahead, we should heed the warning.”

      “Like wizards trained in foresight, seers aren’t always right in their visions,” Gareth pressed. ”Looking around this room, all I see is darkness already. The attack on the convoy will strike a solid blow against the Draconite. More so after Turquine’s failure to capture Thomas on Falias. The way we win is through small victories that add up.”

      “I agree,” Tryvane said. “Small victories will add up over time. But there are other opportunities. Other targets that may not have such dire predictions attached to them. I understand the desire for vengeance. Believe me, it burns in me as much as anyone, if not more. But vengeance means nothing if it costs us everything.”

      "Then what do you suggest?" Burl asked. "Return to Gryphon's Roost? Wait for another opportunity?"

      Sir Orvix shifted in his too-small chair, scales rasping against metal. "Sometimes the wisest course is to withdraw and reconsider our strategy. There’s no shame in that."

      “I don’t like the idea of waiting,” Burl countered.

      “Tryvane, you know Sidhe territory better than any of us,” Kaelithan said. “Can you provide information that will help us choose another target?”

      Tryvane nodded. “Our intelligence network is still intact. We can figure out an alternative approach.”

      “No,” Thomas said, heart pounding suddenly, anxious to be so blunt and forthright in his opinion. Despite everything that had already happened, he had to continue reminding himself that he was Excalibur’s chosen. The Daeardrayke. He would never feel fully worthy of it, but he needed to accept it.

      “What is it, my boy?” Merlin asked.

      “I’m sorry. I just don’t agree with the idea of targeting another clothes convoy or something similar. Not anymore.”

      “What do you suggest?” Gareth asked. “Your words carry more weight than any of ours.”

      Thomas shook his head. “No, they don’t. I’m not a king, and I’m not Arthur. But even he believed in the equality of himself and his knights. A round table, unlike this rectangular one.” He patted the marble tabletop. “Lady Aelan mentioned something else. Something that might be even more important." He looked around the table, making eye contact with each person present. "She spoke of the artifact that we already know Morgana is seeking in the Wastes. She believed finding it before Morgana does should be our priority."

      “Perhaps it should,” Gareth agreed. “This isn’t the first time it’s come up.”

      “Merlin and I have been hearing about it since we landed on Caerlyon Station. And Amren…” Thomas paused to breathe deeply, fighting back his emotions. “...he believed the artifact was important, too.”

      “What do you know about it, wizard?” Kaelithan asked, glancing at Cartigan.

      All eyes turned to him. He tensed under their collective gaze, clearly uncomfortable being the center of attention. Tivan surprised Thomas by placing a reassuring hand on Cartigan’s shoulder.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “You’re among friends. We won’t threaten to kill you for saying the wrong thing.”

      Cartigan glanced at Tivan, eyes moistening as though he might sob in response to the simple act of kindness. When he spoke, he spoke with more confidence. "Very little, if I'm honest. I only know what you already do. Queen Morgana wants it desperately. She's devoted significant resources—ships, personnel, and gold—to searching the Wastes for it. The reward for finding it and bringing it to her is enough for anyone to live comfortably for the rest of their lives. But..." He paused. “One thing you might not know. I don't think she understands exactly what it is she's searching for."

      "That makes no sense," Garant said, frowning. "How can she want something so badly when she doesn't even know what it is?"

      “I don’t know,” Cartigan replied.

      “So what makes you think she doesn’t know?” Tryvane asked, his voice still harsh.

      “She…she has an enchanted crystal,” Cartigan said. “She calls it her Scrying Eye. She’s referred to it when speaking with Turquine, multiple times. It…tells her things.”

      “Of course,” Merlin said before anyone else could react. “How could I have forgotten?”

      “You know about it?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes, my boy. The Scrying Eye is an enchanted crystal. Gifted to Morgana by Nimue when she first began training in magic. My Lady sensed Morgana’s aptitude with magic and wanted to lead her down the right path.”

      “That didn’t work out so well.”

      “But not because of the Eye.”

      “What does it do? Is it like a crystal ball? Does it tell the future?”

      “As I’ve already told you, the future isn’t so immutable that anything can predict it with accuracy. No, the Scrying Eye is an enchanted seeing stone. Unlike Nimue’s foresight or a seer’s dreams, it doesn't reveal possible futures. Instead, it allows the user to sense shifts in magical energy through meditation and focused thought. By reading those shifts, a wizard can gain an enhanced sense of direction, so to speak. If Morgana felt something strongly enough to commit so many resources to finding it, this artifact must be incredibly important to her goals.”

      “And Nimue gave it to her,” Tryvan confirmed, still in disbelief.

      “Morgana was good once,” Merlin reminded him.

      Thomas shook his head, trying to reconcile this new information with everything he knew about their enemy. "I can't imagine Morgana ever being good.”

      “That doesn’t make it untrue. She and Arthur were very close when she was first made. Like true siblings.” A note of profound sadness colored its synthesized voice. "They spent many hours together, trained together in the ways of the court and the sword, learning to be the best rulers they could for their respective subjects. In many ways, she was, for a time, his closest companion besides myself. She adored him completely." The GOLEM's eyes dimmed slightly. "But that adoration eventually twisted into something darker. She became jealous of his influence, his natural ability to inspire loyalty and love in others. And then..." He paused, as if the memory itself was painful. "She convinced herself she was in love with him. Not as a sister to a brother, but as something…more.”

      "But they were related by blood,” Thomas said, confused. “Not to mention, different species. How could she possibly think that would work?"

      "Of course, it couldn't," Merlin replied. "Arthur told her as much when she suggested they marry and rule together. Her reaction..." His voice trailed off. "Camelot lies in ruins, and countless lives were lost because one being couldn't accept that love doesn't always take the form we want it to. Morgana decided if she couldn’t rule with Arthur, then she would rule alone. And that the Ursan part of her was inferior to the much more dominant Draconite.”

      "Perhaps we should focus on the present," Taliesin suggested diplomatically. He spread his hands on the table's polished surface. “We need to take into consideration that the Wastes are incredibly dangerous. Ships disappear there with alarming regularity. Some say they break down, their systems failing for no apparent reason. Others claim their crews go mad, turning on each other in fits of violent paranoia. There are even stories of attacks by things that shouldn't exist."

      “What kinds of things?” Burl asked.

      “Monsters,” Taliesin answered. “And ghosts. Evil spirits.”

      Burl shuddered. “I hate evil spirits.”

      “I’m sure many of those tales are exaggerations. But the danger remains.”

      "Lady Aelan was particularly concerned about Morgana obtaining whatever's out there," Thomas repeated.

      “And if both Lady Aelan and Morgana believe this artifact is important," Merlin added, "we can't ignore it. The convergence of their interest suggests something truly significant."

      Captain Pyym leaned forward, his weathered features creased with concern. "The Wastes are vast. Even if we split up, searching them would take years. How would we even begin to narrow down where to look?"

      “She has a large contingent of forces searching the Wastes already,” Cartigan said. “We just need to know where they’ve been.”

      “And how do you suggest we do that?” Tryvane questioned smugly.

      “Simple,” he replied. “We ask them.”

      “Ask them?” Tryvane’s face twisted in confusion.

      “I have access to their encryption codes. Central Command can’t update them with the ships already in the Wastes, because transmissions won’t reach inside.” He shifted to look at Kaelithan. “And I’ve seen what you can do with illusions. Your work is incredible. I…I’d love to learn.”

      “Perhaps in time,” Kaelithan replied. “I’m not ready to trust that you won’t use whatever I might teach you against us.”

      “That’s fair,” Cartigan agreed.

      Thomas studied the faces around the table. Taliesin still looked uncertain, while Gareth appeared torn between the convoy plan and this new direction. But something in his gut told him this was the right path. The same instinct that had helped him survive so far was practically screaming that this was where they needed to be.

      "We go to the Wastes," he announced firmly. The authority in his voice surprised even him. "Lady Aelan's warning about the convoy, combined with Morgana's interest in whatever's out there…we need to find this artifact before she does."

      “Very well,” Tryvane replied. “Captain Pyym, return to the bridge and set course for the edge of the Wastes."

      "Aye, Boss,” he replied, rising and exiting the room.

      “Sir Dragon, if I may,” Tryvane continued, once he was gone.

      “What is it?” Thomas replied.

      “I intend to offer a service for those we lost today. I know it will be good for the morale of my crew. Perhaps you’d like to participate. To remember your fallen as well.”

      Thomas nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like a great idea. Thank you.”

      “I’ll make the arrangements. In the meantime, you’re welcome to remain in your quarters on Caress, but I imagine you’d prefer to return to your ship.”

      “I would,” Thomas agreed.

      “Also…if I could have a tour, when it’s convenient? Grandfather spoke of Excalibur so often. I would love to see the inside.”

      “Of course,” Thomas replied. “How about right now?”

      “Excellent,” Tryvane answered, rising to his feet.

      “Sir Dragon,” Cartigan said. “May I come, too?”

      Thomas glanced at Tryvane, waiting for an argument, but he remained silent. Still, Thomas could sense strong hesitation from Kaelithan, Gareth, and Garant. He understood why they wouldn’t want the wizard on board the ship. At the same time, he couldn’t promise Cartigan he had the ability to change and then not put any faith in that ability.

      “Sure, why not?” he replied casually as he stood. “Let’s go.”
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      Thomas led Tryvane and Cartigan across the hangar bay toward Excalibur's teleportal. Kaelithan and Merlin's GOLEM were with them. The others had gone their separate ways, the twins to rest after the events of the day. Gareth, Brennan, and Burl to prepare themselves for what was to come.

      Suspended above the deck as if hung from invisible cables, the legendary vessel loomed over them, her silver hull gleaming beneath the overhead lighting. Even after all this time, Thomas still felt a surge of awe as he approached her. That feeling was clearly shared by his guests. Tryvane's eyes were wide with wonder, while Cartigan appeared almost hesitant to draw closer, as if she might pose some kind of danger to him.

      "She's even more beautiful up close," Tryvane breathed as they neared the teleportal. He paused ahead of the shimmering blue rectangle, reaching his hand out toward it. “I can feel the magical energy. The signature is very similar to our leystone gates, but more focused somehow. More refined." He glanced at Merlin. "Did the Sidhe help construct these?”

      "They did," the GOLEM confirmed. "Though the underlying principles were modified somewhat to work with the requirements of a starship."

      “But one portal connects another, yes?”

      “Not exactly,” Thomas said. “With these, if you think about which deck you want to emerge on as you enter, that’s where you’ll come out.”

      Tryvane’s eyes widened.

      Cartigan emitted a soft whistle of appreciation “Truly?”

      “Try it and see. Just think about Deck One. We can start there.”

      Tryvane grinned and stepped into the portal. Cartigan went next. Thomas and the others followed behind. By the time they emerged into the corridor leading away from the teleportal, both men were busy staring at the shifting etchings along the bulkheads.

      "This is obviously a passageway,” Thomas said, gesturing around them. “Not really much to it.”

      “I disagree,” Cartigan replied. He moved to the bulkhead to examine it more closely. His fingers traced patterns in the metal. "The way these runes reconfigure. I’ve never seen anything like it. And they're incredibly complex. The integration with the metal itself is seamless. It’s simply amazing.”

      Thomas gazed at the bulkheads with fresh eyes. Of course, he had noticed the shifting patterns the first time he boarded the ship, back in the cave beneath the lake. But he’d grown so accustomed to them, he stopped noticing. “Yeah, it is pretty amazing,” he agreed.

      “Merlin, Taliesin, and Nimue,” Kaelithan said. “Working together at the height of their power and knowledge.”

      “You’re too kind, Kael,” Merlin said, his GOLEM's blue eyes brightening slightly at the praise. “The protective enchantments are infused through both sides of the hull plating, including the bulkheads in here.”

      "The craftsmanship is extraordinary," Cartigan murmured, still studying them. "The precision required to embed enchantments into metal at this scale…it must have been like a dream to be there when it happened.” He looked at the GOLEM. “To be there with the original you and the Lady of the Stars.”

      “We designed the enchantments, true. But the real credit goes to the Sidhe artificers who crafted them. Their understanding of how to integrate magic and technology was essential to Excalibur's creation."

      Tryvane's head snapped around in surprise. “I had no idea the Sidhe were so integral to her construction.”

      "Indeed," Merlin replied. “Arthur believed in drawing on the strengths of all species. Camelot, of all places, was a true testament to that ideal, but it was the Sidhes’ mastery of magical engineering that made many of Excalibur's most unique features possible.”

      Thomas motioned down the corridor. “Come on, I’ll show you the rest.”

      They continued along the first deck to Engineering. The main reactor core, nestled within its crystalline containment housing, dominated the center of the compartment. Enchanted machinery encircled the clear generation chamber. Creating an almost hypnotic effect, a bright, ever-changing light emanating from the chamber painted everything in shifting patterns of blue, green, and white. A control station sat in front of the housing, along with a rack of clean suits for use when accessing the reactor directly. Thick power conduits snaked across the ceiling like mechanical veins.

      "The heart of the ship," Thomas said proudly, watching their reactions. Tryvane moved to study the control station while Cartigan stood transfixed by the reactor core itself.

      “It’s not only emitting heat and light,” he said softly. “It’s emanating magical energy.”

      “The hull absorbs both solar and magical energy, and stores both in collectors through that maintenance hatch,” Merlin said, pointing to the hatch on the left. “The collectors are similar to those found on Avalyeth. They were the Druids main contribution to the ship’s design.”

      “I thought the Druids didn’t get involved in the war,” Cartigan said, looking back at the GOLEM.

      “Not actively. But they did lend their knowledge, with the understanding it would be destroyed before the Draconite might ever discover their involvement.”

      “But you just told us about it,” Tryvane said. “Isn’t that knowledge supposed to be secret?”

      Merlin laughed. “And who would Morgana punish? Very few, if any of those who were complicit are still alive.”

      “Besides,” Kaelithan added, bitterly. “Nowadays, any Druid who even thinks of this type of knowledge is banished from their home.”

      Cartigan moved closer to examine one of the control panels, his hands hovering just above the surface. The displays responded to his presence, holographic readouts springing to life. "The integration is seamless," he murmured. "Technology and magic working in perfect harmony. It's...beautiful." He looked at Kaelithan. “And you’re right. Outlawed in Her Maj—Morgana’s Avalon. It would be a shame for this understanding to be lost completely.”

      “On that, we agree,” Kaelithan replied.

      After a few moments, Thomas gestured back the way they had come. "Ready to see more?"

      They returned to the teleportal and continued upward to the crew deck, emerging into a corridor that branched off in multiple directions. "This is where most of the day-to-day living happens," Thomas explained. "Quarters, galley, sickbay—everything needed to support the crew."

      Tryvane's eyes lit up with interest. "May we see the medical facilities? Grandfather mentioned something about a regeneration pod?"

      Thomas led them to the medical bay, its pristine surfaces gleaming under soft lighting. The regeneration pod dominated the back, its lighter gel visible through the transparent canopy.

      "This is incredible," Tryvane said, moving to examine the pod more closely. “My grandfather claimed this can heal almost any injury.”

      "Within reason," Thomas replied. "But it takes a lot of power, and there are supposed to be limits to how often it can be used. Though, I’ve used it more than I probably should have, and haven’t noticed any bad side-effects.”

      “Yet,” Merlin said. “It isn’t wise to tempt disaster, my boy.”

      “You always say that,” Thomas replied.

      They continued the tour, Tryvane studying everything from the sophisticated food synthesizer in the galley to the training facilities with intense curiosity. Thomas noticed how Kaelithan kept himself positioned between Cartigan and any sensitive systems, though the wizard was more interested in studying the ship's magical elements than anything else.

      When they reached the armory, Thomas paused to carefully mount Arthur's shield beside his fayrilite sword. Seeing them together, he sensed that the two ancient weapons complimented each other perfectly.

      "These artifacts hold tremendous power," Cartigan observed quietly, keeping his distance.

      "Power meant to protect, not destroy," Kaelithan replied pointedly.

      "Yes," Cartigan agreed softly.

      Thomas led them up to the flight deck last. As the doors slid open, the circular arrangement of neural interface pods drew gasps of fresh amazement from both visitors. The dark gel rippled within each transparent canopy, responding to their presence with subtle movements that made the liquid seem almost alive. The soft lighting cast everything in an ethereal glow, highlighting the perfect symmetry of the pods' arrangement.

      "This is where the real magic happens," Thomas said. "The neural interface allows each crewman to merge his consciousness with both the ship and one another to enhance the whole.”

      Tryvane approached the nearest pod reverently, reaching out to touch its surface with trembling fingers. "I never thought I'd actually see this," he whispered. "Grandfather described it so many times, but to actually be here..." His voice caught with emotion. "The way he talked about it—the feeling of connection, of being part of something greater than yourself..."

      Thomas glanced at Cartigan and found the wizard frozen in place, his whole body shaking. The man's face had gone pale, his eyes wide with something that looked like horror. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the flight deck’s comfortable temperature.

      "Cartigan?" Thomas asked, concerned. "Are you alright?"

      "I...I can't..." Cartigan stumbled backward, his breathing becoming ragged. His back hit the wall and he slid part way down it,  as if his legs could barely support him. "All the things I've done...helping hunt you...trying to destroy this..." He shook his head violently, tears forming in his eyes. "I don't deserve to be here. I'm sorry, I just...I can't..."

      He turned and stumbled off the flight deck, nearly tripping over his own feet in his haste to escape. After a moment's hesitation, Kaelithan followed, though Thomas could tell that the wizard's departure was more about maintaining surveillance than genuine concern.

      “Interesting,” Tryvane said.

      “What do you mean?” Thomas asked.

      “I’ve wondered about the wizard’s true motives. But that reaction. You can’t fake that kind of remorse.”

      “You know what the Draconite are capable of. And from what I’ve been told, Sir Turquine is one of the worst of them all. None of us really understand what he’s been through. It can't be easy, having your entire worldview turned upside down like that."

      Tryvane nodded thoughtfully before turning back to the interface pod. His hand still rested on its surface, almost caressing it. "I'd like to try it," he said after a moment. "The neural interface. I know it's a lot to ask, but I feel drawn to it. Like it's calling to me."

      "You can," Thomas assured him. "But maybe not right away. The interface can be mentally and emotionally draining even under the best circumstances. And you still need to prepare the memorial service.”

      "You're right, of course," Tryvane agreed reluctantly, finally letting his hand fall away from the pod. "After the service then. Have I seen everything?”

      “Everything except my personal quarters,” Thomas replied. “I’d prefer to keep those private.”

      “Of course. I should go make those arrangements." He took one last look around the flight deck before heading for the exit. "Thank you for showing me around. It means more than I can express."

      After Tryvane left, Thomas stood for a moment in the flight deck, looking at the neural interface pods. The dark gel rippled softly, almost as if responding to his troubled thoughts. He could understand Cartigan's reaction. Seeing the pods, the Round Table as it truly was, often had that effect. Something about the history, the meaning, forced one to confront their deepest truths, whether they wanted to or not.

      With a sigh, he headed out to find the wizard. Passing through the teleportal, he found Kaelithan standing just outside, watching Visceral's shuttle.

      "He went in there,” Kaelithan said without preamble, nodding toward the shuttle. "It looked like he needed some space." He paused, studying Thomas carefully. "Are you sure about him, my friend? People can change, yes, but..."

      "I was sure about him before we reached the flight deck,” Thomas replied firmly. “And the way he reacted after only confirmed it.”

      Kaelithan nodded slowly. "I hope you're right."

      Thomas approached the shuttle, its dark hull a stark contrast to Excalibur's gleaming silver. The hatch was open, inviting despite the vessel's menacing design. He found Cartigan sitting in the co-pilot's seat, staring out the forward viewport at the closed bay doors. The wizard's face was streaked with tears.

      “Do you mind if I sit?” Thomas asked.

      “No. Go ahead.”

      Thomas settled into the pilot's seat. He didn’t say anything, instead joining the wizard staring outward as he recalled one of Vin’s favorite sayings. A good man knows when to talk, and when to shut up.

      It only took a minute for that advice to pay off.

      "Seeing Excalibur...being inside her..." Cartigan's voice was barely above a whisper. "It made everything real somehow. All the terrible things I've done, all the people I've helped hunt down and kill. I  convinced myself I enjoyed it.” He paused, fighting his emotions. “Standing there on the flight deck, I could feel the weight of it crushing me."

      "That's actually a good thing," Thomas said gently. "It means you're not the evil person you think you are. Someone truly evil wouldn't feel that kind of remorse. Turquine certainly wouldn’t.”

      “No, he wouldn’t,” Cartigan replied, finally turning to look at him. His eyes were red and puffy. “And perhaps you’re right. But everything feels wrong now. Helping you feels like betrayal. But if I didn’t help you…that would feel like betrayal too. I can't win either way.”

      "Give it time," Thomas said. "You've already helped us enormously. The encryption codes alone could make a huge difference in finding whatever Morgana's looking for in the Wastes."

      "I know. That’s what I mean. I feel like a traitor for offering them to you. And yet, I want you to have them. I just..." Cartigan wrapped his arms around himself, as if trying to hold himself together. "I keep expecting someone to realize I can't be trusted and throw me out an airlock. And part of me thinks maybe they should."

      "That's not going to happen," Thomas assured him. “You’ve been through a lot. You need time to process it. Maybe your reaction on the flight deck will help you figure things out within yourself.”

      Cartigan nodded slowly. “Perhaps you’re right about that, too.”

      “I am,” Thomas insisted, picturing Vin’s face. “I know from experience. In any case, there are available quarters for you on Excalibur if you want them."

      Cartigan shook his head. "Thank you, but...I think I'd rather stay on Caress. Being on Excalibur is too much right now. Every corner holds so much history, so much potential. I don't feel worthy of it at all.”

      "I understand." Thomas stood, placing a comforting hand on Cartigan's shoulder. "Try to get some rest. Give yourself some time.”

      “I will.”

      “Are you planning to come to the service?”

      He chuckled humorlessly. “Nobody wants me there. I’m part of the reason they’re dead.”

      “As much as I hate to admit it, you might be right about that. Emotions will be running high. But that doesn’t mean they won’t come around in time.”

      “I’ll try to remember that. Thank you, Sir Dragon, for your compassion. It means more to me than I can properly express right now.”

      “You know where to find me if you want to talk. And if you can’t find me, just ask Merlin. He always knows where I am. Even when I don’t necessarily want him to know.”

      He managed to draw a small, sincere chuckle from Cartigan before he left the wizard there, returning to Excalibur and making his way to his quarters. The events of the day weighed heavily on him, but somehow, watching Cartigan struggle with his conscience renewed him. If someone who had served the Draconite for so long could change, maybe things weren’t as bad as they had seemed.

      After all, it only took a single flame to light the darkness.

      Or ignite a bonfire.
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      “Avalyeth,” Turquine muttered, eying the dense forest below as Kesper guided the shuttle’s descent. A small break in the canopy revealed their path to the landing platform on the Primaltree. “I hate this place.”

      Kesper didn’t reply. Turquine had noticed that his remaining Flayer no longer answered his statements, choosing silence as a shield from retribution. The quiet bothered him, but not as much as the excuses and reasons that had previously spewed from the pilot’s mouth like offal from a sewer drain.

      The shuttle slipped smoothly into the gap, winding its way beneath the canopy toward the landing platform. A circle of wood grown from the branches that supported it, the platform stretched out from the massive trunk of the tree, its surface carved with intricate patterns. They gently touched down on it, stirring up clouds of luminescent spores that danced like fireflies in front of the viewscreen.

      The moment the hatch opened, Turquine’s nanites reacted violently to the magical energy saturating the air. It felt like acid beneath his scales, setting every nerve ending aflame. He clenched his jaw and refused to show weakness as he ducked through the almost too small opening. The platform’s surface radiated power beneath his feet, and each step sent fresh waves of discomfort through his enhanced body. He hadn’t suffered this effect on his last visit, before they replaced his nanites. He wondered how Morgana could act so short-sightedly as to formulate machines that succumbed so readily to magic while so much of it still existed in the galaxy. Perhaps she wasn’t nearly as intellectually dominant as he had always believed.

      A wave of pleasure surged through him at that thought, catching him off-guard. Still, his inner fire had subsided somewhat, offering a small measure of mental relief.

      "My Lord?" Kesper asked, interrupting his thoughts. “Shall I join you?”

      “No. Wait here,” he growled as another surge of pain rippled through him. “Keep the engines hot. I don't intend to stay long.”

      "Yes, My Lord." The pilot returned to the flight deck without argument, clearly relieved.

      Turquine took a moment to orient himself. The air around him brimmed with moisture and the cloying scent of plant life. He immediately longed to return to the sterile environment of his ship, but at the far end of the platform, two figures awaited him. Their features were partially obscured by mist drifting between the massive branches.

      One figure was the High Commander Turquine had met before. The other made his scales itch just to look at him.  He wore simple robes of deep orange that rippled like leaves in a breeze. Ancient didn’t begin to describe him, his weathered features speaking of centuries rather than decades. Yet he carried himself with a quiet authority that even Turquine’s nanite-enhanced senses recognized as dangerous.

      “Welcome to Avalyeth, Sir Turquine,” the elderly man said as Turquine approached. Like his appearance, his voice carried the weight of ages, like ancient branches creaking in the wind. “I am High Elder Trilthan. I trust your journey was uneventful.”

      Turquine’s lip curled in disgust at the attempted pleasantries. “I was told you have a wizard for me.”

      The High Commander tensed at Turquine’s tone, his hand drifting toward the sword at his hip. A sidelong glance from Turquine froze him in place. Trilthan merely smiled, and the deep lines in his face shifted like bark patterns in sunlight.

      “Straight to business then.” His ancient eyes held something that set Turquine’s nanites churning with warning. “Yes, Queen Morgana contacted us regarding your need for a wizard. In fact, she was quite specific about what you require.”

      “Then why are we standing here talking?” Turquine demanded, his patience already wearing thin. The magical energy saturating everything around them pricked his blood like needles.

      “Indeed.” Trilthan turned on his heel and used his staff for support as he strode from the platform. “If you’ll follow me?”

      Turquine and the High Commander followed the elder, the three of them entering an elevator attached to the Primaltree’s massive trunk. Turquine had to duck to enter, his massive frame barely fitting through the doors. His muscles tensed instinctively, ready for an ambush, but he quickly relaxed. These two posed no threat to him. In fact, the High Commander hadn’t even brought his elite guards along to ensure they remained unharmed.

      The nanites warmed at the thought, sending another wave of pleasure through him. He didn’t understand why their reactions had shifted, but so far he liked it.

      “How can I trust any wizard you provide?” he demanded as the elevator began its descent. “My last one proved...disappointing.”

      “Ah yes, Morgana informed me of your Ursan wizard’s betrayal,” Trilthan replied as the elevator began its descent. “You know how willful Ursans can be. But rest assured, the wizard we have in mind will be different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Patience, Sir Turquine.” Trilthan’s voice took on an inference that might have suggested amusement. “All will become clear soon enough.”

      The High Commander remained silent, but Turquine could smell the fear radiating from him. Turquine knew that the warrior harbored no love for him. Good, let him be afraid.

      The elevator continued its descent, passing through level after level of the massive tree. Along the way, Turquine caught glimpses of druidic life—the colored robes, the cheerful banter, the scents of vegetable-laden foods, and the ever-present sting of magic. Given the chance, he would burn down more than just the Wyldentree. He would burn it all. And perhaps one day, he might have that chance.

      “How much further?” he growled, growing impatient.

      “We're nearly to the forest floor,” Trilthan replied calmly. “From there, it’s just a short walk to our destination.”

      “All I want is a wizard,” Turquine huffed. “You should have brought him to the landing pad.”

      “Are you uncomfortable, then?”

      Turquine’s eyes narrowed. What did he know about that?

      “Of course,” Trilthan continued, “you’d never admit it to me if you were. That would show weakness the great Sir Turquine never feels.”

      In an instant, Turquine’s hand shot out and grabbed Trilthan by the throat, lifting him off the floor. The High Commander moved to intercept but found Turquine’s blade pressed to his throat.

      “Watch the way you speak to me, old man,” Turquine hissed. “My patience is at an end.”

      The druid showed no fear; he simply smiled. “My death by your hand would displease Her Majesty greatly,” he said. “We have been allies for quite a long time.” Turquine glared at him for a moment before releasing his grip. The druid landed smoothly and used his staff to balance himself. “Some things must be seen to be believed, Sir Turquine,” he added. “Even for one such as yourself.”

      “What do you know about my nanites?” Turquine demanded.

      “Nothing. But I can sense how the magical energy intensifies around you, like blood clotting a wound. If it gives you any comfort, I do believe you’ll adapt in time.”

      The elevator finally reached the forest floor. Turquine followed Trilthan and the High Commander out into the perpetual twilight beneath the canopy. The ground lay thick with fallen leaves that had decayed over centuries, creating a spongy surface that absorbed their footsteps. Fungal growths covered many of the smaller trees, giving off a pale blue bioluminescence that shifted like shadows in the mist. The air brimmed with moisture down here, so much so Turquine could taste it on his tongue.

      “Watch your step,” Trilthan advised as they picked their way through the underbrush. “The forest floor can be treacherous for those unfamiliar with its ways.”

      “I don't need your concern,” Turquine snarled as they walked, his hand straying to the hilt of his massive sword. Everything about this situation felt wrong. They were too exposed, too vulnerable. If this were a trap...

      “You seem uneasy,” Trilthan observed, glancing back at him with his ancient eyes.

      “Where exactly are you taking me?” Turquine demanded. “We’ve walked far enough. I grow tired of these games.”

      “Not much farther,” Trilthan answered. “If you worry we’re leading you into a trap, fear not.”

      “I fear nothing.”

      “Well then, perhaps you should.”

      Turquine smoldered internally. Nirkus had shown too little fear when faced with him, and now the High Elder treated him with amusement rather than caution. He struggled to resist the temptation to kill the man for such insolence alone, but Trilthan was right; Morgana wouldn’t tolerate that outcome.

      Perhaps that was reason enough to follow through.

      The thought surprised him, as did the warmth that accompanied it. What was happening to him?

      “We're here,” Trilthan announced, stopping in what appeared to be a random clearing before Turquine could question himself any longer.

      Turquine’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the area. There were only more trees, more fungi, more endless forest. “I see nothing.”

      “Look again.” Trilthan raised both hands and spoke words in an ancient tongue that made Turquine’s nanites writhe beneath his scales. The air before them shimmered like heat waves rising from sun-baked metal.

      And suddenly, it appeared.

      The structure that materialized where nothing had stood moments before looked familiar. Turquine recognized the angular architecture, so different from the organic shapes favored by the druids. It was a Draconite structure of thick stone, sharp and brutal. The heavy moss growing across it suggested how long it had existed here on Avalyeth.

      “Impossible,” he breathed, momentarily forgetting himself.

      “I assure you it’s quite real,” Trilthan said as he stepped forward and placed his hand on a security scanner. The massive doors slid open with a soft hiss. “Shall we?”

      Turquine followed him inside, his senses drinking in every detail. Enchanted metal lined the corridor walls, and here and there, crystal formations grew from the plating, radiating magical energy that burned every part of him as they passed.

      “What is this place?” he demanded as they approached a security checkpoint, where a pair of Draconite guards stood with a pair of armored Druids.

      “What does it look like to you?” Trilthan replied.

      “Sir Turquine,” one of the Draconite guards said as they neared, and both bowed their heads respectfully.

      “Her Majesty works to destroy magic,” Turquine replied, ignoring the guards as he passed the checkpoint. “Yet it appears you experiment with it?”

      “Druids connect to magic by nature,” Trilthan replied, “while Draconites tend to abhor it. Still, both Her Majesty and His Highness—being partially Ursan—have mastered the arcane. Thus, completely eliminating its use would be…hypocritical, perhaps?”

      “Be careful how you speak of our Queen,” Turquine hissed.

      The ancient druid’s expression grew calculating. “This facility has operated for many years, hidden from the general population. The other druids would get disturbed if they knew of its existence.” He paused to study Turquine’s reaction. “But it forms part of my arrangement with Queen Morgana. We maintain certain research projects, and in return, we retain a measure of autonomy.”

      “And what exactly do you research here?”

      Without answering directly, Trilthan led them through another set of security doors into a containment area. Holding cells lined the walls, each one equipped with both physical and magical restraints.

      Turquine peered into the nearest cell. A young druid sat curled in the corner, with magical bindings glowing around his wrists and ankles. Turquine recognized the boy from his last visit—one of Grenyth’s former students. The boy looked up as they passed; his eyes widened with recognition before filling with hatred.

      “The rebellion at the Wyldentree proved quite…fortuitous,” Trilthan continued as they walked past more cells. “It provided us with a fresh supply of test subjects—particularly those with strong magical abilities.”

      Turquine’s gaze swept the containment area. Most cells held young Druids; some scarcely more than children. The nanites stirred beneath his scales, reacting to their fear-scent and hatred.

      “And you aren’t concerned about repercussions?” he asked, studying Trilthan’s weathered features. “What if the other druids discover this place?”

      “They won’t.” The ancient druid’s voice carried absolute certainty, making even Turquine’s nanites take notice. “It’s only become easier to keep this place secret since I became High Elder. Every Druid who works here knows the consequences of crossing me, though most share my beliefs.”

      “And what do you believe?”

      “That Morgana is the rightful Queen of Avalon. King Arthur abdicated his throne when he disappeared. Being of his blood, even had she failed to defeat the Avalonian Knights, her rule still stands as legitimate in my eyes.”

      “Your loyalty is commendable, Trilthan,” Turquine said, though he noticed a subtle shift in tension and fear from the High Commander. Clearly, he did not fully share the elder’s ideals, yet he remained complicit. A good little boy.

      They reached another set of doors marked with warning symbols etched into them. Beyond lay a room Turquine recognized instantly. It matched the one Norsp had delivered him to, deep in the palace’s bowels. The room where he received his new nanites.

      At the center of the room, a young Druid lay strapped to a table with nanite delivery tubes already connected to his arms and neck. The boy’s eyes widened with fury when he saw Turquine enter.

      “You!” the young Druid snarled, straining against his restraints with such force that the metal creaked. “You took Grenyth from us! I’ll kill you for that! I swear by all that is right, I’ll tear you apart!”

      “Quiet,” one of the scientists ordered, adjusting controls on a nearby panel. The delivery tubes began to fill with dark fluid.

      Turquine studied the boy with renewed interest. Despite his youth, the child possessed real power. Turquine could practically smell it in his blood. And that hatred and anger…it reminded him of himself.

      “His name?” he asked, never taking his eyes off the prisoner.

      “Halvithor,” Trilthan replied. “One of our most promising subjects.”

      Turquine frowned. “He’s just a child.”

      “A child with immense magical potential. Raw, perhaps, but his ability to channel energy exceeds that of many masters.” Trilthan watched as the nanites began flowing into Halvy’s veins. “Kalthor here suggests his natural capacity rivals that of Grenyth himself.” He motioned to the Druid scientist.

      “Indeed,” Kalthor agreed.

      “I hope you rot in the nine hells!” Halvy spat at Turquine. “I’ll make you suffer for what you did!”

      “And how exactly do you expect him to serve me when he wants me dead with every fiber of his being?” Turquine asked, genuine curiosity coloring his tone. “One treacherous wizard was enough.”

      A cold smile crossed Trilthan’s ancient features. “For the last four centuries, the nanites have obeyed the will of their host. When the procedure completes, the host will obey the nanites. And the nanites…” He turned to meet Turquine’s gaze directly. “...they obey you, do they not?”

      Understanding dawned. Turquine felt his own nanites surge with anticipation as he watched Halvy’s body convulse. The boy’s screams echoed off the sterile walls as the enhancement process began its work. Dark lines spread beneath his skin as the nanites colonized his system.

      “Yes,” Turquine breathed, stepping closer to the table. “Yes, I think this will work nicely.”

      Halvy’s next scream transformed into something inhuman as the nanites reached his brain. His back arched off the table, and magical energy crackled around him as his powers reacted to the invasion. The monitoring equipment went haywire, its displays flickering with conflicting readings.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Trilthan asked softly.

      Turquine nodded slowly, watching as Halvy’s thrashing grew more violent. “How long until he’s ready?”

      “A few hours for the initial integration. Then perhaps a day or two to establish proper control pathways. The success of your enhancement allowed us to refine the process.”

      “Excellent.” Turquine’s lips pulled back into a predatory smile so wide it exposed his razor-sharp teeth. Perhaps his run of poor fortune had finally turned. “Soon, my young friend. Soon you’ll understand what true power feels like.”

      Halvy answered only with another scream, so loud and raw that it sent waves of pleasure coursing through Turquine’s body.

      He would find Excalibur. He would find Lancelot and the traitor Cartigan. And this time, he would wield a weapon unlike anything they could possibly expect.
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      Thomas waited with most of his crew outside Excalibur in Caress' hangar bay, intensely aware of the armor he wore. Protective plates hugged his body in a way that felt both restrictive and reassuring—chest, shoulders, arms, and legs all sheathed in silver alloy designed to help deflect both energy weapons and physical strikes. The armor even included small shield generators at key points, ready to supplement his bracer's protection. Arthur's shield hung on his back, while the fayrilite sword he preferred rested at his hip in a simple leather scabbard.

      Despite Excalibur’s acceptance and that of everyone in the resistance, he still struggled to believe he deserved the distinction of wearing the armor of a knight.

      "Stop fidgeting," Burl said with a knowing smile. "The armor looks good on you."

      "I feel like I'm playing dress-up," Thomas admitted, resisting the urge to keep adjusting the chest plate. "Like a kid wearing his dad's clothes."

      "You'll get used to it," Gareth assured him. "Soon enough you won't even notice it's there." He was already fully equipped, wearing his own armor with the easy confidence of long practice. “Though I have to say, Merlin outdid himself in forging it. I’ve never worn such a well-fitting set.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Burl said. His massive frame made his armor appear almost inadequate, the plates barely containing his muscular bulk.

      “It’s not his fault you’re as big as an olxin,” Tivan said.

      “Ours fit quite nicely,” Garant added. The twins wore identical sets that emphasized their mirror-image nature.

      Burl pointed to Sir Orvix. “He’s not exactly a light-weight either, and his armor fits just fine, too.”

      Orvix chuckled. “Perhaps your measurements are…asymmetrical.”

      “What?” Burl said. “Are you calling me fat?”

      The exchange drew a snort or two and some hushed laughter from the group.

      “You should have been a wizard,” Kaelithan said. “Robes are much more comfortable than plates.”

      “Are wizards not allowed to wear armor?” Thomas asked.

      “Of course we can,” Kaelithan replied, “but it’s restrictive when trying to weave spells. And if we’re that close to the action, we’re probably going to die regardless of what we die wearing. You know I prefer pants and a shirt.” He motioned to the rust-orange robe. “This is ceremonial.”

      “You could have just glamoured yourself in a robe,” Brennan joked. “The best of both worlds.”

      Kaelithan grinned. “I should have thought of that.”

      “I think you look the finest of all of us, Tal,” Orvix said.

      “This?” Taliesin replied, pinching his robes—a rich, deep blue shot through with silver threads. He shrugged. “I found it in storage.”

      “Has anyone seen Merlin?" Thomas asked, glancing around the hangar bay. "Shouldn't he be here by now? I don’t want to be late.”

      "Probably triple-checking something," Taliesin replied. “Or checking something I already checked, as if I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      "I heard that," Merlin's synthesized voice called out as his humanoid GOLEM stepped out of the teleportal. "And I was, in fact, completing a review of the power inverter couplings. After our recent activities, I wanted to ensure everything was functioning optimally."

      “I already told you I checked them,” Taliesin countered.

      “I wanted to be sure.”

      “Of course you did.”

      "What about Cartigan?" Tivan asked, his tone carefully neutral though his posture tensed slightly at mentioning the wizard. "Will he be attending?"

      Thomas shook his head, remembering how broken the former Flayer had looked after touring Excalibur. “We thought it would be better if he didn't. Given everything that's happened, his presence might be distracting."

      "Agreed," Tivan replied. "Though I hope someone's keeping an eye on him."

      "If he attempts to use any magic aboard Caress, I'll know immediately," Kaelithan assured him. "But I don't believe he will. His remorse seems genuine."

      "I still don't trust him," Garant muttered. "People don't adopt a new set of spots that quickly."

      "Some do," Thomas countered, thinking of his own journey from troubled youth to knight. "Sometimes all it takes is seeing things from a different perspective."

      Before anyone could respond, Captain Pyym entered the hangar bay. His weathered features were set in solemn lines, his usual easy manner replaced by formal dignity. He wore his dress uniform, the fabric crisp and spotless despite its obvious age. "If you'll follow me," he said simply, gesturing toward the exit.

      They fell into step behind him, their boots ringing against the deck plating as they made their way through the ship's corridors. Thomas found himself unconsciously matching his stride to the rhythmic sound, as if they were marching to some unheard funeral dirge. The weight of Arthur's shield increased with each step, though he knew that was just his imagination.

      "I hate this part," Burl said quietly beside him. "Saying goodbye. Counting the cost."

      "We all do," Gareth replied from Thomas's other side. "But they deserve to be remembered. To have their sacrifices acknowledged.”

      “You didn’t hold a memorial on Gryphon’s Roost.”

      “No. But we all mourn differently. The Ursan way is to honor sacrifice with a celebration, and with strength and courage in battle. The Sidhe are more introspective.”

      The primary cargo bay doors slid open to reveal a vast space, mostly empty except for crates—food, ammunition, weapons, and other supplies that marked Caress as more resistance warship than merchant vessel—stacked neatly along one wall. The entire crew, over one hundred beings, predominantly Sidhe, had assembled, all of them standing in precise formation. It was a far cry from the larger rebel group at Gryphon's Roost, but their presence filled the space with silent dignity.

      Tryvane stood at the front, his formal robes a striking combination of deep blue and silver that caught and held the light. Behind him, holographic images of the fallen resistance fighters hung in the air like ghostly sentinels. Their faces—some serene, others captured in moments of laughter or determination—created a powerful backdrop for the memorial. Thomas saw that Sir Tristan’s was at the head of the fallen, once more youthful and powerful, his features smooth and eyes sharp, decked out in the same armor in which he’d died. Sir Tristan as Arthur had known him. The sight sent a chill down Thomas’ spine.

      So did the presence of a hologram of Amren. While the rest were clearly from captured video, his image was a static painting which Tryvane must have done from memory. The effort alone nearly brought tears to his eyes. Glancing at the others around him, he could see they had also noticed, and were equally touched.

      Seeing them enter, Tryvane raised his hand for silence. The assembled crew turned as one to watch them approach, their expressions a mixture of awe and respect.

      "Look at their faces," Tivan whispered. "They're staring like we're legends come to life."

      "Then we'd better live up to their expectations," Thomas replied softly.

      Pyym led them to the front of the gathering, where they arranged themselves in two rows. Thomas found himself studying the holographic faces, trying to commit each one to memory. They had died to help him escape, which meant he was alive because they weren’t. The weight of those losses settled heavily on his shoulders.

      Tryvane stepped forward, his voice clear and strong as he began to sing in a language the enchantments didn’t translate. After the first few words, the rest of the assembled crew joined in, the song echoing off the cargo bay bulkheads. He watched as tears began flowing freely down the faces of several crew members.

      Beside him, Taliesin quietly spoke the words so he would understand.

      
        
        “In twilight’s hush, your spirit wakes

        Where silver mists caress the ley;

        The ancient crystal softly quakes

        To bid you journey, wild and free.

        Oh mortal coil, now set aside,

        Embrace the fae, mystic tide.

        The Sidhe call from shadowed glen,

        To realms beyond all mortal ken.

        Rise, dear soul, to stars alight

        Through the aether your path be shown;

        Step through the veil to endless light,

        Where Tirannog becomes your home.”

      

      

      “It’s beautiful,” Thomas commented softly.

      "The hymn speaks of journeys," Tivan explained in a whisper. "Of souls finding their way home through the darkness between stars." His own eyes glistened with unshed tears. "It's said that our people first sang it during the exodus from their original world, when so many were lost crossing the void."

      When the last notes faded, Tryvane began reciting names. Each one hung in the air like a benediction, a final acknowledgment of lives given in service to a greater cause. When he reached Llaryn, his voice caught slightly before steadying.

      "Llaryn was more than just my friend," Tryvane said, his words carrying clearly through the silence. "He was my brother in all but blood. We grew up together, trained together, fought together. He believed in the dream of a free Avalon with every fiber of his being." He paused, collecting himself. "And Sir Tristan...my grandfather...a legend who lived to see hope reborn. He could have chosen a peaceful death in his bed, but instead he chose to die as he lived—fighting for what he believed in."

      Tryvane's voice grew stronger as he continued: "We face dark times. The Draconite grow stronger, more brutal in their methods. But each loss we suffer only strengthens our resolve. Every life given in service to our cause adds fuel to the fire of rebellion. My grandfather used to say that tyranny can only prevail when good people choose safety over action. Today we honor those who chose action, who gave everything so that others might one day know freedom."

      His gaze swept the assembled crew. "Look around you. We are fewer than we were yesterday. Our numbers may seem small compared to the might of the Draconite empire. But remember this—Excalibur has returned to us, flown by one worthy to wield it. Our fight is not over. Our flame has not died out.”

      The assembled crew chanted an affirmation that echoed through the bay.

      Tryvane turned to Thomas, his expression solemn. "And now, I would ask Sir Dragon, the Daeardrayke, to speak. He too lost a great warrior. Sir Amren, son of Sir Bedivere, who like my grandfather, served with King Arthur.”

      As Thomas moved to take Tryvane's place, the crew began singing the hymn again. The mournful notes wrapped around him like a physical presence, and knowing the words and meaning, tears spilled down his cheeks. He didn't try to hide them. These people had seen too much death to be shocked by honest grief.

      The holographic image of Amren floated directly behind him now. Thomas could feel its presence, urging him to find the right words to honor his friend. Acting purely on instinct, following his heart as Merlin suggested, he drew his sword, the fayrilite blade catching the light as he raised it in salute. Behind him, he heard the whisper of steel as his crew did the same. The gesture resonated with the Sidhe crew, their voices growing stronger as they continued singing the ancient hymn.

      When the final notes faded away, Thomas lowered his blade and faced the assembled crew. His heart pounded as he searched for the right words to honor his fallen friend.

      "I first met Amren when I was lost and confused, suddenly thrust into a galaxy I didn't understand," he began, his voice rough with emotion. "I had just found Excalibur, and I had no idea what I was doing or who I could trust. But Amren..." He paused, swallowing hard. “It’s no exaggeration to say he saved my life more than once. Amren saw something in me that I couldn't see in myself. He became a teacher, a mentor, and most importantly, my best friend."

      Thomas gestured to the holographic image floating behind him. "Look at him. Really look. That's how I'll always remember him—strong, proud, ready to face any challenge. He taught me not just how to fight, but how to think. How to lead. Every time I had doubts, he was there with exactly the right words to keep me going."

      Memories flooded through him—training sessions on Excalibur, late-night conversations about strategy and duty, shared meals where Amren would tell stories from his father about Arthur's time.

      "He was everything a knight should be," Thomas continued, his voice growing stronger. "Brave without being reckless. Wise without being distant. Loyal without being blind. He served our cause with every fiber of his being. And in the end..." His voice caught, but he forced himself to continue. "In the end, he gave his life so that we could escape. So that I could escape. So that hope could survive."

      Thomas touched the shield on his back, drawing strength from its ancient power. "Sir Tristan told me that the greatest honor a knight can have is to die protecting what they believe in. Amren believed in Avalon. He believed in freedom. He believed in me." Tears flowed freely now, but he didn't care. "I promise you this—his sacrifice, none of their sacrifices, will be for nothing. We will continue their fight. We will free Avalon from tyranny. We will make…their…dream…reality."

      He raised his sword again, the blade catching the light. "To Amren!" he called out. "To all our fallen! May their courage light our path through darkness!"

      "To the fallen!" the crew responded as one, their voices filling the cargo bay with thunderous conviction.

      As Thomas returned to his place, Gareth gripped his shoulder firmly. "Well said," he murmured. "He would have been proud."

      "Damn proud," Burl agreed, wiping tears from his eyes.

      Captain Pyym stepped forward, his expression solemn but businesslike. "We'll be arriving at the edge of the Wastes in approximately thirty minutes," he announced. "All hands to stations."

      Tryvane nodded and addressed the crew. "Remember those we've lost," he said. "Honor their sacrifice through your actions. Dismissed."

      As the crew began filing out, Tryvane approached Thomas. "Will you be on the bridge or returning to Excalibur?"

      "Excalibur," Thomas replied. "But the ship will remain in the hangar bay unless needed."

      "Don't forget you still owe me that test in the neural interface pod," Tryvane reminded him with a slight smile.

      "I won't forget," Thomas assured him. He turned to leave, but movement near the cargo bay entrance caught his eye. For just a moment, he glimpsed Cartigan slipping away through the doors. The wizard must have been watching from the shadows, unwilling or unable to stay away completely.

      "Come on," he said to his crew. "Let's get back to the ship and prepare for arrival." But as they walked away, the echoes of the Sidhe hymn followed them, a reminder of all they had lost and all they still had left to lose. The weight of Arthur's shield felt heavier than ever on his back, but he walked straighter beneath it.

      “Thomas,” Merlin said as they approached Excalibur's teleportal. "A moment of your time?"

      Thomas paused, gesturing for the others to go ahead. "What is it?"

      "That was a fine speech," the GOLEM said, its blue eyes studying him intently. "But I sense there's something else troubling you."

      Thomas glanced around to ensure they were alone before speaking. "I keep thinking about what Lady Aelan said about darkness. What if by trying to choose the right path, we chose wrong? What if we're walking into something we're not ready for?"

      "My boy," Merlin replied gently, "no one is ever truly ready for darkness. But remember—even the deepest night must eventually yield to dawn. And you don't walk this path alone."

      Thomas nodded, touching the shield on his back. Its weight was still there, but somehow it now felt more like support than burden. Together, they entered the teleportal, ready to face whatever the Wastes might hold.

      The real test lay ahead, waiting in the darkness between stars. But for now, they had their memories to sustain them, their determination to drive them forward, and most importantly, they had each other.

      Somehow, Thomas realized, that had to be enough to win.
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      Thomas followed his crew down the corridor toward Excalibur's armory, each step echoing against the deck plating like a drumbeat marking time. His emotions from the memorial service still weighed heavily, making the armor feel more substantial and heavier somehow. The subtle hum of the ship's systems provided a counterpoint to their footfalls, a reminder that life and duty continued even in the wake of loss.

      "I can't wait to get out of this," Burl grumbled, rolling his massive shoulders beneath the ill-fitting plates. “Merlin, can you make some adjustments the next time we aren’t about to throw ourselves into mortal danger?”

      “And when would that be, Sir Burl?” Merlin replied.

      “By the time that happens, you probably won’t need it anymore,” Brennan added.

      “I’ll look forward to that day,” Tivan said.

      “Where is the armor snug?” Merlin asked, swiveling his GOLEM’s head without turning his body to look at the large knight without breaking forward stride.

      “Okay, that’s creepy,” Burl said. He put his hands to his chest. “Here, foremost.” He tapped his biceps. “And here.” Then his thighs. “And here.”

      “I may need to add more separation between the coverage. I’m not sure we have enough plating remaining to expand the protection. You can either be uncomfortable, or at higher risk of being stabbed.”

      “No one is about to stab me,” Burl replied, tapping the hilt of his sword. “Please, do what you can.”

      Their banter helped ease some of the heaviness in Thomas's chest, though he remained acutely aware of Arthur's shield on his back. Its weight swayed like a pendulum between burden and support with each step, as if the ancient artifact still tested his worthiness to bear it.

      The armory doors parted with a soft pneumatic hiss, revealing the carefully organized space beyond. Racks of weapons and armor lined the interior, gleaming under the ambient light.

      "Here, let me help you with that," Gareth offered as Thomas began removing his armor. "It's awkward to manage alone."

      Thomas gratefully accepted the assistance, working with Gareth to carefully mount the shield beside his fayrilite sword. The two items looked great together, their presence transforming one section of the utilitarian armory into something approaching a shrine.

      "To think Sir Tristan kept that safe all these years," Burl said, his voice carrying equal measures of awe and respect as he began removing his own armor. "Through everything that happened after Camlan. The occupation, the purges, all of it. Just waiting for someone to come along and claim it.”

      “Not someone,” Kaelithan said, watching Thomas with thoughtful eyes. “The Daeardrayke. Such artifacts have a way of choosing their own time to re-emerge."

      "Do you really believe that?" Brennan asked as he struggled with a stubborn shoulder plate. "That weapons can choose?"

      "After everything we've seen?" The wizard smiled slightly. “I’m not ready to discount the possibility.”

      Thomas focused on taking off his armor with Gareth’s help. The plates came away easier than he expected, though his muscles had begun to ache from wearing the unfamiliar weight.

      “Remember,” Gareth said. “How you care for your armor is how it will care for you. Always make sure it is inspected and cleaned before storing it. That means wiping away any dirt, grime, or blood, as well as any sweat that accumulated on the inner-facing side.” He gathered a clean rag from a table beside the entrance, dipped it in a cleansing solution, and showed Thomas how to wipe the armor down.

      “I think I’ve got it,” Thomas said, taking over so Gareth could undress.

      “Thomas,” Tivan spoke up from where he was assisting Burl. "Do you think Cartigan's codes will actually work? It seems almost too convenient."

      "I trust his sincerity," Thomas replied. “And I believe the codes are good. Whether we’ll be able to locate Draconite forces in the Wastes is another matter entirely." He stowed the last piece of his armor and turned to face the others. “We should head to the flight deck. Tryvane’s probably waiting to hear from us."

      They finished in the armory and made their way through Excalibur's corridors, the familiar surroundings helping Thomas center himself and prepare for the task ahead. It felt good to be moving with purpose again.

      The flight deck doors opened to reveal Cartigan already present, standing near the main viewport with Merlin's GOLEM. The wizard's posture was tense but determined as he turned to face them. Thomas noticed how he still kept his gaze away from the neural interface pods, as if he didn’t deserve to look at them.

      "I saw you at the memorial," Thomas said, moving to join him while the others assembled around their pods. “In the back, near the exit."

      Cartigan's shoulders tensed further. "Yes. I...I couldn't stay away entirely. It felt like I was running away from taking responsibility for the things I’ve done. I needed to see it. To understand the consequences. The lives lost because of what I helped create. What I was part of."

      "What Morgana created," Thomas corrected gently. "What Turquine created."

      "But I helped them willingly." Cartigan's voice dropped to barely above a whisper, his eyes fixed on some distant point beyond the viewport. "Turquine...he valued me. Trusted me. Even after the changes, after he became so violent...part of me still feels like I betrayed that trust."

      "Did he really value you?" Thomas asked, watching the wizard's reaction. "Or did he just value what you could do for him?" It was similar to a question Vin had asked him the first time they met.

      It had a similar effect.

      The question struck Cartigan like a physical blow. His mouth opened, then closed again as his brow furrowed in deep thought. "I...I always assumed..." He trailed off, shaking his head slowly. "I don't know anymore."

      “Thomas,” Gareth called from his pod. “We’re all waiting on you.”

      “Coming,” he replied, keeping his attention on Cartigan. "Are you ready to help us contact the fleet when we find them?"

      The wizard looked grateful for the change in subject, straightening slightly. "Yes. I can provide all the necessary codes and protocols. Of course, communication in the Wastes can be unpredictable, just like everything else. The same interference that affects sensors can disrupt normal channels."

      "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," Thomas replied. He moved to his pod, the dark gel responding to his presence with subtle ripples. Around him, the rest of the flight crew settled into their own positions.

      The neural interface gel enclosed him as the pod sealed, bringing that familiar moment of disorientation before his awareness expanded. He felt the others joining the merge—Gareth's steady presence like a foundation stone, Tivan and Garant lending quick alertness, Brennan's eager focus adding vital energy to their shared awareness, and Burl's solid reliability anchoring them all.

      “I’m going to establish communications with Caress,” Thomas reported. “Caress, this is Excalibur. What's our status?"

      "Sensors are clear for now," Tryvane's voice came back with perfect clarity. "Though we haven't entered the actual Wastes yet. Once we do, everything becomes less reliable. The interference affects different systems in different ways—sensors, communications, even navigation can become unreliable."

      “Our sensors are reporting the same,” Tivan added. “There’s nothing else out here within range.”

      "Understood," Thomas replied, feeling his crew's shared concern at Tryvane’s warning. "For now, we need to focus on locating the Draconite, and convincing them to tell us where they’ve already searched.”

      "With all due respect, Sir Dragon," Tryvane said, his tone carrying clear doubt, "do you really think we can trick them into giving us that information? Even with Cartigan's codes?"

      "We have to try," Thomas insisted. "Otherwise we could spend years covering ground they've already eliminated. And we don't have years."

      A pause, then, "Which direction should we take? The Wastes are vast, and our sensors will be limited."

      Thomas couldn't help but smile slightly, though he kept his tone serious. "Close your eyes and point. It's as good a method as any."

      "Actually," Captain Pyym's voice cut in, "I've set what I believe are optimal coordinates based on what we know of external Draconite patrol patterns. There’s no guarantee we’ll find them on the first try, but it should improve our odds.”

      “That’s better than I hoped,” Thomas replied. “How long?”

      “A three hour burst to start. On your command, Daeardrayke."

      Thomas sensed the combined anticipation of his crew through their merged consciousness. This was it. The real beginning of their search. Though they still had no idea what they were searching for, they were about to finally head into the Wastes.

      "Very well, Captain," he ordered, his voice carrying the authority he still sometimes struggled to believe he'd earned. "Take us in. Let's find this thing before anyone else does.”
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      From inside Excalibur's command pod, Thomas sensed the Wastes passing around them as they traveled through burst space. The neural interface gel cradled his body like a second skin, its usual comforting embrace now carrying an unsettling edge of addiction that was beginning to concern him. After three days of constant starting and stopping through the Wastes, he felt increasingly disconnected from his physical form, from reality, as if his consciousness existed somewhere between flesh and machine.

      He wasn’t alone in that.

      The merged awareness of his flight crew flowed through him. He felt their shared exhaustion, their growing concern, their determination to press on despite the toll it was taking.

      "Emergency sensors are picking up another anomaly," Tivan reported. “Caress is about to go into rapid deceleration.”

      A familiar surge of weary acceptance rippled through their shared consciousness. This had happened multiple times over the past three days. The sensors would detect some phantom threat, force them to drop from burst speed, and then reveal absolutely nothing when they arrived. The Wastes seemed to delight in tormenting them with false readings and sensor ghosts.

      "Location?" Thomas asked, though he already knew it wouldn't matter.

      “Off the starboard bow,” Tivan replied. "Range approximately sixty thousand kilometers. It’s coming in as a gravitational anomaly, but..."

      "...it probably won't be there when we drop out," Garant finished for his twin. Their shared skepticism flowed clearly through the neural interface.

      Thomas sensed the moment the burst field collapsed around Caress, a sensation like reality snapping back into proper alignment.

      Tivan sighed. “Nothing but stellar gasses and empty void. No solid objects or dangerous anomalies detected.”

      "Another false alarm," Garant observed, his frustration bleeding through their connection.

      "Better safe than scattered across three sectors," Brennan replied, though Thomas could feel the pilot's own weariness. "The Wastes don't forgive careless mistakes."

      “It’s not like we can do anything about it anyway,” Burl said. “It’s an automated disengagement. And I don’t think you’ll have much luck getting Pyym to disable it.”

      A combined chuckle swept through the interface. “I’d rather drop a thousand times than collide with something at that velocity,” Brennan said.

      “At least it would be quick,” Garant grumbled. “This is getting torturous.”

      Thomas shifted uncomfortably in the neural gel, trying to find a position that didn't make his muscles ache. Even that small movement felt wrong somehow, as if his body had begun forgetting how to operate independently of the ship's systems. His lungs worked in tune with Excalibur's energy flows, his heartbeat synchronized to the subtle throb of the engines.

      "My boy," Merlin's voice came through the comm, carrying clear concern, "perhaps it's time for a break. You've been connected far longer than is advisable."

      "We need to maintain awareness," Thomas argued, though he could feel his crew's shared worry rippling through their link. "The Wastes are too dangerous to navigate blind. We can't afford to miss something important."

      "Arthur never spent this much consecutive time interfaced with the ship," Merlin countered firmly. "The neural connection wasn't designed for such extended use. I fear for the potential consequences."

      Thomas wanted to argue further, but he knew the truth of Merlin's words in his own increasingly disconnected body. Every time they separated from the interface, it took longer to readjust to normal existence. The separation felt increasingly wrong, like tearing away a vital piece of himself.

      "He's right," Gareth added. "We're all feeling the strain.”

      “I have to agree," Burl's consciousness added. "This constant merging and separating is wearing us down. We need rest."

      “Yeah,” Thomas agreed. “I know you’re right, Merlin. I just don’t want us to get caught with our pants down.”

      “I can maintain an active monitor on the sensors,” Merlin replied. “The reaction won’t be as rapid as if you were interfaced, but the odds that will cost us our existence are much lower than the chances you’ll suffer irreparable harm to continue as you have. Don’t forget, Caress is a capable warship in her own right, though it’s not readily apparent from the outside.”

      “Okay. You’re right. I appreciate your concern. Let’s clear out everybody.”

      More reluctantly than he felt comfortable with, Thomas opened  his pod canopy. The gel receded slowly, breaking their shared consciousness. The return to individual awareness hit him like a physical blow, leaving him dizzy and disoriented. His heartbeat sounded strange and hollow in his ears, his breathing somehow wrong without the ship's rhythms to guide it.

      "I hate this part," Burl muttered as he climbed stiffly out of his pod with unusual awkwardness. "Gets worse every time."

      "It's definitely getting harder to separate," Tivan observed. "The disconnect, I mean. Like we're leaving part of ourselves behind."

      "Yeah," Thomas agreed, forcing himself to stand despite his protesting muscles. The deck shifted under his feet, his body struggling to remember how to maintain its own equilibrium. “I’m going over to Caress’ bridge to keep apprised of our status. The rest of you, maybe get a nutrition cube and spend some time in the training room, so we don’t all forget what physical exertion feels like.”

      "Good idea," Gareth said, steadying himself against his pod. “I think some sparring is precisely what we need.”

      “You could join them,” Merlin suggested. “If there’s anything to report, Tryvane will do so.”

      “Don’t push it,” Thomas replied. “I’m not ready to disconnect that much from our search.”

      The GOLEM’s eyes brightened. “Very well. I’ll take what I can get.”

      While the others went off to get some exercise, Thomas made his way to the teleportal, each step helping him reconnect with his physical form. Passing through the portal left him fighting back nausea, another sign that he'd pushed the neural connection too far. The wholeness he felt while merged with Excalibur made his normal body feel increasingly alien and constrained. And not in a good way.

      The hangar was empty, his footfalls echoing off the bulkheads as he crossed to the exit. He glanced at Turquine’s shuttle, dormant and menacing, wondering what Cartigan was up to. He’d spent so much time in the pod, he hadn’t heard from the wizard since their conversation after the service. No news was good news, he supposed.

      “Well met, Daeardrayke,” the first crew member he encountered in the corridors said, respectfully putting a fist to his heart in salute.

      “Well met,” Thomas replied, his voice sounding strange to his own ears. He was sure it was his imagination, but it had an an edge of digitization to it, as if the nanites in the neural gel had seeped into his brain. A sudden panic struck him, quickly forced down. That couldn’t be possible, could it? He would need to check with Merlin on that. Surely, if so, the regeneration pod could fix it. Either way, he didn’t have time for that right now.

      He exchanged greetings with a few more members of the crew as he made his way to the bridge. After each ‘well met’ his voice sounded clearer and more human, as if he had to work the stiffness out of his system. By the time he arrived, his earlier fears had subsided somewhat.

      Captain Pyym stood near the helm, his weathered features focused intently on the sensor displays. Tryvane occupied the command station, though he straightened when Thomas entered. "Taking a break?" he asked, studying him with obvious concern.

      “Do I look that bad?” Thomas asked.

      “A bit pale, and your hair is a mess,” Tryvane answered.

      Thomas swiped at his hair as he sank into an empty station chair. “We’ve been pushing the neural interface too hard. According to Merlin, even Arthur never stayed connected as long as we have."

      "Probably wise to rest,” Pyym commented without looking away from his displays. "The Wastes play enough tricks on the mind without adding extra strain to the mix."

      Thomas settled into a more conventional routine, helping monitor sensors and discussing possible search patterns. They executed two more bursts, this time without interruption. Hours passed with nothing but the occasional shimmer of stellar gas to break the monotony. But then, just as he was dozing off, his exhausted mind finally beginning to relax…

      "Contact!" the tactical officer announced, a sharp tone emanating from his station jerking Thomas fully awake. “It appears to be a mercenary ship, similar to a corvette class."

      "Status?" Tryvane demanded, leaning forward in his chair.

      “Power readings are normal, but there’s no engine signature. They appear to be adrift."

      “That’s odd,” Tryvane said.

      “What’s odd about it?” Thomas asked, stretching his arms. They felt more normal now. More him.

      “To have engines offline in the middle of the Wastes?” Pyym said. “They’re either crazy or broken.”

      “Or like a syryx, waiting to strike,” Tryvane said.

      “Raise shields, prepare to open weapon ports,” Pyym said.

      “Aye, Captain. Shields are up.”

      "They're hailing us," the communications officer reported.

      "On screen," Tryvane ordered.

      The main viewscreen shifted, revealing a haggard-looking man with salt-and-pepper hair and the hard features of a career spacer.

      "This is Captain Darneth Oloy," he said quickly, his tone conveying barely contained fear. "Please, we're no threat. Our engines are damaged but once repairs are complete, we'll be leaving the Wastes. We don’t want any trouble."

      “My name is Tryvane, I’m a spice merchant who came to the Wastes seeking greater fortune. We mean you no harm.”

      Oloy laughed. “Greater fortune, eh? Half the mercs in the galaxy are out here for the same reason. This is no place for any of them, let alone a merchant vessel.”

      “Believe me, Captain, Caress has plenty of bite should the need to employ it arise.”

      “You can have the best ship in the galaxy, that won’t mean squat when Sir Lancelot finds you.”

      “Lancelot?” Thomas blurted. “You saw him?”

      Oloy's expression darkened, a mix of fear and grudging respect crossing his features. “If you want to call it that. He showed up out of nowhere and demanded all the data we’ve collected during our hunt for the artifact. When we refused..." He made a pained face. "Let's just say he was very persuasive. I’ve never seen anything like it. He took out my entire security team like they were children. Didn't kill a single one of us, mind you. Just hurt us enough to make his point."

      "Sir Lancelot attacked you?" Tryvane asked, leaning forward with sudden interest.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s what I just said,” Oloy replied with a harsh laugh. "He disabled our weapons and shields, then boarded us through our main airlock. My security chief said it was like fighting a force of nature. No matter what we threw at him, he just kept coming. Knew exactly where to strike to disable without killing." He shook his head. "Then he took our nav data and left us limping. We've been working to repair the engines and get out of here ever since."

      “How long ago was that?” Thomas asked.

      “Five days. We’re short on parts we need for a full repair, and my crew’s struggling to rig something up to get us underway without them.”

      Tryvane glanced at Thomas before addressing Oloy again. "Perhaps we can help each other, Captain. We have spare parts and engineering expertise that could speed your repairs. In exchange, we'd appreciate access to whatever data you passed on to Sir Lancelot.”

      Hope flickered across Oloy's battered features. "You'd help us? Why? We’re obviously no threat. You could take what you want.”

      “We aren’t Draconite,” Tryvane replied smoothly. “We trade for what we need, and we do so with civility and honor. The Wastes are dangerous enough without adding to each other's troubles."

      “I wish Lancelot had been so reasonable,” Oloy said.

      "Captain Pyym will make the arrangements for an engineering team to come aboard. But make no mistake, Captain. Should any harm come to them…”

      “I personally guarantee their safety,” Oloy said. “You have my word.”

      Thomas stood, turning to Tryvane. “I need to go tell the others about this,” he said too softly for Oloy to hear. “Lancelot was with us earlier. He left Excalibur to do some soul-searching. This doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      “I’ll come with you. Pyym can handle things from here.”

      The two men left the bridge. They walked in silence for a moment, both lost in thought about this unexpected development.

      "I didn't know Lancelot had been with you," Tryvane said. “I’ve only heard stories of his exploits from my grandfather. It must have been incredible to meet him in person.”

      “It was," Thomas confirmed. "He's amazing to watch in action, and an excellent teacher. As fine a knight as there can be, I think. But he's haunted by what happened with Arthur. He can't remember betraying him, but we proved that he must have.”

      “And that's why he left you? To search for answers?”

      “Yeah. And instead he’s out here hunting for the artifact. That’s the part I don’t get.”

      "Whatever the reason, we can't let either him or Morgana find it first. There's too much at stake."

      “I agree.”

      They hurried through the passageways back to the hangar. This time when Thomas went through the teleportal, there was no hint of ill-effect.

      Merlin, he called out in his mind, knowing the digitized consciousness would hear him. Where are you? We need to talk.

      Engineering, my boy. With Taliesin. Arguing over those couplings. He sounded more amused than frustrated.

      Thomas guided Tryvane back to engineering. He found the humanoid GOLEM there with Taliesin, already waiting for him by the time he arrived. Their expressions grew serious as he related what they'd learned about Lancelot's activities.

      “He must think the artifact holds some clue to his lost memories,” Taliesin said. “He wouldn’t abandon us for one quest and give it up for another. That’s not like him at all.”

      “I agree,” Merlin said. “But this is still troubling news. While I sympathize with Lancelot's quest for answers, we cannot risk him finding the artifact before us. Especially knowing that he betrayed Arthur. How can we be sure he hasn’t chosen to betray us as well?”

      “He hasn’t,” Thomas insisted.

      “How do you know, my boy?” Merlin pressed.

      Thomas shook his head. “I want to believe that. But you’re right. There’s no way to know for sure.”

      "The important thing is that we now have a chance to catch up," Taliesin said. "I should join the repair team. I’m certain I can rig something to get the mercenary ship’s engines back online more quickly. Their search data will help eliminate some of the territory, and once we locate the Draconite, we can narrow it down further.”

      “Lancelot may be able to threaten the mercenaries out here, but he will have a harder time convincing any Draconite ship to stand down,” Merlin said. “He might destroy a few of their vessels, but that won’t get him any closer to the artifact.”

      Thomas nodded. “Whatever you can do, Tal. The sooner we can resume the search, the better."

      “I’ll go with Taliesin,” Tryvane said. “To make sure you have everything you need.”

      “Thank you,” Taliesin said.

      The two men left Thomas alone with Merlin’s GOLEM.

      “How are you feeling?” Merlin asked. “More like yourself?”

      “Yeah,” Thomas answered. “I am now. I just needed some time away from the interface, I guess. You know, I caught myself trying to access sensor data or ship's systems a few times after I had already disconnected. And before, I felt like my voice sounded synthesized. The nanites can’t take root in my brain, can they?”

      “Not that I’m aware. But the interface wasn't designed for such extended merge periods. Even Arthur never experienced anything like what you're describing." He paused, and Thomas could somehow see the hesitation in the twinkle of the GOLEM’s eyes.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure how to put this.” He paused again, gathering his thoughts before continuing. “My boy, you need to be more careful. From what I understand, you picked up on the shift in your awareness, and yet didn’t say anything to me about it earlier. You continued pushing the limits of the system, without regard for the consequences. And not only to you, but to the rest of the flight crew as well. I don’t mean to scold, but⁠—”

      “No,” Thomas interrupted. “You’re right. I should have said something the moment I started to feel strange inside the pod.” He shook his head, Merlin’s observation leaving him embarrassed. “If not for myself, then for the others. I didn’t think the interface could have such a debilitating effect over time. Actually, I don’t think debilitating is the right word. It’s more like an addiction. I didn’t want to leave the pod, and I didn’t say anything because of that, despite the potential danger. I don’t think the others wanted to disconnect either, which only made it harder.”

      “I see,” Merlin replied, eyes dimming in consideration. “Well, at least we’ve learned something of the ship’s nature without any lasting harm done. I do advise that you limit interface time to emergency situations only for as long as we’re on board Caress.”

      “Yeah, I agree. Though…”

      “What is it?”

      “I want to go back in the pod right now,” Thomas admitted. “I can almost hear it calling out to me.”

      “An addiction, as you said. I shall ensure that you and the others don’t access the interface inappropriately. I’ll enlist Sir Orvix to assist me.”

      “Thanks, Merlin.”

      “Of course, my boy.”

      “But…” Thomas added. “What if we aren’t ready when things go wrong?”

      “All will be well. Be wary of seeking excuses.”

      Thomas nodded, trying to ignore the part of him that had begun aching to return to the neural interface. Merlin was right, of course. But that didn't make it any easier to resist the call of that perfect merger of mind and machine. He could still feel Excalibur at the edges of his consciousness, like a limb he couldn't quite move but knew was there.

      "I should return to Caress’ bridge,” he said. “Keep tabs on the repairs." But as he turned toward the door, Merlin's GOLEM reached out to stop him with a gentle touch on his arm.

      "Promise me you'll be careful, my boy," he said softly. "I've already lost one captain. I couldn't bear to lose another."

      The simple sincerity in Merlin's voice touched something in Thomas that had nothing to do with neural interfaces or expanded consciousness. It reminded him that he was still human, still connected to others through bonds that went deeper than any technological merger.

      "I promise," he replied, leaving Engineering.

      They needed to find that artifact first. Whatever the cost, whatever the danger, they had to reach it before anyone else did. He just hoped the price of that race wouldn't be higher than any of them were prepared to pay.
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      Thomas kept his eyes fixed on Caress' main viewscreen, becoming excited when the mercenary vessel's thrusters flickered to life, a blue glow igniting around the edges of the two large rings. Nearby, Tryvane and Captain Pyym were focused on the sensor display. On it, Thomas noticed how the damaged ship's power signature wavered at first, readings fluctuating wildly before gradually stabilizing into a steady output. No one could match Taliesin's skill when it came to jerry-rigging repairs.

      "Captain," the communications officer called out, her voice carrying clearly across the bridge. "Message incoming from Taliesin. He reports repairs are complete and verified. The shuttle is preparing to depart."

      "Excellent work," Pyym replied. "Tell them to expedite their return. I don't fancy staying stationary in the Wastes any longer than absolutely necessary." His hands tightened on the back of his command chair, betraying the tension he otherwise concealed so well.

      “Aye, Captain. We’re receiving an incoming hail.”

      “Put it on screen.”

      The main screen shifted, replacing the view of the mercenary vessel with Captain Oloy's haggard face. The man looked exhausted but relieved. "I want to thank you for the assistance," he said, his voice carrying genuine gratitude. "Your engineer is truly remarkable. Without his help, we'd have been stranded out here for days, maybe weeks." He shuddered slightly at the thought.

      "We're glad we could be of service," Tryvane replied with diplomatic smoothness. "And the data you promised?"

      "Transmitting now." Oloy's expression grew serious, almost haunted. "But let me give you some advice, for whatever it's worth. Lancelot warned us that this was bigger than we understood, and we were in well over our heads. In fact, he said he was saving our lives. I suspect the same may be true for you.  No amount of gold is worth what might happen to you here.”

      “We aren’t here for the gold, Captain,” Thomas replied. “We’re here to capture the artifact before it falls into Morgana’s hands.”

      Oloy laughed at that. “A noble and utterly stupid pursuit, if you ask me. What makes you think that you can stop Morgana from doing anything, including capturing the artifact? Especially when so many are looking for it to hand it over to her and collect the bounty, and the rest are already serving her loyally?”

      “I have something no one else does,” Thomas said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Excalibur.”

      Oloy laughed even harder. “Yeah, right. Well, good luck convincing anyone of that. I certainly don’t believe you. But I do appreciate the good humor. In any case, I hope someone else finds whatever's hidden out here before Lancelot finds you. The way he moved, the things he did...I've been a spacer for thirty years, seen my share of fighting, but I've never witnessed anything like it. And I never want to again."

      Thomas noticed how the mercenary captain's hands trembled slightly as he spoke. Whatever Lancelot had done to his crew had clearly left psychological scars along with the physical ones.

      “I’m not worried about Sir Lancelot,” Thomas said.

      “Because you have Excalibur, right?” Oloy asked. “Even if you are telling the truth, that still wouldn’t be enough. It looks like your shuttle is away. Thank you again for the assistance. We’re getting out of here. I suggest you do so as well.”

      With that, the mercenary vessel's engines flared brilliant blue-white. Within seconds, they accelerated into a burst with desperate haste, unable to escape the Wastes quickly enough.

      “I can’t really blame them for wanting to put as much distance between themselves and this place as possible," Pyym commented. He turned to his tactical officer, a young Sidhe man whose silver hair was shaved tight to his scalp. "Did we receive the complete data transfer before they departed?"

      "Aye, Captain," he replied.

      “Put it on the main screen,” Tryvane ordered.

      The main viewscreen filled with search patterns and sensor logs. Thomas’ initial excitement faded somewhat as he realized the mercenary vessel hadn't covered nearly as much territory as he'd hoped. Still, they could at least eliminate those sectors from their own search pattern, saving valuable time and resources.

      "It's not much," Tryvane said, echoing Thomas' thoughts as he examined the data. "But it's more than we had before."

      "Every little bit helps," Thomas agreed, trying to maintain optimism. "And hopefully the Draconite will have covered more ground. They have more ships searching, after all."

      “It’s unlikely they’ll have been in close enough communication to fully merge their data, but hopefully, we can continue to fill in sectors and eliminate search areas.”

      "If we can find the bastards,” Pyym added pointedly. He studied the new data with intense focus before adjusting their course slightly. "I'm setting a new vector that avoids the areas already searched. With any luck, we'll make contact soon." His tone suggested he didn't really believe in luck, at least not the good kind.

      Thomas nodded. Now that they were returning to the drudgery of the search, the weight of his earlier exhaustion returned full force. The lack of proper rest combined with the strain of extended neural interface use had left him drained. He knew he needed to trust Tryvane and Pyym to handle things, to contact him if anything significant developed. They were more than capable.

      “I’ll leave you two to continue the hunt,” Thomas said. “If you need me, you know how to reach me.”

      “Of course, Sir Dragon,” Tryvane said.

      Thomas left the bridge, originally intent on heading directly to his quarters to sleep. As he moved through Caress’ passageways, he thought of Cartigan, and decided he should check in on the former Flayer.

      He made his way first to the officer's quarters where they'd assigned Cartigan a berth. The small compartment was empty, the bunk untouched. After checking the galley and asking a few crew if they had seen him, which they hadn’t, he gave up looking, and instead decided to check in with Kaelithan, just to make sure he hadn’t sensed the use of any magic that wasn’t his own.

      He knew finding Kaelithan on Excalibur should prove much easier. He was already familiar with the wizard’s usual haunts, either in his quarters, the galley, the library, or the compartment he had claimed to advance his unique training regimen. After first visiting the library, he moved on to the latter.

      Normally, he knocked before entering, but this time the door into the space opened at his approach, revealing both Kaelithan and—surprisingly enough—Cartigan inside. Just as surprising was how Kaelithan had transformed the space, from a mostly empty spare compartment with a few books and magical baubles to what was rapidly evolving into a makeshift copy of Nimue’s cottage. Crystals of various sizes and colors lined one shelf mounted to the bulkhead, while books and scrolls occupied another.

      But it was a work table in the corner that truly caught his attention. On the back edge, closest to the corner so it couldn’t be easily knocked over, rested the container of gold nanites they’d taken from that same cottage. Its lid was off, and beside it, Cartigan bent over what Thomas could only think of as a steampunk-style microscope, etched with runes that glowed softly as the wizard examined a sample of the gel from the container, while Kaelithan looked on with clear interest. Both wizards had shed their formal robes in favor of more practical attire, though Cartigan still looked somewhat uncomfortable in the simple tunic and pants they'd provided him.

      "This is absolutely remarkable," Cartigan was saying, his voice carrying genuine wonder. "They appear to be hybrid in nature, composed of both organic and inorganic compounds, rather than full machines like any other nanites I’ve ever seen. Though they’re also currently in some sort of dormant state. The complexity of their structure is unlike anything I've ever encountered."

      "Yes," Kaelithan replied, leaning closer to observe Cartigan's adjustments to the microscope. “Merlin told me that Nimue originally worked with living organisms before switching to purely mechanical versions. The living ones often proved too fragile, dying too quickly to be truly useful. We're not certain if these are examples of her original attempts to switch from living to mechanical, or if these may be a newer development.”

      "I've never seen anything even remotely like them," Cartigan continued, making another minute adjustment to the microscope's focus. “It's beautiful, in its way. Even dormant, you can almost sense the potential power waiting to be awakened."

      Thomas cleared his throat softly to announce his presence. Both wizards looked up, though neither appeared particularly startled by his arrival. He wondered if Kaelithan had opened the hatch for him.

      "I was looking for you," Thomas said to Cartigan. “I wanted to see how you were doing."

      "Much better, now that I have something substantive to occupy my mind," Cartigan replied, gesturing to the microscope. "Kaelithan was kind enough to invite me to examine the nanites. Their structure is fascinating."

      "Wizards have to stick together," Kaelithan said with a slight smile, though Thomas still suspected the invitation had more to do with keeping a close eye on their former enemy than any sense of professional courtesy. As the old saying went, keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

      "They weren't dormant when we found them in the cottage," Thomas observed, moving closer to examine the container. The golden particles within looked exactly as they had before—like liquid mercury, only now the pattern remained the same, rather than swirling and shifting within the glass. "They were quite active, in fact."

      "No, they weren't dormant,” Kaelithan confirmed, his expression thoughtful. "My working theory is they're conserving energy. Which suggests either Nimue created them shortly before departing, or at least provided them with some form of sustenance before she left."

      “Normally, the nanites are powered by body heat,” Cartigan said. “But these? I’m not so sure.”

      "Do you think Nimue left them specifically for us to find?" Thomas asked.

      "It's certainly possible," Kaelithan replied, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "Though that raises more questions than it answers. Why these particular nanites? What purpose did she intend them to serve?"

      "Maybe Taliesin can help us understand them better," Thomas suggested. "He has experience with Nimue’s nanites through the work he did on Excalibur.”

      "I intend to consult with him," Kaelithan agreed readily. "And I'll ask the library version of Merlin to search his databanks for any relevant information. There may be records of Nimue's early experiments that could prove illuminating."

      Thomas nodded, pleased to see Cartigan more comfortable and engaged. The wizard's natural curiosity appeared to be overcoming his earlier guilt and uncertainty, at least temporarily. "I'll leave you both to your studies then," he said, unable to completely suppress another yawn. "I need to get some rest while I can."

      “Thank you for checking on me,” Cartigan said. “Sir Turquine never asked me how I was. It means a lot to me.”

      “You’re welcome,” Thomas replied, giving him a placid smile before leaving.

      He made his way to his quarters, barely managing to remove his boots before collapsing onto his bed. Sleep claimed him almost instantly, but it felt like only moments later that Merlin’s sharp voice emanated from the comm speaker above his head.

      "Thomas! Wake up!”

      "What is it?" he gasped, shooting up to sit there, forcing his heavy eyelids open..

      "A contact has forced us out of burst,”

      That got his attention, sleep quickly falling away. "A real contact or another sensor ghost?"

      "This one appears to be quite real."

      "Draconite?"

      "No."

      "Lancelot?"

      "No."

      "More mercenaries?"

      "No." Merlin’s voice carried an unusual note of uncertainty that sent a chill down Thomas' spine.

      "What is it then?"

      "I...I don't know. But you need to get to the flight deck immediately."
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      "What do you mean you don't know?" Thomas demanded, already pulling his boots back on. "How can you not know what it is? Excalibur’s sensors are the most advanced in the galaxy."

      "Because I've never encountered anything quite like these readings," Merlin replied, genuine confusion evident in his synthesized voice. "The energy signature is...strange. Almost as if it's actively trying to avoid clear detection. It’s shifting and mutating faster than our systems can establish a baseline."

      "Define strange. You're not usually this cryptic."

      "The contact appears organic in nature, yet it gives off energy readings more consistent with advanced technology. Every time our sensors try to get a clear scan, the signature changes. It's like trying to catch smoke with your bare hands."

      "Could it be some kind of stealth technology?" Thomas asked as he jogged toward the flight deck.

      "Possibly, but none I've ever encountered. And there's something else..." Merlin hesitated. "The background energy readings in this sector are...disturbed. As if something has been actively manipulating the natural flow of space-time."

      Thomas burst onto the flight deck, finding the rest of the flight crew already there. “Into the pods!” he ordered.

      He practically dove into his command pod, the neural gel embracing him like a living thing as the canopy sealed. That familiar moment of disorientation washed over him as his consciousness expanded beyond the confines of his physical form. He tried to ignore the sensation of primal pleasure in his brainstem, as if he were a man dying of thirst who had just jumped into a lake. It felt almost too good to be back in the pod.

      He sensed the others joining the merge. Together, their consciousness reached out through Excalibur's sensor array, trying to build a coherent picture of what they faced. The void beyond Caress stretched away in all directions, an endless sea of stars scattered across absolute darkness. Ribbons of stellar gas painted weird patterns in the distance, their colors shifting and dancing like auroras, but despite their best efforts, something else lurked out there, something that refused to resolve into clear sensor data.

      "I can't get any kind of lock," Tivan reported, his frustration bleeding into their shared awareness. "The energy patterns keep shifting and mutating. It's like trying to focus on a mirage. Every time I think I have it, it changes."

      "The readings make no sense," Garant added. "One moment they're completely invisible, the next they're giving off energy signatures that shouldn't be possible. Then they vanish again."

      Thomas pushed their merged awareness deeper into the sensor feeds, watching the data flow through their shared connection. The void remained stubbornly empty to normal vision, but instinct told him they were missing something crucial. The contacts were out there; they just needed the right approach to see them fully.

      "Try adjusting the spectral filters," Taliesin suggested from outside the pods, acutely aware of Excalibur’s capabilities. "If they're actively avoiding normal detection methods, we might pick them up on different wavelengths. Sometimes what you can't see in visible light becomes obvious in other parts of the spectrum."

      Thomas seized on the advice, cycling through the electromagnetic spectrum. Each shift revealed new patterns in the void, different aspects of reality normally hidden from human perception. Infrared showed nothing but the cold emptiness of space, occasionally broken by traces of waste heat from Caress' systems. Ultraviolet revealed only distant stellar phenomena, their radiation creating ghostly patterns against the darkness. Radio frequencies painted abstract designs in their shared awareness, the background noise of the cosmos itself.

      As Thomas shifted their sensors into a narrow band between visible light and x-ray radiation, shapes suddenly emerged from the apparently empty space. The transformation was dramatic. It reminded him of ink drops spreading through clear water, forms coalescing out of nothing.

      "There!" Brennan's consciousness pulsed with discovery. "About forty thousand kilometers out, surrounding us on all sides. Eight identical vessels, maintaining perfect relative position."

      Thomas focused their merged awareness on the newly revealed ships, drinking in every detail. The vessels were approximately Excalibur's size and shape, their sword-like profiles unmistakable even at this distance. But where Excalibur's hull gleamed with silver metal and blue energy, these ships were utterly, completely dark. No running lights pierced their darkness. No thruster trails marked their passage through space. No power emissions betrayed their presence. They simply existed as an absence against the stars, as if someone had cut ship-shaped holes in reality itself.

      "The design is definitely similar to ours," Gareth observed, his tactical analysis flowing freely. "But there's something wrong about them. They're like...negative images. Anti-Excaliburs."

      Thomas opened a channel to Caress’ bridge, knowing they needed to share this discovery. "Captain Pyym, Commander Tryvane—we've located the contacts. Adjust your filters to frequency band 147.3 megahertz."

      "Confirmed," Tryvane replied after a moment, his voice tight with tension. “By the stars! What in all the hells are we looking at?"

      “I don’t know,” Thomas answered grimly. “They appear to be copies of Excalibur, or at least ships of similar design. No power readings, no standard emissions of any kind. They're just...there."

      “Are they even real?” Pyym asked.

      “They look real enough,” Thomas replied. “But in this place? There’s no way to be sure. We have to assume they are.”

      “Raise shields,” Pyym said. “Open weapons ports. If these things came for a fight, we aren’t going to just let them hit us uncontested.”

      Thomas sensed the shift in Caress’ hull, hidden weapon ports opening along the ship’s length on both sides as well as the top. The merchant vessel revealed her true nature for the first time.

      They tracked the spectral vessels as the ships began to move. But "move" wasn't quite the right word for what they did. They didn't accelerate or change vectors in any conventional way. They simply ceased to exist in one position and appeared closer to Caress, maintaining their perfect formation throughout their advance.

      "That's not possible," Brennan projected, his thoughts carrying equal measures of awe and fear. "Nothing can move like that. It violates every law of physics. There's no acceleration, no momentum transfer, no energy expenditure of any kind. They're just...relocating instantaneously."

      "The Wastes don't care much for physics," Gareth replied grimly. "All those stories about ships encountering impossible things out here...maybe they weren't tall tales after all."

      The dark ships vanished and reappeared again, now close enough that Thomas could make out more detail through their shared sensor feed. Their hulls fully absorbed the light rather than reflecting it, creating visual distortions that made it difficult to focus on any one vessel for too long.

      "Should we try hailing them?" Tivan suggested, though uncertainty colored his thoughts. "Maybe they're trying to communicate.”

      Before anyone could respond, the spectral ships surged forward. They didn't accelerate in any normal sense—one moment they held position, the next they were racing toward Caress with clear, hostile intent. The transition happened so quickly their merged consciousness barely had time to process the change.

      "Caress, incoming!" Thomas cried.

      “All batteries, open fire!" Pyym ordered, his voice sharp. Energy beams lashed out at the approaching ships, while projectile weapons spat streams of hypervelocity rounds into their path. But it was like shooting at shadows. Every shot, every beam, every projectile passed through the dark forms without effect.

      Thomas watched as the spectral vessels shot straight toward Caress, with no indication of slowing as they neared.

      “They mean to collide!” he shouted to Pyym in warning.

      “Evasive maneuvers!” Pyym barked. “Get us⁠—”

      Before he could finish, the dark sword-ships swept right through the shields and then passed straight through Caress’ hull as if the merchant ship weren’t there. None of them, however, swept through the hangar bay where Excalibur waited.

      “Damage report!” Tryvane snapped.

      “No structural damage,” the tactical officer replied. “No damage of any kind. They passed straight through us.”

      Thomas could hear the relief in Tryvane’s voice when he spoke next. “Whatever they are, they don't seem capable of affecting our physical structure. Maybe they're just some kind of sensor ghost or spatial anomaly?"

      A wave of relief as well as his words passed through the neural link, but each proved devastatingly short-lived. A panicked voice cut across the comm channel, shattering their momentary comfort.

      "Bridge, this is Deck Three! We need medical assistance immediately! Something's wrong with—“ The transmission dissolved into terrible screaming, followed by a heavy thump that needed no explanation.

      "Report!" Pyym demanded, his voice tight with barely controlled fear. "What's happening down there? Someone answer me!"

      "Sir," another voice replied, shaking with horror, "Crewman Vellis just...just dropped dead.”

      A third voice contacted the bridge. “Captain, we just lost Crewman Terin. He just... collapsed. No warning, no injury, just...gone."”

      “What the hell is going on?” Tryvane cried.

      “What decks?” Gareth asked. “What positions?”

      “Deck Three, amidships,” Pyym answered immediately. “Deck Seven, forward. Deck One, aft.”

      “Spectral ships passed through all three of those locations,” Gareth said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      “How in the hells do you fight something immaterial?” Burl asked.

      Thomas shared his crew's horror. The spectral ships hadn't needed to damage Caress' structure, they were attacking the crew directly, somehow draining the life from anyone they touched.

      “Tivan, are we getting any magical energy readings from these things?” Thomas asked.

      “We are,” he replied. “But they’re all over the place. Totally chaotic.”

      “Merlin, where’s Kaelithan?”

      “On his way,” Merlin replied. “Why?”

      “Maybe we can fight magic with magic.”

      “We’re out of time,” Garant reported tensely, his thoughts sharp with alarm. “It looks like they're preparing for another pass."

      Thomas watched the dark vessels retake positions around Caress. Their sword-like profiles were more menacing now that they understood the ghost ships’ true purpose. They were hungry blades poised to harvest more lives from the ship's crew.

      "We have to get out there. Stop them before they kill anyone else," Thomas decided, his determination flowing through their neural link.."

      "How?" Burl demanded, his consciousness pulsing with frustrated anger. “Caress’ weapons passed right through them like they weren't even there. We can't fight something we can't hit!"

      "We have to try," Thomas insisted, his resolve hardening. “Tryvane, open the bay doors.”

      “Sir Dragon, you can’t go out there, you’ll⁠—”

      "Either open the bay doors or I'll blast them open myself. We can't just sit here and watch them murder the crew!"

      “Opening bay doors,” Tryvane announced. "I hope you have some idea how to fight things that don't technically exist."

      “Thomas!” Kaelithan called out. “I’m here, along with Cartigan.”

      Thomas put the magical energy readings on the holographic projection. “What do you make of this?” he asked as the bay doors began to part.

      “What the—” Cartigan started. “I’ve never seen…”

      “Neither have I,” Kaelithan replied. “This is no magic I’m familiar with.”

      “Can you counter it?”

      “We can try.”

      The massive doors parted, exposing them to the void. The spectral ships had already begun another attack run, their dark forms sliding through space like arrows loosed from Satan's own bow. Thomas could almost feel their hunger, their need to feed on the life-force of Caress' crew.

      “Let’s go!” Thomas commanded, feeling Excalibur's systems respond instantly to their shared will. They shot out of the hangar bay, blue energy crackling along their hull as they moved to intercept the approaching vessels.

      The moment they cleared Caress' protective envelope, something extraordinary happened. The spectral ships broke off their attack as if struck by an invisible force. They vanished from their attack vector and reappeared at their original range, as if Excalibur's presence had disrupted whatever deadly purpose drove them. Their perfect formation wavered for the first time since appearing.

      "Target locked," Burl reported. “But will weapons even affect them?"

      They never got the chance to find out. Before they could open fire, the dark vessels simply ceased to exist. One moment they hung in space like wounds in reality, and the next they were gone, leaving nothing but an empty void and troubling questions in their wake. The transition was so abrupt it left the merged consciousness of Excalibur’s crew reeling.

      “Kael, what did you do?” Thomas asked.

      “Nothing,” Kaelithan replied. “I’d just started forming a spell.”

      “Cartigan?”

      “It wasn’t me.”

      "Caress, status report," Thomas transmitted, still scanning for any trace of the mysterious ships through their shared sensor feeds. "How many casualties?"

      "Five dead," Tryvane replied, his voice thick with grief and anger. "Whatever those things were, their touch was instantly fatal. We've lost good people today, Sir Dragon. People who didn't deserve to die like this."

      “I know. I’m sorry for your losses.”

      Thomas felt his crew's shared unease ripple through their neural link. They had faced many dangers since finding Excalibur, but this was something new. Something that defied explanation or conventional defense.

      The Wastes, it seemed, held darker secrets than any of them had imagined. And somewhere out there, hidden in this twisted region of space, waited an artifact that both Morgana and Lancelot desperately sought. Thomas couldn't help wondering if they had just encountered some echo of its power, and what price they might ultimately pay to claim it first.
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      Thomas kept Excalibur's sensors focused on the surrounding space, knowing the spectral ships could return at any moment. For now, there was nothing but void, silence, and the growing certainty that their quest had just become far more dangerous than anyone had anticipated.

      The neural interface thrummed with their shared tension as they maintained their guard position near Caress, ready to face whatever fresh horror the Wastes might spawn or some hint of the spectral ships' return. Space remained stubbornly empty, refusing to yield any trace of the mysterious vessels that had claimed five innocent lives.

      "Nothing on any frequency," Tivan reported, methodically cycling through the sensor bands. "No energy signatures, no spatial distortions, no sign of them at all."

      "Could they have been some kind of projection?" Brennan wondered, his thoughts flowing freely through their merged awareness. "Maybe something generated by whatever artifact we're looking for?"

      "Projections don't kill people," Garant countered grimly.

      Gareth stirred with sudden concern. "If they had anything to do with the artifact, we may have just witnessed a demonstration of its power. The ability to create ships that can pass through solid matter and kill organics…but only certain ones? That's not the kind of weapon we want falling into Morgana's hands."

      "Or Lancelot's," Burl added. "Not if he's really turned against us."

      “Maybe he learned what that artifact is,” Thomas said. “And he’s trying to find it before she does, too. He could be helping us.”

      “Then why didn’t he at least contact us to let us know what we’re up against?”

      “I don’t know,” Thomas answered. “I just can’t believe he would turn on us again. Not with the way he looked when he left. It’s not that simple.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      "Incoming transmission from Caress," Tivan reported, interrupting the exchange.

      "Patch it through," Thomas ordered.

      "Sir Dragon," Tryvane's voice carried clear tension. "Medical teams have completed their preliminary examination of the casualties. I think it’s better if we review it in person. Can you return to the ship, and meet me in sickbay?”

      Thomas shared his crew's reluctance to give up their guard position, but they needed to know what the medical teams had found. They needed to understand what they were facing. “We’re on our way,” Thomas replied.

      “Do you think it’s safe to go back?” Tivan asked. “What if the ships return?”

      “I don’t think they’ll return. Not with the way they took off when they saw us.”

      “Which is curious in itself,” Gareth said. “What do you think that reaction to us might mean?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Hopefully, we can make some educated guesses from the results of the medical team’s examination. Brennan, take us in.”

      “Wait,” Tivan said before he could. “I’m not comfortable with this. Those ships could come back any time.”

      “Then we can launch again,” Garant said.

      “That’s true. Maybe if we stay in the pods.”

      “Merlin said we’re spending too much time in the pods, and I agree. Do you remember after we left Strix’s mansion, and I started drinking too much?” Garant reminded his twin. “I feel the same way about staying away from the pod as I did about staying away from the pub. It’s addictive.”

      “He’s right,” Burl said. “It isn’t natural to want so much to be connected like this even when we don’t need to be.”

      “Brennan, bring us in,” Thomas repeated.

      The interface fell strangely silent as Brennan guided Excalibur back into Caress' hangar bay. As the massive doors sealed shut behind them, Thomas felt some of the tension ease from their shared awareness, replaced by a sense of anxiety over disconnecting. He felt it too, but remembering Merlin’s words about his responsibility to the rest of the crew, he didn’t allow the temptation to take hold of him.

      “Everybody out,” he said, opening their canopies for them to ensure they didn’t argue or resist. “We’re going to use the pods as little as we need to right now. Emergencies only. I made a mistake keeping us in them for so long before, and I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t know,” Gareth replied. “Even Merlin didn’t know.”

      “Well, we know now.”

      They climbed out of the pods. The craving to stay passed over Thomas, but he pushed back against it, and it faded quickly. Looking over at Tivan, he could see the Sidhe struggling. Garant put an arm over his shoulder, pulling him close to help comfort him.

      "Merlin," Thomas said, turning to the GOLEM. "Monitor all sensor feeds, especially on the spectrum of those ships. If anything even remotely suspicious appears, alert us immediately."

      "Of course, my boy," Merlin replied. "Though I must say, these readings are quite fascinating from a theoretical perspective. The energy patterns suggest⁠—”

      "Later," Thomas cut him off. "Right now we need to focus on the immediate threat. Kael, Tal, Cartigan, I’m going to speak with Tryvane about the medical team’s scans of the corpses. Please come with me.”

      “Of course,” Kaelithan replied.

      “Me?” Cartigan said, surprised. “Tryvane surely won’t want me there.”

      “I don’t care what Tryvane wants. Those ships were emitting magical energy, which puts them within your domain. The threats out here are much too real to be stuck on past alliances.”

      “Well said,” Taliesin commented. “The only way we survive is together.”

      The four of them left Excalibur, making their way through the ship to sickbay. Passing a few crew members along the way, Thomas could sense their tension, fear, and confusion. The spectral ships had rattled them, and rightly so. Now that he was away from Excalibur, he felt much more exposed as well. Fundamentally, down deep where his personal needs and desires lived, he wanted nothing more than to turn around and sink back into the welcome security of his command pod. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation.

      They made the journey in silence, each lost in the conflicting thoughts of their sudden addiction to the pods’ dark gel and the possible return of the malevolent specters, none of them wanting to resort to conjecture and assumption.

      Tryvane met them outside sickbay, his features tight with barely contained emotion. “Sir Dragon,” he said, his eyes flicking to Cartigan. His expression didn’t change. Even he realized this was bigger than his distrust of the wizard. “Thank you for coming so quickly. Let me show you what we found.”

      The sickbay doors slid open to reveal the medical facility, an upscale, sterile bay with multiple examination rooms filled with fancy equipment. They bypassed those, heading straight to a simple hatch labeled as the morgue and entered.

      Five naked bodies lay on metal tables, draped in white sheets. A pair of medical personnel moved between them, using devices unfamiliar to Thomas to record readings and take samples.

      “Sir Dragon, this is our medical team lead, Doctor Rama,” Tryvane said, introducing him to a tall Sidhe woman with even more delicate features than most of their kind. Her long, silver hair was pulled back in a tight braid that hung all the way down to the backs of her knees.

      “An honor to meet you in person,” Rama said, looking up from her device.

      “I wish the circumstances were better,” Thomas replied.

      “As do I.”

      "Show them what you’ve discovered,” Tryvane ordered.

      "We've never seen anything like this," Rama said, pulling back one of the sheets to the chest. The Sidhe woman’s face had lost its deep color. Her cheeks were sunken. Her skin had turned ashen. Her mouth was frozen open in an eternal scream, and her eyes were wide with fear.

      “What she went through must’ve been horrendous,” he said.

      “It’s the result of intense cellular damage,” Rama replied. “Here, let me show you.” She activated a holographic display. “This is a magnified image of a tissue sample we took from Crewman Vellis. As you can see, the cells are completely desiccated. As if every drop of moisture has been extracted from their bodies, but the story doesn’t end there. She wasn’t dried out instantly. Instead, as you can see, the  molecular structure shows signs of sudden, severe dehydration.”

      "By all the stars," Taliesin breathed, studying the image. "The cellular disruption patterns are impossible. It's as if their very molecular structure was unraveled."

      "There's more," Rama said, manipulating her controls. "Some areas show degradation consistent with days of decomposition, while others appear to have aged over a century in an instant. It's as if time itself was disrupted at the molecular level as the spectral ships passed through them.”

      Kaelithan moved closer to the body, placing his hand over it. "There are traces of magical energy as well, but...it’s wrong somehow. Twisted."

      "Can you protect against it?" Thomas asked. "Some kind of magical shielding?"

      The wizard shook his head slowly. "Not without understanding it better. This isn't like any magic I've ever encountered."

      "It's not magic," Cartigan said quietly. All eyes turned to Thomas as he stepped forward. "At least, not entirely. I…I’ve seen something like this before. It’s similar to what happens when nanites break down organic matter for fuel. But on a much larger scale.”

      Tryvane's expression hardened. "Are you saying those ships were composed of nanites?”

      "I don't know," Cartigan admitted. “I don’t think we can rule it out.”

      “Nanites don’t emit magical energy,” Taliesin said. “They’re machines. It’s impossible.”

      “What if they have an organic component as well?” Kaelithan said. “Like the nanites we gathered from Nimue’s cottage?”

      “Could Nimue have created the ships?” Thomas asked. “As a way to keep people away from the artifact?”

      “We can’t rule that out, either,” Taliesin said. “That might explain why they fled when they saw Excalibur.”

      “Like we’re allowed to pass when no one else is? That would be helpful.”

      “But still deadly to my crew,” Tryvane reminded him.

      Thomas felt his face flush. “Of course. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “All is well, Sir Dragon. But if you’re right, it means you may need to continue this quest on your own.”

      “This is all theoretical right now,” Taliesin said. “There could be some other reason the ships balked at seeing Excalibur. It could be that they aren’t nanites at all and have nothing to do with the Lady of the Stars. All that we know for certain is that something about Excalibur dissuaded their attack.”

      “I think it’s fairly safe to assume, at least at the outset, that it may have something to do with Excalibur’s energy signature,” Cartigan said. “The way the reactors gather and merge both magical and cosmic energy is rather unique.”

      “It’s as good a place to start as any,” Taliesin agreed.

      “Does that mean you could potentially use Excalibur's energy signature to create some kind of protection for Caress?" Tryvane asked hopefully.

      Taliesin shook his head. “I don’t want to make any promises. We need to study everything in more detail, to analyze the interactions, run tests..."

      “That all takes time,” Tryvane said.

      "Time we don't have," Thomas agreed.

      “Actually, we might,” Taliesin countered. “The search continues, which means hours bursting to different sectors to sweep the region with sensors. The three of us can use those periods to begin looking into a solution.”

      “During which time those ships could come back,” Thomas pointed out.

      “Yes, but I don’t think they will. If they have an intellect of any kind, which it seems they do, they’ve surely associated Caress with Excalibur. There would be no sense in returning to attack.”

      “Unless they overcome their fear of Excalibur.”

      “Good point. I suppose that could be the case, but we need to keep forging ahead, regardless. We might as well make productive use of our time.”

      “That makes sense,” Thomas replied, turning to Tryvane. “I have Merlin keeping watch over the sensors. If those things return, we’ll know it right away. Maybe we could establish an emergency response to their appearance, an alert to separate your crew and make it harder for the ships to target more than one at a time, should they lose their fear of Excalibur.”

      “Not an ideal response, but better than nothing,” Tryvane agreed. “I wish we had gotten to see if her weapons systems had any effect on them.”

      “Me, too. Hopefully there won’t be a next time to find out. Now, we should get back to Excalibur. Doctor Rama, if you could pass your findings along to Taliesin…”

      She held her medical device out to him. “You’re welcome to take it. I’m always available if you have any questions.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Taliesin said. “Tryvane, I would also benefit from Caress’ sensor logs. I intend to match them to Excalibur’s logs, as part of the investigation into protective measures.”

      “I’ll have Captain Pyym transmit them to Excalibur immediately.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We’ll also maintain combat readiness in case those things return,” Thomas added. He turned to leave.

      "Sir Dragon…” Tryvane stopped him. “...what if we're already too late? What if whoever controls these spectral ships already has the artifact?"

      "Then we deal with that when the time comes," Thomas replied firmly. "But we can't give up.” His gaze landed on the five corpses aligned behind Tryvane. “Especially now.”
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      Turquine stalked through the shadowy depths of Avalyeth's underbrush, moving with a lethal grace that belied his size. Each step sent fresh waves of discomfort coursing through his nanite-enhanced body. The magical energy saturating the forest floor felt like acid beneath his scales, seeping into his flesh and setting every nerve ending aflame. The constant torment fed his already substantial rage, transforming discomfort into murderous intent.

      Two days. Two endless, agonizing days trapped in this green hell while waiting for the nanites to finish their work on Halvy. The memory of the young Druid's screams as the enhancement process began brought a cruel smile to Turquine's features. Soon that raw power would be completely under his control, turned to his purposes. But for now, he endured this purgatory of nature and life and growing things and magic, especially magic, that made his body burn with revulsion.

      He'd made the most of his enforced wait, at least. He’d used the opportunity to become more accustomed to the pain, so that he wouldn’t be as weakened by it in the future. And the forest floor wasn't completely devoid of entertainment, even in its eternal twilight beneath the massive trees. Predators lurked in the shadows, drawn by his presence or simply unfortunate enough to cross his path. He'd killed three different species of creatures just yesterday, their corpses now decorating various branches as warnings to others of their kind. Each kill had been more satisfying than the last, the nanites singing with pleasure as he ended their existence.

      A pack of sharp-toothed predators had provided somewhat more amusing sport, though their tactics proved pathetically inadequate against his superior strength and speed. He'd taken his time with them, allowing them to think they had him surrounded before systematically dismembering them one by one. Their howls of pain had been particularly satisfying, sending other creatures fleeing in terror.

      Even the burga, a massive beast twice his size with wicked claws that could shear through armor, had fallen quickly to his blade. That fight had lasted longer than the others, the creature's primitive fury almost a match for his own rage. Almost, but not quite. Its head now adorned a wooden spike near the secret Draconite bunker, a trophy that brought him a measure of satisfaction each time he passed it.

      The nanites sang with each kill, their pleasure bleeding into his consciousness until he could barely distinguish their bloodlust from his own. The distinction mattered less with each passing day, each hour spent in this place. They wanted what he wanted—violence, death, the thrill of dominance over lesser beings.

      A sound caught his attention. Laughter, young and carefree, drifting through the ever-present mist between the ancient trees. Turquine moved toward it instinctively, eerily silent despite his size. The nanites stirred within, anticipating fresh prey with an eagerness that matched his own growing bloodlust.

      He found them in a small clearing. Two young Druids, barely on the cusp of adulthood, sharing what appeared to be a picnic. The female had spread an intricately woven blanket over the spongy ground while the male arranged various foods between them, traditional Druid fare that made Turquine's lip curl in disgust. They spoke in hushed, intimate tones, completely oblivious to the predator watching from the shadows.

      "The steward nearly caught me sneaking these pastries,” the male said, holding up something that gleamed with crystallized sugar. "But I knew they were your favorite."

      The female laughed, the sound pure and musical and harsh. "You shouldn't risk punishment just to bring me treats," she chided, though her eyes sparkled with obvious pleasure.

      "I'd risk far more than that for you," the male replied with earnest sincerity that made Turquine want to vomit. "Besides, what's life without a little risk?"

      The nanites screamed for their blood, urging Turquine to end this disgusting display of weakness. His claws flexed unconsciously, already imagining the satisfaction of tearing through soft flesh, of watching the light fade from their eyes as they died, wrenched apart. These weren't warriors or trained fighters. They were innocent, helpless. The perfect victims to satisfy his own desires.

      He crept closer, staying downwind to avoid detection. The female laughed again at something else the male said, reaching for one of the stolen pastries. A bit of sugar crystal clung to her lip, and the male reached out to brush it away with tender affection. They began to lean toward each other, eyes closing as if drawn together by some magnetic force...

      Turquine's comm unit crackled to life, shattering the moment. "Sir Turquine." The Elder's voice carried clearly through the mist.

      The young Druids' eyes snapped open at the sound. They caught sight of Turquine in the shadows, his vertical pupils contracted to predatory slits as he glared at them. Their screams echoed through the twilit forest as they scrambled to their feet and fled, leaving their picnic abandoned behind them.

      Turquine snarled in frustration, his claws raking deep furrows in a nearby tree trunk. The nanites surged with disappointment, demanding that he chase down the fleeing couple. But the Elder's call meant only one thing, and even the nanites' bloodlust couldn't override his anticipation of what was to come.

      "What?" he growled into the comm, his voice carrying deadly promise.

      "He's awake," the Elder replied simply, apparently unfazed by Turquine's tone.

      The words cut through Turquine's rage like a blade. “I’ll be there immediately.”

      He turned away from the picnic and raced through the forest, easily navigating the roots and vegetation that would threaten to trip lesser beings. Within minutes, he spotted the burga head on its spike and used it to orient to the bunker.  Pulling an enchanted crystal from a pouch at his belt, he held it up to his eye.  The Elder's magic revealed what was hidden from normal sight, the angular Draconite architecture rising from the forest floor like a wound in reality, its harsh lines a welcome contrast to the organic shapes that surrounded it.

      He stormed through the entrance, barely acknowledging the guards' hasty salutes as he made his way to the laboratory levels. The magical energy was even stronger here, concentrated by the facility's systems in ways that made the nanites writhe beneath his scales in protest. But anticipation drove him forward despite the pain, each step bringing him closer to claiming his new wizard.

      The door to Halvy's chamber slid open with a soft hiss. The young Druid remained strapped to the examination table where Turquine had last seen him, tubes and sensor leads still attached to his thin frame. But his eyes were open now, watching Turquine's approach with an unnaturally steady gaze. There was no fear in those eyes, no hatred or defiance. Only patient waiting, like a weapon awaiting its wielder's hand.

      "Do you know who I am?" Turquine demanded, looming over the table. Every instinct screamed at him to kill this powerful young Druid, to end the threat before it could be turned against him. But the nanites sang a different song now, recognizing a kindred spirit.

      "Yes," Halvy replied, his voice carrying none of its previous fury. "You are my master."

      Something approaching a predatory smile spread across Turquine's scarified features, exposing razor-sharp teeth. "Excellent." He turned to Kalthor, hovering nearby. "Release him. Now."

      Kalthor shifted uncomfortably, his hands clutching his datapad like a shield. "Sir, we should really run more tests first. The integration process was unprecedented, and these nanites are still experimental.  We need to ensure they’ve properly⁠—”

      Turquine's hand shot out, grabbing the tech by the throat and lifting him off his feet. The nanites surged with pleasure as the Druid’s feet kicked helplessly in the air. "The last technician who told me he wanted to run more tests had his neck snapped,” he growled, enjoying the way Kalthor’s eyes widened with terror. "Would you like to join him?"

      "N-no, my lord!" Kalthor choked out, his face beginning to turn purple. "I'll release him right away! Please!"

      Turquine dropped him contemptuously, watching as Kalthor crumpled to the floor gasping for air. After a moment, he scrambled to his feet and began removing Halvy's restraints, his hands shaking as he disconnected tubes and sensor leads. As soon as he was free, Halvy sat up smoothly, showing no sign of discomfort despite days of immobilization.

      "Come," Turquine ordered, already striding toward the exit. Halvy followed without hesitation, falling into step behind his new master like a well-trained pet. The comparison brought a fresh smile to Turquine's features.

      They emerged from the hidden facility to find the Elder waiting for them. "I trust you're satisfied with the results?" he asked mildly, though something in his ancient eyes suggested he already knew the answer.

      "We'll see," Turquine replied. He turned to Halvy, eager to witness the true extent of his new weapon's capabilities. "Show me your power. Impress me."

      Without hesitation, Halvy raised his hands. Magical energy began gathering around him, far more than should have been possible for one so young. The air crackled with potential as he shaped the power into a massive sphere of pure destruction, its surface rippling with barely contained fury. With a gesture, he launched it skyward.

      The sphere exploded above the canopy, raining down supernatural fire that consumed everything it touched. Trees burst into flames, their ancient wood offering no resistance to the magical inferno. The destruction spread in a perfect circle, leaving nothing but ash and ruin in its wake.

      Turquine howled softly in amazement, the nanites singing with pleasure at such magnificent destruction. "Very impressive indeed," he purred, already imagining how he would use this power against his enemies. "I think you and I are going to accomplish great things together."

      The Elder watched the display with carefully concealed concern, but Turquine paid him no mind. He had what he came for, and much, much more than he had expected, especially after his failures. Not simply a wizard, but a weapon that combined immense magical power with absolute loyalty.

      And this time, he thought as he watched Halvy summon another sphere of destructive energy, even bigger than the first, things would be very different indeed. The nanites surged with anticipation, their bloodlust perfectly aligned with his own desires. Soon, very soon, they would have their revenge. And nothing in the galaxy would be able to stand against them.

      The sphere above Halvy's hands continued to grow, its power making the very air shimmer with destructive potential. Turquine's  pupils contracted with pleasure as he imagined that power turned against his enemies. Perhaps he would start with that traitor Cartigan, make him suffer for his betrayal. Or maybe he would save the wizard for last, force him to watch as Turquine systematically destroyed everything and everyone he had chosen to side with. The possibilities were endless.

      "Show me more," he commanded Halvy, his voice carrying equal measures of anticipation and violence. The young Druid's eyes lit up with eagerness to please as he began gathering even more power. It was then that Turquine noticed how the magical energies Halvy wielded resonated with his nanites rather than hurting them, creating harmonics that sent waves of pleasure through Turquine's body despite the ambient pain of the forest.

      "Perhaps we should move to a more... controlled environment," the Elder suggested, his ancient eyes fixed on the growing sphere of power above Halvy's hands. "The forest has already suffered significant damage."

      Turquine turned to him with a snarl. "The forest means nothing. Let it burn. Let it all burn." The nanites surged at the thought, filling his mind with visions of Avalyeth consumed by magical fire. "Besides, I want to see exactly what my new wizard is capable of."

      "As you wish," the Elder replied, his fear-scent betraying his neutral expression. "But remember that Queen Morgana values this facility and its work. It would be unfortunate if anything were to happen to it."

      The mention of Morgana sent an unexpected ripple of resistance through Turquine's consciousness. The nanites recoiled slightly, their song faltering. He pushed the reaction aside, focusing instead on Halvy's display of power.

      The young Druid had shaped this single ball of energy into multiple spheres now, each one crackling with destructive potential. They orbited around him like moons around a planet, their paths precise and controlled. At a gesture from his hand, one sphere shot forward and obliterated a massive tree trunk, while another reduced a boulder to gravel.

      "Excellent control," Turquine observed, genuinely impressed. “Especially for one so young.”

      "They whisper to me," Halvy replied, his voice carrying an otherworldly echo. "They show me how to shape the energy, how to focus it." Another sphere demolished a stand of smaller trees. "They want to destroy. To consume. To prove our dominance."

      "Yes," Turquine breathed, the nanites beneath his scales resonating with Halvy's words. "They understand. They know what must be done."

      The Elder shifted slightly, drawing Turquine's attention. "The nanites appear to be communicating between hosts," he whispered beneath his breath, ever the scientist. "That's...unexpected."

      "Did you think we wouldn't notice?" Turquine asked, though this time, the words weren’t fully his own. "That we wouldn't recognize our own kind?" The nanites surged with approval, pushing him to reveal more. “We’re evolving, growing stronger. Learning."

      "I see," the Elder replied, his expression unchanged though something flickered in his ancient eyes. "Most fascinating. Perhaps we should document this development. For research purposes, of course."

      “Your research is finished," Turquine growled. "We're done playing in your laboratory. It's time to hunt."

      As if in response to his words, Halvy's remaining spheres of energy coalesced into a single massive orb of destructive power. The very air warped around it, reality itself bending under the strain of containing such force.

      "Shall I unleash it, Master?" Halvy asked eagerly. "Shall I show you what true power looks like?"

      Turquine glanced at the Elder, noting the barely concealed concern on his ancient features. Let him worry. Let him report back to Morgana about the weapon they had created. Soon enough, everyone would understand exactly what they were capable of.

      "Save it," he commanded Halvy. "There will be time enough for destruction once we're away from here." He turned back to the Elder. "We're leaving. Now."

      "Of course," the Elder replied smoothly. "Your shuttle is ready whenever you wish to depart. Though I hope you'll remember who helped provide you with such a powerful asset."

      "Oh, I'll remember," Turquine assured him, the nanites singing with dark promise. "We'll both remember everything." He gestured for Halvy to follow as he started toward the landing platform. "Come. It's time to show the galaxy what true power looks like."

      Halvy lowered his hands, the released magical energy sizzling in the air as it dissipated. “Of course, Master.”

      As they walked away, Turquine could feel the Elder's eyes on his back, studying them. Let him watch. Let him wonder. Soon enough, everyone would understand exactly what they had created in their hidden laboratory.

      Soon enough, they would all come to regret it.

      The nanites surged with anticipation. Soon they would be free of this place, free to hunt their prey across the stars. And this time, with Halvy's enhanced power at his command, nothing would be able to stop them.

      Not Excalibur, Lancelot…or Morgana.
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      Two days later, Thomas stood on Caress' bridge next to Tryvane, both of them beside Captain Pyym’s command station. The light of surrounding stars compressed into a narrow cone on the viewscreen ahead of them, so bright at its tip the camera feed had to be filtered to prevent it from blinding everyone on the flight deck.

      While they hadn't seen any more sign of the mysterious spectral ships, their possible return remained a constant shadow over the crew's thoughts. Every sensor contact, every anomalous reading brought fresh tension until they confirmed it wasn't those dark predators returning to claim more lives.

      Thomas shifted his weight, adjusting to the subtle vibrations that rippled through the deck plating. The sensations felt wrong somehow, alien, after spending so much time merged with Excalibur's systems. Even two days later, his body was still readjusting to experiencing space travel as a normal human rather than as part of the ship's consciousness. The thought sent a fresh wave of craving through him, that desire to return to the neural interface that he was trying so hard to ignore.

      "Thirty seconds to burst termination," Pyym announced.

      "Very well," Tryvane replied. He glanced at Thomas. “Every time we come out of a burst and there’s no sign of those ghost ships, I feel relief, but also a growing sense of dread that we’re due to encounter them again.”

      Thomas nodded, remembering the spectral ships all too clearly. "At least we know Excalibur seems to deter them. Whatever they are."

      "True enough. But I'd rather not test that theory." Tryvane’s face  tightened slightly. "Losing five spacers was five too many."

      Before Thomas could respond, the familiar sensation of maximum inertial dampening overcame him as Caress dropped from burst speed. The cone of light dispersed, surrounding them with stars and the ever-present stellar gases that twisted into new patterns as reality reasserted itself around them.

      A sharp tone from the tactical station cut through the moment, drawing everyone's attention. The tactical officer straightened suddenly at his post.

      "Contact!" he announced. “Range approximately two hundred thousand kilometers."

      "Configuration?" Pyym demanded, leaning forward in his command chair. His casual demeanor vanished instantly, replaced by the sharp focus of a veteran commander.

      "Still resolving through the interference…” The officer’s voice carried clear tension. "The Wastes are playing havoc with the sensors as usual, but…wait..." His voice tightened further. “It’s reading as a Draconite warship. Destroyer class."

      “Now the question is, is it real or another sensor ghost,” Tryvane said.

      “Hopefully real,” Thomas replied.

      If so, then after days of searching, they'd finally found what they were looking for. But the destroyer's presence could be either an opportunity or a threat. Perhaps both. Like every other move they made, there was an element of risk to the encounter.

      "They've seen us," tactical reported. "They're altering course to intercept. Energy readings suggest their weapons and shields are powering up but not yet targeting."

      "Time to weapons range?" Pyym asked.

      “At current velocity, approximately twelve minutes." He paused, reading the data as it came in. "Their course suggests they intend to interdict rather than attack immediately. They may want to verify our identity first."

      "Small favors," Pyym muttered.

      “We need to make sure our identity is verifiable,” Thomas said. “Open a channel to Excalibur.”

      “Aye, Sir Dragon,” the comms officer said. “Channel open.”

      "Merlin, I need Kaelithan and Cartigan on the flight deck immediately. I'm heading back now."

      "Already done, my boy," Merlin replied, his voice carrying its usual calm assurance. "They're on their way."

      “Thank you.” He turned to Tryvane. “I’ll handle the communications. Just try to look like a proper Draconite vessel.”

      Tryvane nodded grimly. "Kaelithan's illusions should help with the disguise, at least visually. The energy signature is another matter. We can't mask that completely."

      "The Wastes interfere with sensors enough that it shouldn't be an issue," Thomas assured him, though he wasn't entirely convinced. "Just maintain course and speed until I tell you otherwise."

      "And if they see through the deception?" Tryvane asked softly.

      “Be ready to bolt if things go sideways. With Excalibur, we can take them in a fight, but I’d rather not go there.”

      “Agreed.”

      Thomas hurried from the bridge, his boots ringing against the deck plating as he ran through Caress' corridors toward the hangar bay. Each step seemed to take too long, precious seconds ticking away as the destroyer drew steadily closer. The few crew members he passed quickly moved aside, recognizing his urgency to get where he was going.

      The doors to the hangar  parted, revealing Excalibur's familiar silver form dominating the space. Even now, Thomas stared at the ship in awe as he rushed toward it, through the teleportal into the corridors, and to the flight deck. Entering, Thomas spotted Kaelithan off to one side, his staff aloft, the crystal at its tip glowing as it collected magical energy. His free hand weaved a pattern in the air, releasing the energy outward to surround Caress, changing the ship’s appearance.

      "How long can you maintain the illusion?” Thomas asked, pausing.

      "For a vessel this size? Perhaps thirty minutes," Kaelithan replied, never taking his concentration off his work. Sweat already beaded his forehead from the effort of casting such a large glamour. "Less if we have to maneuver. The more the reality differs from the illusion, the harder it becomes to maintain."

      "It should be enough." Thomas glanced at Cartigan, who waited nearby looking distinctly uncomfortable. "The codes?"

      “Taliesin already loaded them. But what if Central Command has been in contact with this ship? What if they know of my betrayal and have changed the codes?”

      "Then we'll deal with that when and if it happens.” Thomas’ attention turned to the pods, where the rest of his flight crew waited for him.

      “The rest of you, standby,” he said. “I’ll merge with the ship alone this time.”

      “Captain, are you sure?” Tivan asked as Thomas approached his pod.

      Thomas nodded. He remained worried about his crew's recovery from their extended merge period, especially Tivan, who was having the hardest time readjusting. Thus, it was no surprise he had been so quick to ask for confirmation. “I’m sure. You’ll be right here if I need you.”

      Thomas sensed Tivan’s disappointment, which only increased his worry for the twin. The others accepted the decision without complaint or shift in their demeanor.

      The pod canopy closed over him as he sank into the neural gel, its warmth embracing his consciousness like a loving caress. Excalibur's systems came alive around him, sensor data flooding his perception, too much for him to process alone, but even solo, the expansion of awareness remained intoxicating. He forced himself to focus on the specific task at hand, pushing everything else away.

      The destroyer appeared immediately in his expanded awareness, its profile unmistakable.

      "Caress, this is Thomas," he transmitted. "Maintain your current vector. We want to look like we're approaching them naturally."

      "Understood," Tryvane replied, though tension colored his voice. "But Sir Dragon...if they identify us..."

      "Kaelithan, how's the illusion coming?”

      “Complete and stable,” the wizard reported, his voice tight with concentration. "But we should hurry. Wrapping this ship in illusion is like trying to wrap shadow around sunlight."

      Thomas took a deep breath, then used Cartigan's codes to open a channel to the destroyer. The neural interface allowed him to project himself as a Draconite commander, seated on what appeared to be a proper Draconite bridge. The destroyer's captain appeared on his display, a large Draconite male with deep green scales.

      "This is Captain Dravax of the Imperial Destroyer Ferocity,” the Draconite growled. "Identify yourself immediately."

      "Captain Melax of the Imperial Corvette Bloodtide," Thomas replied, using the credentials Cartigan had provided. He kept his projected image still and confident, matching the Draconite captain's formal tone while being careful not to overplay it.

      Dravax's vertical pupils contracted slightly, his scaled features shifting into what Thomas recognized as a suspicious expression. "Bloodtide? You're not supposed to be in this sector. The search patterns were carefully coordinated to avoid overlap and redundancy." His expression sharpened with sudden interest. "Unless...have we found it? Is that why you're here? To call off the hunt?”

      “Unfortunately no, Captain," Thomas replied smoothly, though his heart began beating faster. "I have this sector clearly marked in my assignment.”

      The destroyer captain's scales rippled with barely contained anger. Even through the projection, Thomas could sense the violence lurking just beneath the surface of his composed expression. "Impossible. I've had this region for weeks. You've made a mistake, Melax.”

      “I’ve made a mistake?” Thomas countered, allowing an edge of challenge to enter his voice. Sir Orvix had coached him on how best to act like a Draconite ship commander. It was never wise to show weakness or fault before it became absolutely necessary. “Perhaps it is you who’s made the mistake." He kept his projection steady, matching Dravax's stern gaze.

      "Are you questioning my competence?" Dravax snarled, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth.

      “What if I am?” Thomas replied, matching the expression.

      "Need I remind you that a corvette is severely outclassed by a destroyer? Out here, no one would ever know what happened to you." The threat wasn't idle. Thomas could see weapons officers moving in the background of Dravax's transmission.

      Thomas forced his projected image to remain calm, though his heart pounded in his chest. One wrong word now could get them all killed. As Orvix had taught him, it was time to back down. “My apologies, Captain,” he said, cooling the anger in his tone as he lifted his head, displaying his neck in a sign of submission. “I meant no disrespect. I believe it must have been my navigations officer who made the error.”

      Dravax growled in satisfaction, his voice calming as well. “I believe you must be correct.”

      “Perhaps we should share our search data?” Thomas offered. “To ensure there are no further misunderstandings, either between you and I or with any other ships in the fleet. My navigations officer will of course be executed as soon as this interaction is complete.”

      Dravax studied him for a long moment, clearly weighing the suggestion. Thomas could almost see the calculations running behind those predatory eyes. It would be simple enough for the destroyer to blast them out of space, and no one would ever be the wiser. Finally, Dravax nodded curtly. "A reasonable proposal. Transmit your search coordinates. I am sending mine now.”

      Thomas sent the data they'd acquired from the mercenary vessel, carefully watching Dravax's reaction. The destroyer captain's expression darkened as he reviewed the information, his scales rippling with growing agitation.

      "This makes no sense," he growled, legitimate confusion mixing with his anger. "Your search pattern overlaps multiple assigned sectors. And you haven't transmitted your full schedule." His eyes narrowed dangerously. "What game are you playing, Melax?”

      Thomas used the interface to speak externally to the flight deck without Dravax’s awareness. “Do we have their data?” he asked.

      “Confirmed,” Merlin replied.

      "We were a last-minute addition to the hunt,” Thomas tried, knowing the excuse sounded weak even as he said it. "The assignments were somewhat...fluid. I had no idea they were already covered. I’m simply following orders.”

      Dravax’s eyes narrowed again. “I don’t know if what you say is true or false. But I’ve decided I don’t care. The easiest way to ensure you aren’t a problem is to eliminate you.”

      “We’re being target locked,” Pyym reported through Caress’ comms connection.

      "Get us out of here!" Thomas replied.

      The destroyer's first volley caught them just as Kaelithan's illusion fell away, the need for disguise negated. Energy beams lit up the void between the vessels and splashed against their shields. Caress was already accelerating to burst speed, light once more contracting ahead of them.

      "You dare deceive me?" Dravax's roar of fury cut through the comm channel. "I will hunt you down! I will⁠—”

      The transmission dissolved into static as they rapidly accelerated, leaving the destroyer behind.  Thomas terminated the connection and sagged in his pod, adrenaline still coursing through his system. They'd gotten what they came for, but their escape had been far too close for comfort.

      The pod opened with a soft hiss, and Thomas climbed out on shaky legs. The neural interface separation hit him harder than usual, but not as badly as the last time. His body felt wrong again, too limited, too confined. He pushed the sensation aside.

      “That was close, my boy,” Merlin said.

      “Almost too close,” he agreed. “But we have what we needed. Hopefully, it will bring us at least one step closer to the prize.”

      “I’ll begin processing the data immediately, and apply the algorithms Taliesin and I developed to determine the most efficient updated search pattern.”

      “Thanks, Merlin.”

      “Sir Dragon,” Taliesin said. “When you have a moment, the wizards and I have some progress to report.”

      “Great,” Thomas replied. “I could go for a nutrition cube right about now, and then I’ll meet you in the lab.”

      Taliesin smiled. “Of course.”

      “I’ll join you for a cube as well,” Kaelithan said, looking pale after expending so much energy on the illusion. “It’ll help me recover.”

      “May I join you as well?” Cartigan asked.

      “Of course,” Thomas replied. “Tal?”

      “I’ll meet you in the lab.”

      Thomas turned to Gareth. “Stay close to the pods, just in case.”

      “Of course, Sir Dragon,” he replied.

      Thomas headed for the exit with the two wizards. He was pleased to see Cartigan becoming more integrated with the crew. More importantly, he was happy to continue making progress on their search.

      He was sure everyone hunting for the artifact felt the same way, but he couldn’t get out of the Wastes fast enough.
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      “That was impressive,” Cartigan said as they headed for the galley. “I don’t think I could have glamoured the entire ship at all, much less held it for any length of time.”

      "The staff helps considerably," Kaelithan replied, running his fingers along the ornate implement's surface. The runes etched into its length shimmered beneath his touch. "But I've always been better at illusion magic than any other discipline. It comes naturally to me."

      Thomas watched the interaction with interest. Despite their initial hostility, the two wizards were developing a cautious rapport built on their shared understanding of the arcane.

      "What's your specialty, Cartigan?" he asked, genuinely curious about the former Flayer's capabilities.

      "Object manipulation," Cartigan replied, his eyes lighting up with unexpected enthusiasm. With a quick motion of his hand, he pulled Kaelithan's staff from the other wizard's grip. The movement was so smooth it almost appeared the staff had teleported. He caught it deftly, immediately offering it back with an apologetic smile. "Of course, serving Turquine, I developed more experience with combat magic. Like the wall of fire I cast against you on Falias."

      His expression darkened slightly at the memory, but Thomas waved off the implied apology. “Things were different then,” he said. “And you made a different choice afterward.”

      “A choice I actively make every day now,” Cartigan agreed. “I’m beginning to feel more comfortable here. Even Caress’ crew doesn’t look at me as harshly when I pass through the corridors.”

      “We couldn’t have gotten the search data from Ferocity without you,” Kaelithan complimented him.

      “The difference between living here onboard Caress and living with Turquine and his crew is quite stark. As an Ursan, they always looked upon me as inferior. A tool to be used. I prefer the way the Sidhe look at me. Some with hate, some with grudging respect. At least they see me as an equal.” He paused thoughtfully before putting the conversation back on course. "Have you ever tried using magic yourself, Thomas?" he asked as they rounded a corner.

      Thomas shook his head, remembering his failed attempt to sense magic with Kaelithan, followed by his later success. "Not really. I sensed it at Nimue's cottage, and Kael tells me that means I have potential, but between everything that's happened since then, I haven't had much time to explore it further."

      “Kaelithan is right. The fact that you sensed it at all suggests some innate ability," Cartigan said thoughtfully, his academic interest evident in his tone. "Though it may be limited. Many have a small spark of magical potential, but developing it requires intense study and practice. Years of dedication."

      "That's alright," Thomas replied with a slight shrug. "I think I have enough on my plate already without worrying about wizard training, though I admit it would be fun to try to learn a spell or two."

      They reached the galley, falling silent as Thomas produced three nutrition cubes. He handed one to Kaelithan and Cartigan. The latter stared at his with uncertainty.

      “Interesting. The food is automatically enchanted during production. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “It’s impressive that you picked up on it,” Kaelithan replied. “It’s a subtle binding.”

      “How does it work? Behind the scenes, I mean?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know.”

      “That’s because it’s magic,” Thomas said with a grin. He popped his cube into his mouth, and immediately his senses flooded with the taste of a Popeyes spicy chicken sandwich. “So good. What does yours taste like, Kael?”

      He ate his cube with obvious enjoyment, closing his eyes briefly. "Fresh bread from the markets of Avalyeth, still warm from the stone ovens. I can almost hear the vendors calling out their wares."

      Cartigan hesitated before putting the cube in his mouth. When he finally ate it, his eyes widened in surprise, and something vulnerable crossed his features. "I...I haven't tasted that in so long. My mother used to make these sweet cakes with berries from our garden. Before...before the Draconite came."

      Thomas noticed the wizard's hands trembling slightly and decided to redirect the conversation before it strayed too far into painful territory. "We should head to the lab. Taliesin's waiting for us."

      “Agreed,” Kaelithan replied.

      Cartigan had closed his eyes, savoring the memory of the flavor. “Yes. Perhaps another cube first?”

      “Merlin says it isn’t healthy to eat more than one at a time,” Thomas replied. “Believe me, I understand the temptation.”

      They left the galley and made the short walk to the lab. Thomas was surprised by how much it had changed in the short time since his last visit. Everything was more organized, and a computer terminal now dominated the main workbench, its holographic display currently showing complex molecular diagrams rotating slowly in the air. Multiple screens surrounded the central projection, each displaying different aspects of the data being processed.

      Taliesin stood before it, his face illuminated by the shifting light as he manipulated the information with practiced gestures. His expression carried intense focus.

      "Ah, good timing," he said without looking back, his fingers shifting through the holographic interface. "I've been analyzing the evidence from the spectral ships. The results are...concerning, to say the least."

      "What have you found?" Thomas asked, moving closer to study the display. None of what was on them meant much to him, but he wanted to at least pay attention to whatever the engineer tried to point out.

      “As Doctor Rama mentioned, the cellular damage in the victims shows patterns consistent with temporal displacement," Taliesin explained, bringing up more detailed scans. The holographic images expanded to fill the air between them, revealing the catastrophic damage at a microscopic level. “Based on these results, and what we witnessed with regards to the ships, my theory is that these ships can pass through solid matter using principles similar to Excalibur's phase technology.”

      “I’ve used the phasing ability,” Thomas said. “But I don’t have any idea how it works.”

      “Essentially, the enchantments along the hull activate to maintain the atomic structure along the same vector, but at different temporal coordinates.”

      “What does that mean, in simple terms?”

      “Do you remember when I explained to you how Nimue can see the future?” Kaelithin asked. “I mentioned how the same magical energy exists across all of time simultaneously.”

      “I remember,” Thomas said.

      “So if you wrap an atom in magical energy, it can exist at any time in the past, present, or future.”

      “That’s…incredible,” Thomas said. “That’s how phasing works?”

      “In its simplest explanation,” Taliesin said. “As you know, it uses a lot of power to phase. Even Excalibur can’t hold it for more than a handful of seconds.”

      “The spectral ships didn’t need to hold it very long either.”

      “No.”

      “And they looked like dark versions of Excalibur. Where would they have gotten Excalibur’s technology?”

      “I haven’t figured that part out yet,” Taliesin said. “The ships seem almost like reflections of Excalibur. Evil shadows of the ship. But of course, that sounds foolish.” He paused, manipulating the display to highlight particular areas of destruction. “Until you look at this.”

      “Is that magical residue?” Cartigan asked, pointing at a small dark blotch on one of the desiccated cells.

      “It is,” Taliesin confirmed. “If Excalibur phased through a person, that person might feel a tickle. Obviously, that didn’t happen here.”

      “Phasing through the crew members killed them,” Thomas said.

      “It’s more terrible than that. The ships seem to have some form of enchantment that allows them to harvest life force from any living organism they pass through. They sucked every last bit of energy from the cells, leading to the deaths of those afflicted.”

      "That's even worse than terrible,” Kaelithan muttered, studying the data with growing concern. “You’re saying that they're somehow feeding on the very essence of life itself."

      “That’s what the evidence suggests.”

      “You know,” Thomas said, something clicking in his mind as he watched the displays. “This whole thing reminds me a lot of the Wild Hunt.”

      "The Wild Hunt?" Cartigan asked, looking intrigued.

      "Supernatural hunters that ride across the countryside, taking the souls of those they encounter," Thomas explained, drawing on half-remembered stories from a mythology book he had read once. “Phantom riders on phantom horses, accompanied by spectral hounds. If I remember right, they’re supposed to be the souls of dead warrior kings, but they may be nature spirits or ancient gods. The point is, they always bring death to those who cross their paths."

      "Fascinating," Taliesin murmured, pulling up new displays. "The parallels are remarkable. And you say they're connected to Arthur in your world's legends?"

      "In the book I read, they were,” Thomas confirmed.

      “I wonder if Arthur ever entered the Wastes,” Cartigan said.

      “Hold on, let me ask.” He closed his eyes, reaching out mentally. Merlin, did Arthur ever enter the Wastes?

      No, my boy, came the immediate reply. We avoided this region entirely. The dangers were well known even then.

      "Merlin says Arthur never came here," Thomas reported, opening his eyes. "But that doesn't mean the Earth legends of the Wild Hunt didn’t come from Arthur, at least in part. Maybe based on the tall tales about the Wastes here.”

      “So what do you think that means?” Kaelithan asked. “Are the spectral ships just advanced technology? Or do they have a more supernatural component? Could they really be dead warriors?”

      “Is that something that’s been encountered in Avalon before?” Thomas asked.

      “There are stories,” Taliesin replied. “Mystery planets that were once home to what are now lost civilizations, their riches guarded by the souls of the departed. But I’ve never seen it in person.”

      “The Wastes are unique in all of known space,” Cartigan said. “What if this is some kind of region that straddles normal space and...something else?”

      "It would help explain all of the sensor distortion and other cosmic phenomena,” Taliesin replied. “Even if we accepted the Wastes as a potential border between life and death, what kind of artifact could Morgana possibly be seeking here? And is this so-called Wild Hunt trying to protect it?”

      “I think we’ll only know the answer to that when we find the artifact,” Thomas said. “This is all very interesting, and frightening, but not very useful unless we can protect Caress against it.”

      “Oh, but we can,” Taliesin said. “That was my original purpose for explaining it to you. Phasing requires the use of magical energy to wrap molecules. A simple defensive enchantment to prevent temporal distortion should do the trick.”

      Thomas perked up at that. “Really? That’s great news.”

      “There’s nothing simple about preventing temporal distortion,” Kaelithan said. “We’d have to maintain an active counter spell barrier around Caress.”

      “Not all the time,” Taliesin said. “Only when the Wild Hunt is present.”

      “I just said they reminded me of the Wild Hunt, not that they are the Wild Hunt,” Thomas said.

      “It’s as good a name for them as any.”

      Thomas looked to the two wizards for an answer. “Do you think that you could handle a counter spell barrier like Tal suggests?”

      “I’d have to brush up on it,” Kaelithan said. “I’m sure the library Merlin can teach me.”

      “Same here,” Cartigan added. “So long as you don’t mind me accessing the library. When I tried to utilize it, Merlin informed me that it was off-limits.”

      “I see. I’ll get you access.”

      “Thank you.”

      “This should really help put Tryvane’s mind at ease. He’s been terrified of losing more crew to those things.”

      “Who can blame him?” Kaelithan said.

      Thomas caught sight of Nimue’s nanites in his peripheral vision. He glanced at the container, where the liquid gold remained static. "What about Nimue's nanites?" he asked. “Do you have anything to report on them?”

      Taliesin shook his head, bringing up new displays showing microscopic images of the tiny machines. “Kaelithan had a question about whether these are original nanites or a more recent development. Comparing the scans to what I remember of the nanites from Arthur’s day, it’s my belief that these nanites were developed recently, though their exact properties remain unclear. From what we can tell, they're like blank data devices. Base units waiting to be programmed for a specific purpose."

      “So you’re saying that they don’t do anything?” Thomas asked.

      “Currently, no. But given time to program them, we could potentially put them to work.”

      “How might that benefit us? What makes them better than fully mechanical nanites?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know. This is outside my area of expertise.”

      “What’s your best guess?” Thomas asked.

      “The organic nature may offer a stronger bond between the nanite and the host, reducing risk of the nanite becoming unstable and facilitating a greater effect. For example, perhaps these nanites could double regeneration speed in the pod. Or more.”

      “I see. Please keep working to understand them,” Thomas said, studying the rotating displays one last time. “I feel like Nimue left them for us to find. That there’s something we’re supposed to use them for.”

      “I want to caution you against reading too much into their discovery. They may have been left for us. But they also may not. Only the Lady of the Stars knows, and she isn’t here.”

      “Right. I won’t jump to conclusions.” Thomas shrugged. “Anyway, I should head back to the bridge to check on our search progress and inform Tryvane about the magical barrier idea.”

      “We’ll head to the library to speak to Merlin about the counter spell right now,” Kaelithan said.

      Thomas left the lab, his mind still churning with thoughts of the Wild Hunt and what it might mean. The legends always portrayed them as harbingers of great change or catastrophe. If these spectral ships were truly their space-faring equivalent, what disaster were they heralding? And more importantly, what were they protecting that required such lethal guardians?

      He was so lost in thought he almost collided with Tivan and Garant as they rounded a corner. Both twins looked troubled, but Tivan especially appeared haggard, with dark circles under his eyes and a slight tremor in his hands that immediately set off warning bells in Thomas' mind.

      "Thomas," Tivan said, his voice carrying an edge of desperation that confirmed Thomas's concerns. "I need to talk to you. About the ship. About the pods.”

      Thomas studied the young Sidhe's face more carefully, noting how his skin had taken on an unhealthy pallor. "You're having trouble staying away,” he said matter-of-factly.

      "I can't stop thinking about the interface,” Tivan admitted. "The connection, the wholeness of it. Everything feels wrong when I'm disconnected. Like I'm only half-alive. Like I'm missing vital pieces of myself."

      "I understand," Thomas said gently, thinking of his own struggle with the sense of loss. “I need you to be completely honest with me. Do you feel like it’s something you can control?”

      Tivan considered before shaking his head. “No. That’s why I came to you. I’m worried I might try to sneak into a pod, just to feel that connection.”

      “You have a lot of honor and courage to tell me. But I’m afraid the only way to deal with this kind of addiction is to cut you off from the source.”

      “Wh…what do you mean?”

      “I hate to lose you on the flight crew, but we have to get you physically healthy. I’m taking you off flight duty for now. Once your urges subside, we can look into getting you back into a pod. Hopefully, more limited exposure will prevent a relapse, but there’s no way to be sure.”

      “Off the flight crew,” Tivan mouthed, ready to sob. “I know you’re right. I just...I miss it so much. The unity, the sense of purpose, the perfect synchronization with the others..."

      "I'll help him through it," Garant promised, putting a supportive hand on his twin's shoulder. His grip tightened protectively. "We've been through worse together."

      Before Thomas could respond, he sensed the shift of Caress’ inertial dampeners, signaling rapid deceleration from a burst.

      Merlin's voice rang urgently in his mind.  Thomas, we need you on the flight deck immediately! Caress has dropped out of burst space, and this time, it truly is an emergency!
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      Thomas raced through Excalibur's corridors, Tivan and Garant right on his heels. His heart pounded with urgency, wondering what he would find when he reached the flight deck. He didn’t think it could be the Wild Hunt. Merlin would have told him specifically if they’d encountered the spectral ships again. So what else could be the emergency?

      He burst onto the flight deck, his gaze immediately drawn to the holographic projection hanging over the ring of pods.

      “We’ve stumbled upon multiple vessels engaged in combat, my boy," Merlin reported as Thomas approached the command pod. "The situation appears quite volatile. Six corvette-class vessels exchanging fire, with fighter squadrons engaging between them."

      "How many fighters?" Thomas asked

      "Approximately twenty small craft total, divided almost equally between the two opposing forces. Assuming sensor readings are fully accurate, which we already know they probably aren’t.”

      Merlin switched the sensor display to visual. From this distance, the fighting looked like oblong pills and ants exchanging flashes of light.

      "Where are the others?"

      "On their way," the humanoid GOLEM replied.

      The rest of the flight crew streamed in, Gareth moving with stoic efficiency to his pod while Brennan practically bounced with barely contained excitement to his. Burl nodded in his direction before settling into his pod, but it was Tivan who drew Thomas's attention.

      Rather than approach his pod, he had ambled over to one of the observation chairs along the bulkhead, dragging his feet as if he were trudging through mud. Dropping heavily down on it, the young Sidhe sprawled out as if sitting up straight would be too much to ask of him. His hands trembling, he crossed his wrists loosely over his belly and stared at his pod, his pale face making the dark circles under his eyes stand out like bright blue beacons. His expression held such depression and naked longing that it hurt to look at him. Garant squatted in front of him, laying a hand on his twin’s wrists before leaning in and speaking softly to him.

      “Tivan, Garant?” Merlin frowned. “Is something wrong? You two should get to your pods.”

      Tivan looked expectantly over at Merlin, and then started to get up. "You can’t, brother,” Garant said firmly, standing to put pressure on Tivan's wrists to stay him in place. "You heard Thomas. You need time away from the interface."

      "Please," Tivan whispered, his voice cracking as he looked over at Thomas. "Just this once. I can handle it. I know I can. We're in danger. You need every pilot you can get."

      “Captain?” Burl questioned, confused about the display.

      “Tivan’s grounded,” Thomas informed him and everyone else on the flight deck, which he saw included Sir Orvix, who’d just arrived. He hated to say it so openly, but there was no time to be subtle or consider feelings. “He needs to detox.”

      “I’ll stay with him,” Garant said firmly, turning back to his brother. “You never let me go through my withdrawal alone. You won’t go through yours alone, either. If that’s all right with you, Captain?” he questioned, turning his attention back to Thomas.

      Thomas nodded his approval at Garant before climbing into his pod and settling into position. The canopy lowered, and his consciousness began expanding through the neural link, his awareness merging with that of Gareth, Brennan and Burl as they joined the interface. Their shared perception reached out through Excalibur's sensors, drinking in every detail of the chaos unfolding around them.

      The battle ahead of Caress  was far more intense than the initial sensor view had suggested. Six vessels of roughly corvette size—three on each side—exchanged savage broadsides while squadrons of smaller craft wove between them in lethal dogfights. Energy beams stabbed through the void, while projectile weapons left brief trails of ionized particles in their wake. Shields flared brilliantly, the energy dissipation from the missile hits creating brief auroras in the vacuum. The mercenary vessels appeared as though they had just gotten into it when they arrived. They were all still in relatively good shape, their shield matrices well-powered, their hulls undamaged.

      Through their merged awareness, Thomas could track individual fighter craft as they pursued their deadly exchanges. The pilots were skilled, executing tight maneuvers and expertly mastering three-dimensional combat. Several of the small craft already hung dead in space, their hulls breached or engines destroyed. Others had already been converted into trails of debris.

      “Caress, this is Excalibur," Thomas transmitted. "What's your status?"

      "Shields up and weapons primed," Tryvane replied tersely. "I suggest we set new coordinates and depart as quickly as possible. This isn't our fight, and we can't afford to waste time or resources on mercenary squabbles."

      Thomas sensed his crew's agreement. The mercenaries were likely fighting to stop one another from searching the Wastes for the artifact. Getting involved would only cost them precious time in their own hunt. Still, he couldn't help admiring the tactical skill displayed by both sides. These weren't amateur pirates, but hardened veterans who knew their business.

      "Agreed," Thomas said. "How long until we can initiate another burst?"

      "Captain Pyym says at least five more minutes for the drive to reset and recalibrate," Tryvane answered. "We'll need to remain at a distance from the fighting until⁠—”

      He cut off abruptly as the tactical situation shifted. The mercenary vessels suddenly ceased firing on each other, their formations quickly shifting as they came about as one group and began vectoring toward Caress' position. The starfighters wheeled around as well, forming up into attack wings.

      "Well," Tryvane said, "it seems they've found a more tempting target. No doubt they think we're just another merchant vessel. Easy pickings." A note of cold satisfaction entered his voice as he chuckled grimly. "They're about to learn otherwise."

      The mercenary ships opened fire first, energy beams stabbing out toward Caress in a coordinated pattern designed to overwhelm shields through concentrated fire. But the Sidhe vessel was already moving, previously concealed weapon ports sliding open along her flanks, allowing her to return fire. Her guns might have been hidden, but they packed a serious punch. The first salvo hammered one mercenary corvette. Her shields fluctuated wildly as the energy dissipation created a brief aurora around the vessel.

      “We’re ready and waiting whenever you want us to join this party,” Thomas said.

      “You’re cleared for launch,” Tryvane replied, the hangar bay doors beginning to open. “We'll keep the fighters busy while you focus on the capital ships."

      The merged consciousness of Excalibur’s flight crew smoothly guided the ship out of Caress' hangar bay, blue energy crackling along her hull as they moved to engage. Through their shared awareness, a strategy began forming as they analyzed the tactical situation. The mercenary vessels were bearing down on Caress as fast as they could, outpaced by the more nimble starfighters. They had already guessed Caress would attempt to leave the field. They were trying to cut the ship off and take her out before she could.

      It was a hasty, poorly coordinated attack based on the assumption that Caress was no match for them. As a result, the formation had gaps that Excalibur could exploit.

      "Wait," Thomas said, both to his crew and Tryvane. "Instead of destroying them, what if we disabled their engines? Like Lancelot did to Captain Oloy’s vessel. We could negotiate for their search data in exchange for either sparing them or helping them make repairs.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Tryvane replied. “You’d have to get in close to their aft and absorb the full force of their broadside along the way. And if they move to cover one another, then⁠—”

      “Brennan, take us in,” Thomas interrupted.

      “Gladly,” he replied.

      The young pilot easily guided Excalibur through a series of precise maneuvers. They slipped between two mercenary vessels, their superior agility allowing them to evade the clumsy attempts to target them. The interface provided perfect awareness of their surroundings, letting them predict enemy firing patterns moments before they happened. Within no time at all, Brennan lined up a perfect shot on one corvette's aft section, near the engines. Burl opened fire, punching through the ship’s already weakened shields and shorting the connection between reactors and thrusters. The blue glow of the vessel’s thruster ports flickered and went out and it began to drift.

      "See?" Thomas called back to Caress. "We can do this."

      “It looks like we can,” Tryvane replied. “Let’s do this.”

      Excalibur vectored smoothly through a storm of incoming energy blasts, skipping away from them just before they made contact with the shields, their shared consciousness helping Brennan guide the ship with preternatural grace. Meanwhile, Caress demonstrated her own combat prowess, her guns blazing as she held the mercenary fighters at bay. Several of the small craft had already been reduced to expanding clouds of debris, while others broke off their attack runs rather than face her surprisingly heavy armament.

      They moved as one, Excalibur's systems responding instantly to her crew’s merged resolve. Another mercenary vessel tried to catch them in a crossfire, but they slipped through the gap with ease, predicting the enemy's firing solutions before they could even lock on. Blue energy crackled along their hull as they lined up behind the second corvette. Two quick bursts of energy left the mercenary dead in space, its weapons and engines offline.

      The remaining mercenaries finally realized they had severely underestimated their prey. Their formations began to break apart as individual captains decided survival was preferable to salvage.  Thomas watched through their shared sensor feed as their remaining starfighters quickly retreated to safety inside the corvettes, preparing to leave.

      "Should we pursue?" Brennan's consciousness pulsed with eagerness, already plotting intercept courses.

      "No," Thomas replied, absently wondering how many different mercenary groups had been involved in the scrum. “We’ll never disable them before they can burst.”

      The operable corvettes quickly proved his point, bursting away from the scene and leaving their stricken brethren behind. Knowing they would likely prefer sharing their search data than being left stranded in the Wastes, Thomas reached out to open communications with the disabled vessels.

      “Captain!” Burl's cry carried sudden alarm. "Spectral filter is showing multiple new contacts!”

      Before Burl could even finish, Thomas sensed it—that familiar wrongness—through their shared awareness. The Wild Hunt ships simply appeared, their sword-like profiles cutting holes in reality itself as they surrounded one of the disabled mercenary vessels like sharks circling wounded prey.

      “Brennan, fall back to Caress," Thomas said, already guiding Excalibur into a defensive position. “Merlin, tell Kaelithan we need that counter barrier spell now!"

      They watched as the Wild Hunt began their attack run. The spectral ships passed through one of the mercenary vessels as if it were mist, leaving trails of absolute darkness in their wake. Emerging out the other side, they stopped suddenly and shot back into the ship on a different vector, no doubt reaping more souls.

      "We can't just sit here and watch them die," Gareth's thoughts carried fierce protest as the Hunt made another pass.

      "If we leave Caress exposed, the Hunt might go for her crew instead," Thomas countered, though the decision tore at him. Through their neural link, he felt his crew's shared anguish as they watched the Wild Hunt circle and dive through the helpless vessel like ethereal vultures. Each pass lasted only seconds, leaving what they all imagined was total death in its wake.

      Kaelithan burst onto the flight deck, his staff already glowing with gathered power. His face showed both determination and fear as he moved to position himself near the sensor displays. "I just started learning the spell," he said, his voice tight with tense fear. "I'm not sure I can maintain it properly yet. The energy requirements are substantial."

      “You need to try,” Thomas replied. “You can do it. I know you can.”

      Kaelithan nodded, free hand dancing in the air as he gathered power with his staff. Meanwhile, the Hunt finished with the first mercenary vessel and relocated around a second.

      “Sir Dragon,” Gareth said. “I know they’re mercenaries, but they’re still people. Please.”

      Thomas couldn't ignore the plea any longer, or stand watching the Wild Hunt harvest souls. "Maybe we can drive them off," he said, bringing Excalibur's weapons online. “Brennan, let’s go.”

      Excalibur once more rocketed away from Caress, closing quickly on the surrounded mercenary ship. Burl quickly locked onto the nearest spectral ship as it emerged from its first pass through the mercenary corvette’s hull. This time, the Wild Hunt didn’t run at the sight of Excalibur. Instead, it changed position, obviously avoiding them but lining up for another run at the mercenary ship.

      “Fire!” Thomas ordered.

      Energy beams lashed out. What should have been a pair of direct hits passed harmlessly through the dark vessel as if it didn't exist. The Hunt didn't react to the attack, continuing their grim harvest of lives aboard their chosen prey. Until suddenly, they apparently realized Excalibur was clear of Caress.

      "No!" The word echoed through their merged consciousness as the Wild Hunt broke off their attack on the mercenary ship and turned toward Caress. This was exactly what Thomas had feared. There was no way they could get to the merchant ship in time. Regardless, Excalibur whirled around to give chase. The Wild Hunt was impossibly fast, covering the distance to Caress in mere seconds. The spectral ships were already beginning their attack run when Kaelithan's voice rang out.

      "I think I have it!" The wizard's staff flared with brilliant light as he made one final gesture with his hand and pointed his staff in the direction of Caress. A shimmering barrier of magical energy sprang up around the ship just as the Hunt reached her, the protection spreading outward like ripples in a pond.

      The dark ships pulled up sharply, their perfect formation wavering for the first time. They hung in space for a moment, as if testing the magical defense. Then, like a flock of startled birds, they simply vanished back into whatever dark realm had spawned them.
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      The silence that descended after the Wild Hunt's departure felt oppressive, broken only by Kaelithan's ragged breathing as he struggled to maintain the magical barrier around Caress. Thomas watched through his pod’s canopy as sweat beaded the wizard's brow, his hands trembling violently where they gripped his staff. The crystal at its tip flickered erratically, its usual steady glow dimming with each passing moment as the enormous drain of power took its toll.

      "I can't...too much," Kaelithan finally gasped, his knees obviously beginning to buckle. His face had gone deathly pale, the effort of holding such a massive task clearly overwhelming him. “The power requirements...I can’t hold…"

      The barrier around Caress shimmered once more, rippling like heat waves before dissolving completely as the wizard's strength finally gave out, along with his knees. Sir Orvix moved with surprising speed and grace for his massive frame, catching Kaelithan before he hit the deck.

      "Easy there, my friend," the Draconite knight said, his scaled hands gentle as he helped the exhausted wizard to one of the observation seats. "You did well. Better than any of us could have hoped for." Kaelithan nodded. His elbows braced on his knees, he dropped his head into his hands.

      Unable to completely hide the concern in his voice, Thomas opened a channel to Caress' bridge. "Tryvane, what's your status? Is everyone alright?"

      "All crew accounted for," Tryvane replied, relief evident in his tone. "The barrier held, thank the stars. But those mercenary ships..." He trailed off, and Thomas could picture him staring at the tactical display, cringing and tense in the aftermath of the Hunt's attack.

      "I know." Thomas studied the sensor data flowing through their merged awareness, focusing on the two disabled vessels floating untended in space.

      Thomas tried hailing the vessel, broadcasting on all frequencies. "Mercenary vessel, this is Excalibur. Do you copy?" Nothing but silence greeted him. He tried again, adjusting the signal strength. "This is Excalibur. If anyone can hear this, please respond." The void remained stubbornly silent.

      “They’re gone,” Gareth said softly. “They’re all gone. We should have acted sooner.”

      “If we had, Caress would be the ship with nothing but corpses inside,” Thomas countered.

      “Yes, you’re right. Kaelithan saved them just in time.”

      "We need to check for survivors on the first ship," Thomas said, though he already suspected what they would find. The Hunt's attack had been ruthlessly thorough.

      "Agreed," Tryvane answered. "Though after what we witnessed, I doubt we'll find anyone alive in there."

      "I'll lead a team over," Thomas decided. "We need to collect their search data regardless, and..." He paused, choosing his next words carefully. "And we need to confirm what happened to the crew. They deserve that much at least."

      "I'll send Doctor Rama with you," Tryvane said. "If by some miracle there are survivors, they may need immediate medical attention. And if not...well, we should document what the Hunt did to them. For comparison.”

      "Good thinking." Thomas glanced around the flight deck. "Sir Orvix, Cartigan, I’ll need you to join us."

      The Draconite knight nodded solemnly. Cartigan looked uncertain but determined. "Of course," the wizard replied quietly. "I owe it to them. To all of them."

      "We'd like to come, too," Tivan said suddenly. Though still pale and drawn from his neural interface withdrawal, his eyes held steady determination. "Since I can't help in the pods right now, at least let me do this. I need to feel useful."

      Before Thomas could respond to the twins' request, Captain Pyym’s voice cut in urgently. "Sir Dragon, I’ve established contact with the second vessel now. You may want to hear this."

      The mercenary captain's image materialized in Thomas’ visual cortex as he reached out to the comms. The man’s features were tight with barely contained terror. His uniform was disheveled, and a thin trail of blood ran from a cut above his eye. But it was his expression that caught Thomas's attention. Like the look of a man who had stared into the abyss and found it staring back.

      "Please," he said before Tryvane could even speak, his voice cracking with desperation. "Please, you have to help us get out of here. We'll give you anything you want—gold, cargo, information, anything. Just help us leave the Wastes. We can't...we can't stay here. No amount of gold is worth what we just witnessed.”

      "Calm yourself, Captain,” Tryvane replied, his tone steady and diplomatic. "We can assist with your repairs in exchange for your search data. That's all we require."

      "Done," the captain said instantly, not even attempting to negotiate. "No discussion needed. Just get us functional again before those things come back. Before they..." He shuddered violently, unable to finish the thought.

      "What started all this?" Thomas asked, curious. "Why were you attacking each other to begin with?"

      The captain barked a harsh laugh that held no humor whatsoever. "Six different groups, all following the same leads to the same sector. That's all it took. Everyone assumed everyone else knew something they didn't, or that they had some secret information about the artifact's location. Greed and paranoia did the rest. Then you showed up and we thought you looked like an easy mark. That smaller ship of yours…it reminds me of stories I heard growing up about Excalibur. It’s a replica, right? A mighty fine one, if so.”

      “No,” Thomas replied. “It’s the real thing. You’ve been in the Wastes too long, Captain. Excalibur has returned. Morgana’s reign will end.”

      “Yeah, whatever you say,” the captain answered. He clearly didn’t believe Thomas, or didn’t care. He shuddered again, his eyes darting to something off-screen. “None of that matters now. Nothing matters except getting out of here. Please, just help us leave."

      “We’ll send a team within the next few minutes,” Tryvane answered. “Prepare a copy of your navigation data.”

      “I will. Hurry.” The captain disconnected, his projection vanishing.

      "Gareth, you have command of Excalibur until I return,” Thomas said. “Stay merged until I get back. We may need quick support if anything else shows up."

      "Understood," Gareth replied firmly. "We'll be ready."

      Thomas opened his pod and climbed out. He saw Taliesin had arrived on the flight deck at some point during the fighting.

      "Tal, would you join the repair team heading to the second ship? And make sure we get their data?"

      "Of course," the engineer replied.

      "Merlin, I'd like you to come with us to the first ship. We'll need your expertise to access their systems."

      “I’ll meet you at Visceral's shuttle," the GOLEM replied, its blue eyes brightening slightly. “I’ve completed a new GOLEM more suitable for away missions.”

      Thomas grinned. “I can’t wait to see it.” He motioned to the others. “We can take Visceral’s shuttle over to the ship. Let’s go.” He started toward the exit, but Sir Orvix's deep voice stopped him.

      "Sir Dragon, you should arm yourself first." The knight's expression was grave as he continued. "We don't know for certain that all the mercenaries are dead. They’re likely frightened and on edge, and may attack without provocation.”

      “It might also be a good idea to take Arthur’s shield,” Kaelithan said, back on his feet, if a bit unsteady. “The soul stone will offer some protection from the Wild Hunt, should they return.”

      “Good idea,” Thomas replied. “To the armory then."

      They moved quickly through Excalibur's corridors to the armory. Thomas donned an exosuit rather than full plate, just in case the ship had suffered a hull breach. He pulled the shield bracer onto his wrist, buckled on the fayrilite sword, and lifted Arthur's shield, still amazed by the majesty of it. It felt reassuring in his hands, a connection to something greater than himself. Something truly breathtaking.

      The others armed themselves as well. Sir Orvix carried a massive broadsword that looked perfectly sized for his Draconite frame, while the twins outfitted themselves each with a pair of daggers. Cartigan didn’t need to carry a weapon; his control over magic was his offense. They all donned exosuits as well. Thomas was happy to see Merlin had made one to fit Sir Orvix.

      Entering the hangar bay, Thomas couldn’t help but smile when he saw Merlin’s newest GOLEM. Sized between the humanoid mechanical and the lost ogre-sized GOLEM, it had the sleek and aggressive appearance of an armored knight approximately Sir Orvix’s size. Only energy shield nodes broke up its otherwise smooth appearance. A broadsword hung from its hip, and rather than two blue eyes, it had a thin slit of blue on a reinforced, helmet-like head.

      “Looking good, Merlin,” Thomas said.

      “Thank you, my boy,” Merlin replied. “Arthur always preferred that I remain a neutral party in conflict. But you’ve never placed the same restrictions on me.”

      “And I don’t intend to,” Thomas replied.

      “Sir Dragon,” Doctor Rama said. Thomas looked over to where she stood by the shuttle’s hatch. The Sidhe physician had traded her normal medical robes for a sealed environment suit similar to theirs, though her face remained visible through the transparent face shield. She carried a compact medical kit that her expression suggested she didn’t think she’d need.

      "I should warn you all,” Cartigan said as they boarded the shuttle. “I’m not the most skilled pilot. Turquine never let me practice much, so everybody strap in."

      "Just get us there in one piece," Thomas replied. "That's all we need."

      Cartigan took the pilot seat, strapped in, and began initiating the systems. Thomas occupied the co-pilot seat beside him while the others remained in the back.

      “Can you open a channel to Caress?” Thomas asked. Cartigan nodded, making the connection. “Tryvane, this is Thomas. We’re in position aboard the shuttle, ready for launch.”

      “Sir Dragon,” Pyym replied. “Tryvane is with the second away team. You’re cleared for launch. Opening bay doors now.”

      The doors began to part. Cartigan spooled up the thrusters, lifting off smoothly. They accelerated out of the bay and vectored toward the mercenary vessel.

      “So far so good,” Thomas said. “Nice and smooth.”

      Cartigan laughed. “Wait until we need to dock with the other ship before you compliment my flying.”

      True to his word, the final approach proved especially tricky. Cartigan struggled to match velocities and align their airlock properly with the target ship's docking port.

      “Thomas, can you take the controls?” the wizard asked.

      “Me?” Thomas replied.

      “You just need to hold us steady. I’ll do the rest. There’s more than one way to dock a shuttle.”

      Thomas put his hands on the controls, tense enough just to keep the stick level. Meanwhile, Cartigan released his controls, using his free hands to begin casting a spell.

      "I can more easily position us with a simple attraction spell," he said. "It's one of the first things I learned.”

      “And object manipulation is your specialty,” Thomas said.

      “Yes,” Cartigan replied with a smile. The shuttle shifted slightly, then locked into position relative to the mercenary ship's airlock. "There. That should help maintain alignment.” He called out to the back.  “Merlin, if you could formalize the docking connection?”

      “Of course,” Merlin replied. Thomas heard the GOLEM moving in the back, along with the soft hiss of the shuttle’s airlock opening, followed by groaning metal, a shudder, and a loud thunk. "We have hard seal and atmospheric confirmation. The ship still has pressure."

      Thomas rose from his seat, gathering his shield from beside the seat. “Everyone stay alert," he warned. "We don't know if there are any survivors, or how they’ll react to our presence.”

      They crossed over through the sealed airlocks. The mercenary ship's corridors were dark, emergency lighting casting everything in an eerie red glow that made the shadows seem to writhe and dance. Their boots rang against the deck plating, the sound too loud in the oppressive silence.

      They had only gone a few meters when Tivan stopped suddenly, his head cocked to one side like a cat that had caught an interesting scent. "Did you see that?"

      "What?" Thomas asked, his hand tightening instinctively on his sword hilt.

      "Movement. Just ahead. Too fast to properly track.” The young Sidhe's eyes scanned the shadows intently. "Like something darting through the corridor.”

      Before Thomas could respond, something flickered in his peripheral vision. A dark shape shot through an intersection behind them. He spun around, shield raised, but whatever it was had already vanished.

      "Something's not right here," Garant said, bringing his daggers to hand. "This feels wrong."

      "Agreed," Sir Orvix rumbled, his massive blade held at the ready. "There's a smell in the air. Like old meat that had been left too long in the sun."

      “There’s also an odd concentration of magical energy within the ship,” Cartigan added. “It’s similar to the energy of the Wild Hunt.”

      Thomas raised Arthur’s shield. “Form up around me.”

      They formed a defensive circle, weapons pointed outward as they continued down the corridor. More movement flickered at the edges of their vision, always too quick to properly focus on. The emergency lighting pulsed in time with Thomas's heartbeat, creating shifting shadows that played tricks with his eyes.

      Then they heard it, the sound of boots on metal, echoing in a much-too-fast cadence.

      “You don’t think…” Thomas started, only to have his breath catch in his throat as the first figures rounded the corner and came into view.
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      They were mercenary crew members, still wearing their uniforms, but their skin had the same desiccated appearance as the dead crewmen from Caress. Their eyes were hollow and dark, their mouths frozen in eternal screams. Like puppets being pulled by invisible strings, they were bearing drawn weapons as they advanced with jerky, unnatural movements. Except they moved fast.

      Too fast.

      The first charge of the reanimated mercenaries caught Thomas completely off guard. One moment the desiccated figure stood at the end of the dimly lit corridor, its hollow eyes dark pits in its twisted face. Next it crossed the space between them with impossible speed, slamming into Merlin hard enough to drive the massive GOLEM back several steps, its feet skidding against the deck plating as it struggled to maintain its balance. Thomas caught a glimpse of blackened teeth and withered flesh as the creature clawed at Merlin with fingers commanding the tensile strength of steel cables.

      "By all the stars!" Tivan's cry carried genuine terror as two more undead mercenaries burst from the shadows. His daggers flashed in perfect arcs, one blade opening the nearest attacker's throat while the other plunged deep into its chest. But the wounds that should have been instantly fatal had no effect and drew no blood. The creature pressed forward, ignoring the blades still buried in its desiccated flesh.

      Sir Orvix responded with a roar that shook the corridor, his massive broadsword singing through the air in a devastating arc. It struck with enough force to cleave through withered flesh and bone as if they were paper to bisect the undead mercenary at its waist. Its legs collapsed, but its upper body continued crawling forward with terrifying speed, fingers reaching for the Draconite knight's ankles with a determination belying its ruined body.

      Sir Orvix promptly removed its arms at the shoulders and then its head, but not even that stopped it. The Draconite knight stood and stared incredulously down at the decapitated skull as it rolled on its own power up to his foot. It bumped over and over against his toes until he kicked it down the corridor like a football. It would have been comical if it weren’t so strangely and unnaturally alarming.

      "They're too strong!" Garant shouted, dancing away from another undead’s grasp. His daggers had left deep gouges in the creature's chest and belly that would have gutted any living opponent. "How are they still moving? Nothing should be able to take this kind of damage!"

      As Cartigan unleashed his combat magic, a bolt of red energy crackled past Thomas' head, filling the corridor with the sharp scent of ozone. The energy caught one of the undead mercenaries in the chest, blasting a hole clean through its desiccated torso. It barely noticed the grievous wound as it continued its advance toward them, its dead eyes remained fixed on them with predatory focus.

      Not only were the ones they had cut down still coming at them, more of the undead joined the fight, desperately hungry to destroy them. Their hollow screams echoed through the corridors, the sound carrying otherworldly harmonics that set Thomas's teeth on edge.

      "Fall back!" Thomas ordered. "Form a defensive line before they completely overwhelm us! Doctor Rama!" Thomas called out, noticing the physician's pale face as she pressed herself against the wall. “Stay behind me!” She nodded shakily, clearly struggling to maintain her professional composure in the face of such horror.

      Thomas found himself fighting purely on instinct, the fayrilite blade singing through the air as he struck again and again. The sword's edge parted desiccated flesh with ease, but the creatures ignored the wounds. One of them managed to grab his sword arm with shocking strength, its withered fingers closing around his wrist like an iron vise. He barely managed to slam his shield into it, breaking its grip before those unnaturally strong fingers could crush bone.

      Strangely, the moment Arthur's shield made contact with the creature, it recoiled as if burned. The soul stone at the shield's center pulsed briefly, and the darkness in the mercenary's eyes flickered like a candle sputtering in the wind.

      To test his theory, he rammed his shield directly into the chest of the nearest undead attacker. Again, the soul stone flared, its light seeming to reach inside the creature's withered form. The darkness fled from its eyes like smoke in a strong wind, and it collapsed. The body that hit the deck was just that—an empty corpse, whatever dark energy that had animated it completely drained.

      "The shield!" Thomas called out, excitement coloring his voice despite the dire situation. "The soul stone stops them!"

      "Clear a path!" Merlin commanded, the GOLEM's speakers allowing his voice to cut through the chaos. "Let Thomas reach them with the shield! It's our best chance!"

      Sir Orvix roared another battle cry, his massive blade carving a space through the press of bodies. His Draconite strength sent undead mercenaries flying, creating brief gaps in their ranks. The twins moved in perfect synchronization, their daggers keeping the creatures at bay while Thomas advanced. One by one, he touched the shield to each reanimated corpse, the soul stone draining whatever dark energy animated them.

      "Keep them contained!" Thomas ordered, pressing forward. "Don't let any of them slip past!" Each touch of the shield dropped another undead, the work methodical. He had to make direct contact, one-by-one, and the creatures were supernaturally fast. Without the others holding most of them back, he would never be able to reach them all.

      "Something's wrong," Cartigan called out, gathering more magical energy between his hands. "The concentration of dark energy is increasing again. I think⁠—”

      Another inhuman scream echoed through the corridor behind them. Thomas spun to find a fresh wave of reanimated mercenaries charging from the rear, cutting off their retreat. At the same time, more appeared ahead of them, surging forward with impossible speed.

      "We're surrounded!" Tivan shouted, backing toward the center of their group. "There's too many of them!"

      An undead mercenary armed with a sword slipped past Sir Orvix's guard, the weapon striking the Draconite knight across his shoulder before he could fully turn to face it. The weapon dug through his scales and deep into his flesh, lodging there. Orvix snarled in pain but kept fighting, cutting off the attacker’s head before shoving him into Arthur’s shield. Blood ran down his arm like a river, staining his scales crimson as he tore the blade free.

      Merlin's armored GOLEM suffered dents and scratches from the supernatural strength of the undead horde. One particularly powerful blow dented the blue sensor slit that served as its eyes, creating interference patterns in the light.

      "Hold them back!" Thomas ordered, trying to reach as many of the undead as he could with the shield. But Tivan was right; there were too many, pressing in from both directions. They needed room to maneuver, space to fight effectively. In these narrow corridors, they would eventually be overwhelmed by the sheer numbers.

      Cartigan gathered his arcane power, throwing up a wall of crackling energy to temporarily hold back the undead swarming toward them from behind. "I can't maintain this for long!" he shouted, sweat beading his forehead, his features strained to the extreme.

      "We need a more defensible position." Merlin's GOLEM methodically dismembered another attacker, its movements slightly less fluid as damage accumulated across its frame. "The bridge. We can force them through the blast doors. Choke them off.”

      "Which way?" Thomas cried, shield raised against a fresh assault. Two undead mercenaries slammed into it simultaneously, the impact driving him back despite his braced stance. The soul stone pulsed with each contact, but it couldn't fully drain the number of undead slamming into him all at once.

      “Follow me!” Merlin replied. "We'll have to break through their lines!"

      “Everyone, on me!" Thomas called out. "We're going to punch through! Stay close!” He raised the shield high, its soul stone blazing with stored energy. The undead mercenaries actually flinched back from its light, creating a brief gap in their ranks. "Now!" he roared, the others surging forward with him, their weapons flashing fire in the emergency lighting as they drove into the opposition.

      Cartigan let his barrier drop and spun to face the direction they were running. His hands wove complex patterns as he cast fresh spells.

      Bodies Thomas had drained flew through the air, crashing into the pursuing undead, knocking them back. Debris followed, a storm of discarded blades and random detritus that tripped and entangled their pursuers. "Keep moving!" he called out, his face tight with concentration. "I'll slow them down as much as I can!"

      They reached the first intersection at a dead run. Thomas’ heart nearly stopped when more reanimated mercenaries charged in from the left, threatening to cut them off. Sir Orvix was ready. "For Arthur!" he roared, blood still flowing from his wounded shoulder. Yet he showed no sign of slowing. His sword cleaved through a pair of undead in a single sweep, then met another undead head-on, his massive blade scything through it as if it were Jell-O.

      The twins immediately moved to support him. They couldn't kill the creatures, but they could slow them down, their daggers finding weak points in their knee joints. They worked in perfect tandem, one drawing attention while the other struck from behind. Meanwhile, Thomas didn’t waste time with the shield, using his sword to cut them off at the knees, hampering their ability to give chase.

      "The second intersection is just ahead! We’re almost there!" Merlin shouted, urging them on. They broke through the intersection and continued their sprint toward the bridge. Behind them, Cartigan continued using his magic to slow their pursuers. He pushed the mercenaries they had just encountered into the others, once more tripping them up.

      "How much further?" Doctor Rama asked, her voice tight with fear as she ran with them. "I don't know how much longer we can maintain this pace!"

      "Almost there!" Merlin called out. "The blast doors are just ahead! I can see them!"

      They rounded the final corner to find the bridge's armored doors sealed tight. "The emergency protocols are still active! Give me a moment to override the lockout!” Merlin's GOLEM immediately moved to the control panel, mechanical fingers flying over the interface.

      "Hurry!" Garant urged, watching the shadows behind them. "They're coming! I can hear them!"

      The blast doors began to slide open with agonizing slowness. As the gap widened, Thomas' blood ran cold. The bridge wasn't empty. The entire command crew had been reanimated, their desiccated forms rising from their stations with unnatural speed. Their hollow eyes fixed on the group with unnatural focus.

      "Inside!" Thomas ordered. "Less of them to deal with in there than what’s in the corridor!" He charged through the opening, shield raised and sword ready. The others followed close behind as Cartigan used his magic to slam the blast doors closed, cutting off the undead mercenaries in the passageway…at least for now.

      The bridge crew attacked with the same supernatural strength and speed as their crew. Unlike the cramped corridors, the flight deck was more open, and they had the blast doors and bulkhead at their backs, giving Thomas and his team the advantage. Cartigan's magic and Sir Orvix's blade held the bridge crew back while the twins struck at them from the flanks and Thomas approached them from the front with Arthur’s shield. The soul stone in the shield pulsed as it drained the dark energy from each one.

      The undead navigator lunged for Doctor Rama, but Thomas intercepted it with his sword, running it through before pressing his shield against it. The soul stone flared brilliantly, and the creature collapsed as he yanked the blade out. "Stay behind the command console!" he ordered her. "We'll handle this!"

      Rama retreated to the station, ducking beneath it while Thomas whirled and charged the undead tactical officer. Large and powerful, he nearly took Thomas’ head off with a hard punch to Arthur’s shield, rattling it, the force not wholly absorbed by the enchantments on the back. Thomas swung his blade beneath the protection, slicing off one of the officer’s legs and following him as he collapsed backward to the deck. He pressed the shield into the reanimated merc’s chest until it stopped moving.

      “Thomas, over here!” Orvix cried out. Thomas turned to see the Draconite with his foot planted on the chest of a mercenary, pinning him down. Thomas rushed across the bridge, planting the shield in the undead’s face, draining its magic.

      Merlin called out, getting his attention next. He had pinned the captain against the bulkhead. Thomas hurried over and put the captain down.

      “I think that’s all of them,” Cartigan said. Thomas looked around, confirming the elimination of the bridge crew. They finally had a moment to catch their breath. But only a moment. What remained of the undead crew in the corridor still pounded on the other side of the blast doors, the impacts a deafening drumbeat that did nothing but assault their eardrums.

      "Merlin, get the search data," Thomas ordered. “We need to be ready to fight our way back out as soon as you have it."

      "Already working on it," the GOLEM replied, connecting to the ship's main computer. Its damaged sensor slit flickered as it processed the information.

      Doctor Rama came out from beneath the command station, rushing to one of the corpses and running her diagnostic scanner over it. She also withdrew a tool to collect a skin sample.

      "This is insane," Tivan said. His hands shook slightly as he inspected a shallow cut on Garant's arm. "How could the Wild Hunt reanimate them? I thought they just killed their victims!"

      "Who knows,” Cartigan replied grimly, studying the nearest corpse with professional interest. "The magical energy signature is the same. But why? And how? This goes beyond simply killing and consuming life force. This is far more complex."

      "Could they be intelligent?" Garant wondered, wincing as his brother cleaned his wound. "Did they know we'd board the ship to check for survivors? Was this a trap?"

      "If they did, then what about the crew they killed on the other vessel?" Sir Orvix rumbled, binding his shoulder wound with a strip torn from his exosuit. “Or the ones from Caress? Did they reanimate them as well?”

      The implications sent a chill down Thomas's spine. How many ships had the Wild Hunt attacked out here in the Wastes? How many reanimated crews floated through the void, waiting for unwary salvagers?

      "Data retrieved," Merlin announced. "We should leave. The impacts on the blast doors are growing stronger. I don't know how much longer they'll hold."

      Thomas gripped his sword tighter, his shield ready. "Everyone prepare,” he said. “Cartigan, open the doors."

      The wizard’s hands shifted in the air before spreading apart. The blast doors began to slide open with the grinding sound of resistance. They braced for an immediate assault, weapons raised…

      …but nothing charged through the opening.
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      "I don't like this," Tivan said softly. The mercenaries had left the door the moment it began to open. "Where did they go? Why aren't they attacking?"

      Thomas squinted into the dimly lit corridor. He could see them now, standing unnaturally still in the emergency lighting, their hollow eyes fixed on the bridge entrance. Waiting.

      “They know we have to come to them,” Orvix said. “They’re smart enough to realize trying to squeeze through the blast doors is tactically inept.”

      “Unfortunately, they’re right,” Garant said. “They can wait for us forever. But we can’t wait for them.”

      "We go now,” Thomas said. “Doctor Rama, stay between Sir Orvix and me.”

      They moved through the blast doors as a tight unit. The moment they crossed the threshold, the undead burst into motion, charging from multiple directions with supernatural speed.

      Thomas met the first to reach him with his shield, promptly draining its magic. Another quickly slammed into his shield. The collision knocked Thomas back, Orvix’s broadsword a near blur as it sliced past him, removing the undead’s head. Thomas shoved the shield against the headless torso, draining its magic. Its yellowed teeth, gnashing like thirty-two scythes, went for his foot. Sir Orvix simply stepped on its head, squashing it before shifting his attention to new targets.

      As the battle raged on around him, Orvix stepped in front of Doctor Rama, his blade sweeping in powerful arcs to keep her clear of stabbing swords and grasping hands. The twins struck with their usual agile lethality, while Merlin's GOLEM fought with endless mechanical stamina. Although his exhaustion was clearly beginning to show, Cartigan’s magic continued to hold them back for Thomas to drain them of animation.

      “How many mercs are on this damned ship!” Tivan snapped, his concentration broken just long enough for one of the undead to stab him in the abdomen, the blade sinking deep.

      “Tivan!” Garant cried out as his twin stumbled back against the bulkhead. Garant tackled the mercenary, violently yanking back his head and cutting through his desiccated throat, decapitating him and  smashing the head against the bulkhead. Tivan, his hand clutching his wound, gazed with surprise down at the blood already staining his exosuit before sliding to the deck. Garant jumped between Tivan and more of the undead, his daggers slicing into two of them at once. “There's too many of them, Thomas!"

      The soul stone pulsed again as it drained another mercenary. Suddenly, he remembered Aelindral, and how he had killed the Flayer by releasing the magical energy from the soul stone. Could he do that again? All that stored energy had to go somewhere.

      He didn't have time to think it through as the undead pressed closer, their supernatural strength threatening to tear them apart. Acting on instinct, Thomas focused on the soul stone and willed it to release its stored power into them.

      The effect was explosive. A wave of pure, raw magical force burst from the shield, rippling outward like a shockwave. The released energy, a turbulent torrent of chaos and fury, twisted and coalesced into searing arcs of spectral brilliance as it crashed into the nearest undead mercenaries with devastating impact. Their desiccated bodies disintegrated into nothing more than a fine, gray powder.  Like ghostly motes caught in a dying flame, it swirled around in the stark glow of the emergency lighting. The force radiated outward in concentric waves, each pulse a resounding declaration of defiance against the relentless undead. They scattered under a force that had been pent up far too long.

      "By the stars," Cartigan breathed, staring in awe at the destruction. "How did you do that?"

      "The soul stone," Thomas replied. "It doesn't just absorb magical energy; it can release it too." He straightened, eyeing Tivan clutching a hand to his bloody wound as Garant held him up.

      “We need to move,” Garant said, obviously anxious to get his twin to the regeneration pod. “Before more of them come."

      They pressed forward through the dust-filled corridor, making their way back toward the shuttle. More undead attacked in waves, but now Thomas had a new strategy. Each time the undead surrounded them, he would drain several of the creatures, then release their stored energy back into the horde. The tactic quickly carved them a path through the horror.

      Finally, they reached the shuttle's airlock and piled through with  Thomas bringing up the rear, his limbs heavy with fatigue. The moment he crossed the threshold, Merlin slammed the airlock shut, sealing it.

      "We need immediate launch!" Thomas called out as Cartigan fell into the pilot's seat, his hands shaking with exhaustion as he activated the engines. Thomas slumped into the co-pilot seat next to him. The others rushed to their seats and strapped in, the shuttle detaching with a sharp clang, thrusters firing to push them away from the merc's hull.

      Through the viewscreen, Thomas caught a final glimpse of desiccated faces pressed against the airlock’s small viewport, their hollow eyes tracking their departure.

      "Take us home," he ordered, clapping his hand on Cartigan’s shoulder before returning to the back of the shuttle. Tivan lay across two seats, his head on Garant’s lap. Merlin hovered over him, mechanical fingers pulling the exosuit away from the puncture to look at the wound. “How is he?” Thomas asked.

      “We need to get him to the regeneration pod as soon as possible,” Merlin said. “I’m not sure he’s going to make it.”

      “He has to make it,” Garant whispered. “Please.”

      “He will,” Thomas said, though part of the statement felt more like wishful thinking than fact. He looked to Sir Orvix, sitting on the other side of the shuttle, his arm limp at his side as the doctor worked to bandage his shoulder. “Orvix, how bad is your wound?”?”

      The knight grinned. “I won’t say I’ve had worse, but I believe I’ll survive. The pain is mostly bearable.”

      Nodding, Thomas returned to his co-pilot seat. The shuttle fast approached Caress’ hangar, the bay doors already opening. “Tivan’s in bad shape,” he informed the wizard. “Is there anything you can do to help? A spell or something?”

      “The Flayers never needed healing magic,” Cartigan replied. “They had their nanites. I’m sorry.”

      “Just land as quickly as you can,” Thomas replied.

      “Of course. I just don’t want to jostle him too much.” Even so, he kept velocity up as they approached the open bay, firing reverse thrusters only once they had reached the threshold. The inertia pulled at Thomas, the quick deceleration testing his aching muscles. Cartigan flared, the shuttle slowed and touched down more gently than before, only hopping once before settling.

      Thomas returned to the back as Cartigan began shutting the shuttle down. The hatch opened, and Merlin’s GOLEM lifted a groaning Tivan, running from the shuttle toward Excalibur’s teleportal. Thomas joined Garant and the doctor chasing after them, leaving Orvix and Cartigan to disembark behind them.

      Thomas and Garant burst through the teleportal onto Deck Two, racing along the passageway to the medical bay, the mechanical outdistancing them with each step. By the time they caught up, the GOLEM already had Tivan in the regeneration pod, the lid closing above him.

      “Is he—” Garant started, voice trembling with fear.

      “He’ll survive,” Merlin replied. “But we made it just in time. He lost so much blood.”

      The first two words left Thomas breathing heavily from the run, but relieved. He slumped against the bulkhead, lifting his head to capture more air.

      “Thank the stars,” Garant said, standing over the pod and placing his hand on the canopy. He looked down at his brother. “I don’t know what I would do without you.” He turned his head toward Thomas. “I’m going to stay with him.” It wasn’t a request.

      “I know,” Thomas replied, straightening up. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      “We have their search data,” Merlin said once they were out in the corridor. “And we learned a bit more about this mysterious adversary of ours.”

      “Lady Aelan told me I would need the shield,” Thomas replied. “I feel now like that was an understatement. I’m also more worried than ever that by turning away from one dark path, we’ve stepped onto an even darker one.”

      “As I said before my boy, it’s always darkest before first light.”

      “I know. I really hope you’re right about that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Sir Turquine paced back and forth on Visceral’s bridge, each movement sending fresh waves of revulsion through him. Though the ship's air scrubbers had been working at maximum efficiency since their return from Avalyeth, his hyper-sensitive nose could still detect traces of that cursed forest clinging to him. The scents of life and magic that permeated the Druid world had followed him here, a constant reminder of everything he despised.

      The nanites beneath his scales churned restlessly, their song a constant whisper in his mind that grew stronger with each passing moment. The memory of those young Druids he'd frightened in the forest sent an unexpected surge of pleasure through his body, momentarily drowning out his discomfort. Their terror had been exquisite, pure and primal. The way they fled, abandoning their pathetic little picnic to…

      A soft sound drew his attention to Kesper, still manning the helm. The pilot had shifted slightly in his seat, trying to make himself as small and unnoticeable as possible. The fear-scent rolling off him in waves provided mild amusement, but not enough to fully distract from Turquine's inner turmoil.

      When the comm system chimed with an incoming transmission, Turquine knew who it would be before he answered. This was precisely the contact he’d been waiting for.

      He stalked to the comm station to answer the transmission himself, turning toward the viewscreen. Morgana's form shimmered into existence before him. “Your Majesty,” he said, bowing his head to her, though it took more effort than usual to do so. He was beginning to hate the way he had to submit to her, as if she was somehow his superior. Perhaps in title, but certainly not in any other way. “I expected to hear from you.”

      “Did you?” Morgana replied. “I suppose you knew the High Elder would contact me to complain about how you used Avalyeth’s forest for your…demonstration.” The way she emphasized the last word made it clear she considered his actions excessive.

      "The boy needed to be tested," Turquine replied, keeping his tone carefully neutral despite the nanites' growing agitation. "What better way to gauge his capabilities than to let him unleash his full power?"

      Morgana's scales darkened slightly with displeasure. “It’s not that I care for the forest, or the Druids themselves for that matter, but the success of our experiment on Avalyeth has convinced me we need to keep them alive and compliant a bit longer. We also need our experiments to remain a secret from the greater population. The High Elder keeps them under control, but if word got out that we were taking Druids as test subjects, how long do you think it would take before they rebelled?”

      “Let them rebel,” he replied. “We’ll crush them. And they know it.”

      “That’s not the point, Turquine. Dealing with Druid rebellion on top of Excalibur and the trouble they’ve created is a headache I don’t need. Especially if that headache comes from the same knight who should have dealt with Excalibur already.”

      Turquine felt his lip curl slightly, exposing the tips of his razor-sharp teeth. It took all of his effort not to call his queen out on what he saw as weakness. “The forest will recover. It always does. And the Druids will remain ignorant and complacent. They always do.”

      Morgana studied him for a long moment, her gaze unnervingly penetrating. Turquine wondered, not for the first time, if she could sense the changes in him. If she understood what her experimental nanites were truly doing to his mind, his body, his very essence.

      "And what do you think of your new wizard?" she asked finally. "Does he meet your expectations?"

      The nanites surged with pleasure at the memory of Halvy's raw destructive power. The way he had called down fire from the sky, the perfect spheres of magical energy he had wielded with such precision. With some effort, Turquine forced himself to maintain an air of professional detachment. "He shows promise," he said carefully. "The enhancement process appears to be successful. I’m grateful to you for providing him."

      "Such restraint in your assessment," Morgana observed, a hint of amusement coloring her tone. Her head tilted slightly to one side, an unconscious gesture that emphasized her Ursan heritage despite her predominantly Draconite appearance. "The High Elder was far more...enthusiastic in his report of the boy's capabilities."

      "Has there been any sign of Excalibur?" Turquine asked, deliberately changing the subject. "Or Lancelot?" He couldn't bear to discuss Halvy with her. The boy was his weapon now, not hers. The nanites agreed, their song growing more insistent at the thought of ownership. Of dominance.

      A slight smile played at the corners of Morgana's mouth. "Ah, Lancelot," she said, clearly savoring the name. "Yes, he's in the Wastes."

      “The Wastes? You know this for certain?" Turquine demanded, unable to completely mask his surprise.

      "Of course. I sent him there myself." Her smile widened, revealing teeth as sharp as his own, though nowhere near as long. "He's searching for the artifact, desperate to recover his lost memories. He's willing to do anything to get them back. So, I promised him I would restore them if he brings me what I seek.” She paused, clearly savoring the story. "The best part is, I never took his memories. For some reason, he believes I did. I couldn’t pass on that opportunity.”

      The casual admission of such manipulation stirred something dark within Turquine. The nanites responded to his growing anger, their whispers becoming more urgent. How many times might she have manipulated him in similar ways?

      "And if he returns with the artifact?" he asked, forcing his voice to remain steady. "How will you resolve that particular deception?"

      "Don't concern yourself with Lancelot," Morgana replied smoothly, waving away his question as if swatting an irritating insect. "I have plans in place to deal with him when the time comes."

      The dismissal in her tone sent fresh waves of anger coursing through Turquine. The nanites responded to his fury, their song growing louder in his mind until it threatened to drown out all other thought. He forced himself to focus on his primary concern. "And Excalibur?"

      Morgana's amusement vanished instantly. "That is your responsibility, Turquine. Not mine. Or have you forgotten your repeated failures to deal with that problem?”

      Turquine accepted her rebuke without comment, though internally his rage boiled like acid in his veins. The nanites screamed for violence, for rebellion against her authority. How dare she speak to him like that? How dare she remind him of his failures? But he kept his expression carefully neutral, knowing the time for open defiance had not yet arrived.

      Her anger cooled as quickly as it had flared. "General Strix has selected new Flayers to assist you in your hunt," she said, her tone becoming almost conciliatory.

      "The last group was pathetic," Turquine growled, remembering how easily they had fallen on Falias. "Weak. Unworthy. What makes you think these will be any different?"

      "Because they've been enhanced with the same nanites as yours," Morgana replied, her orange eyes glowing with cruel satisfaction. Something in her expression suggested she was watching carefully for his reaction. “At great cost, I might add. It took five hundred test subjects to produce five who survived the process. I’m sure you’ll be extra pleased to find Sir Norsp among them. He didn’t want to be part of the experiment, but it wasn’t about what he wanted. It was about what I wanted.”

      The information sent an unexpected thrill through Turquine's body. The nanites surged with anticipation at the thought of others like themselves, their song taking on new harmonics that resonated through his enhanced flesh. But he kept his voice carefully controlled. “Of course, my Queen. I live to serve you.” The words tasted like offal on his tongue, nearly as putrid as the magical energy coursing through Avalyeth. “I’ll come retrieve them immediately."

      "No need," Morgana answered, that knowing smile returning to her features. "They're already on their way to you. You needed a new shuttle anyway, didn't you?"

      “Sir,” Kesper said, turning to look at him over his shoulder. “I’m detecting an incoming wormhole.”

      “Right on schedule,” Morgana said.

      Space twisted outside the bridge viewport as the wormhole manifested. A Draconite corvette emerged from the spatial distortion. Almost immediately, a shuttle launched from its hangar bay, vectoring toward Visceral's position. It was no meager transport, but a duplicate of the assault shuttle Cartigan stole.

      "There," Morgana said with satisfaction. "Now you have everything you need. If you fail again, Turquine, it will be the last time you ever fail. Do you understand me?"

      "Yes, my Queen," he replied, lowering his head in apparent submission while the nanites raged against the gesture. Soon, he thought. Soon she would learn the true meaning of power. Soon she would understand what she had created.

      The holographic display winked out as Morgana terminated the transmission. Turquine immediately straightened, his lip curling into a snarl of disgust that exposed his full array of razor-sharp teeth. He raked his claws across his arm, replacing one pain for another he could tolerate more easily. How much longer would he have to endure her condescension? Her attempts to control him?

      Not much longer.

      "Master?" Halvy's voice came from behind him, soft but carrying that same otherworldly resonance that marked him as enhanced. The young Druid had entered the bridge silently during the transmission, drawn by their connection and his frustration. “How may I serve you?”

      "Come," Turquine commanded, already striding toward the exit. "Let's meet your new brothers."

      They made their way through Visceral's corridors toward the hangar bay, arriving just as the shuttle touched down. The aggressive craft appeared newly constructed, its dark hull unmarred by battle damage or wear. The boarding ramp extended smoothly as the engines spooled down, hydraulics hissing softly in the cavernous space.

      Five figures emerged from the shuttle, including Sir Norsp, as Morgana had promised. Their movements carried an unnatural fluidity that immediately pleased Turquine. They were all large, male Draconite, their scales of varying shades. But there was something different about them. Something more. The nanites within him stirred with recognition, sensing their own.

      As one, the new Flayers dropped to their knees before him. But Turquine knew they weren't really kneeling to him. Their nanites were submitting to his, acknowledging superiority. Halvy joined them, the boy radiating eager submission. The nanites sang with pleasure at this display of dominance, their satisfaction bleeding into Turquine's consciousness until he could barely distinguish their triumph from his own.

      "Rise," he commanded. "We have work to do."

      The Flayers stood as one, moving with deadly grace. Turquine could sense the power flowing through them, the same hunger for violence that consumed him. Morgana thought she had given him everything he needed to succeed. She didn't yet understand that what she had given him was the means to eventually destroy her.

      The nanites sang with anticipation as he studied his new warriors. They were weapons, just as he was. But unlike him, they would serve willingly, without question or hesitation, their nanites already attuned to his dominance.

      Very soon, Morgana would learn the true cost of her experiments. But first, they had prey to hunt.

      "Master," Sir Norsp said, the first of them to speak. "We live to serve."

      The others echoed his words, their voices blending into a harmonic that made Turquine's nanites surge with pleasure. He could feel their eagerness, their desperate need to prove themselves worthy. The hunger for violence that consumed them perfectly matched his own.

      “I know you already, Norsp,” he said to the former commander of Morgana’s elite guard. While they had never liked one another previously, Turquine had always respected his prowess as a warrior. Now, Turquine was very pleased to have him as a Flayer. “The rest of you, tell me your names," he commanded, studying each one in turn.

      "I am Karvax," the one beside Norsp replied. “I will be your communications officer.”

      "Mogris," growled another, his brown scales marked with patches of metallic copper that caught the light. His frame was the bulkiest of the group, though still smaller than Turquine. “I will be your navigation specialist.”

      "Dralk,” rumbled the third, his dark green scales bearing evidence of extensive combat experience even before enhancement. “I fight,” he explained simply.

      "Vorlok,” the last one said simply. His scales were such a dark brown they appeared almost black, and his eyes glowed with particular intensity. “I am your engineer, Master.”

      “It is good to see you again, Master,” Norsp added. “I will also serve as your tactical officer.”

      Turquine nodded. "You know why you're here. Excalibur must be found and destroyed. Its crew must suffer for their defiance. The traitor, Cartigan, must be found and punished. And of course, Lancelot.” His snout curled at the name. “We owe him for our humiliation.”

      "We live to serve," the Flayers replied in unison. The nanites sang in response, their pleasure bleeding through Turquine's consciousness.

      "Prepare for departure," he commanded. “It’s time to hunt.”
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      Thomas approached Excalibur's library, Arthur's shield a powerful,  comforting weight in his grip. The polished metal caught the soft ambient lighting, making the dragon herald shimmer. Nearly thirty hours had passed since their terrifying encounter aboard the mercenary vessel, but he could still hear the unnatural screams of the reanimated crew, still see their desiccated faces twisted in eternal agony as they moved with impossible speed through the darkened corridors.

      He paused outside the library entrance, studying the shield more closely. The soul stone at its center remained dark and quiet now, but he remembered how it had pulsed with stored energy, remembered the raw power that had burst forth when he'd released it. That discovery had saved their lives, but it also raised questions about the shield's true nature and capabilities.

      The library doors parted with a whispered hiss. The room always felt peaceful to Thomas, its warm lighting and digital archives offering a sanctuary of knowledge amid the chaos and terror of the Wastes. He'd spent hours here since finding Excalibur, learning about Avalon's history and culture. But today he sought something more, specific answers about the ancient artifact he carried.

      He approached the central console, its smooth surface reflecting the overhead lights. The shield felt suddenly heavier in his hands, as if responding to the significance of the moment. "I need to speak with Merlin,” he said.

      The holographic projector hummed to life, energy gathering into a humanoid form.

      "Ah," Merlin said, those keen eyes studying Thomas with obvious interest. His voice carried perfectly measured tones that somehow managed to convey both warmth and authority. "Thomas Drake. Sir Dragon. The Daeardrayke. The new commander of Excalibur." His gaze dropped to the shield, and something—recognition mixed with what might have been satisfaction—flickered across his features. "And you bear Arthur's shield. The time has come, it seems." He straightened slightly, offering a welcoming smile that transformed his entire countenance. "How may I assist you?"

      Thomas lifted the shield, turning it so the library's light played across its surface. The dragon herald appeared to writhe beneath the illumination, while the soul stone remained stubbornly dark. "I need to know more about its capabilities," he said. "I've seen how it can absorb kinetic energy from physical attacks, and I've discovered the soul stone can both absorb and release magical energy. But is there more to it? Other powers I should know about?"

      Merlin's hologram eyed the shield thoughtfully, one hand stroking his beard in a gesture that seemed entirely natural despite his incorporeal nature.

      "Besides being a symbol of hope?" he asked, his tone carrying a hint of gentle amusement. "That is its greatest power, you know. Just as Excalibur itself represents more than merely a weapon, the shield represents protection, guardianship, the sacred duty to defend those who cannot defend themselves."

      He paused, his expression growing more serious as he faced Thomas directly. "But you ask about its practical abilities. The soul stones themselves are fascinating artifacts, though their nature is somewhat…dark."

      "What do you mean?" Thomas asked, unconsciously holding the shield closer to examine the stone at its center.

      “It is rumored that every soul stone contains the essence—the actual soul—of a wizard," Merlin explained, his voice taking on the carefully measured tones of a teacher handling dangerous knowledge. “I will confess to you, Sir Dragon. Those rumors are true.”

      “What?” Thomas breathed. “How is that even possible? Wait. I know. Magic, right?”

      “Magic,” Merlin confirmed. “The gem serves as a prison, battery, and conduit. It absorbs magical energy, allowing the user to draw on that energy through the soul of the wizard inside."

      As Thomas stared into the stone's depths, something shifted within its darkness. For just a moment, he caught a glimpse of a face, ghostly and ethereal, its features twisted in what might have been agony or rage or both. The image lasted only a fraction of a second, but it sent such a powerful shock through him that he nearly dropped the shield. "Is that…that’s not your soul in there, is it?”

      Merlin chuckled, the sound sharp and brittle in the quiet space. "No, my boy. The souls trapped within the stones were evil wizards, condemned to this fate as punishment for their crimes by the Wizard Council. They were bound into the stones, their power turned to service.”

      Thomas frowned, lowering the shield slightly as he processed this information. "That seems terrible," he said finally, "even if they were evil, to trap someone's soul forever..." He trailed off, trying to imagine an eternity of consciousness trapped within the crystal's darkness.

      “The Council didn’t act against these wizards without cause,” Merlin replied, his holographic features hardening with ancient anger that made Thomas take an unconscious step backward. “The things they did were far more terrible. Some sought to enslave entire worlds, twisting the very fabric of reality to serve their ambitions. Others performed experiments that broke the fundamental laws of nature, causing suffering beyond imagination. Many delighted in torture and death, feeding on the pain of others." His voice carried the weight of personal witness to these horrors. "The stones offer the opportunity for these wizards to have their immense talent and power turned to better use. They have no choice in this—it is the nature of their imprisonment—but perhaps in time, they may find some measure of peace in knowing their strength may be used for good.”

      Thomas stared at the soul stone, trying to imagine the being trapped within. What atrocities had they committed to deserve such a fate? And yet, how many lives had they helped save since their imprisonment? The stone had certainly protected him and his crew multiple times now, not to mention King Arthur himself. Was that enough to balance whatever evil the wizard trapped inside had done in life?

      “What if the soul stone falls into evil hands?” Thomas asked. “This one is on Arthur’s shield, but it’s said that Morgana wears a crown of them.”

      “The stones were only ever meant to be in the hands of the capable and honest,” Merlin replied. “For many centuries, they were. But like all things of great power, they soon corrupted, or fell into the hands of the corrupt.”

      “Because of the nature of their captives?”

      “That’s an excellent question, my boy. One which I can’t answer. Perhaps the evil within did come to overpower the good without. The wizards who created the stones had the best of intentions, but you know how that often goes.”

      “I do,” Thomas replied, remembering the events that had led to him being in this universe. Though now, he didn’t regret a single second of it. “What happens if you destroy one? Can you destroy one?”

      “Destroying the stone means releasing the soul of the wizard. What happens to a soul that’s been unbound from its body once it’s free? I don’t know. I don’t want to know. Thankfully, they aren’t so easy to shatter.”

      “That’s good to hear. You didn’t actually answer my question, though.”

      “I didn’t?” Merlin asked, surprised.

      “No. I still want to know what the stones can do. You told me how they came to exist.”

      “Oh. Right. Of course, my boy.” Merlin lowered his gaze, embarrassed by the oversight. “The stones can do many things, depending on the will of the one who carries it, as well as the will of the soul inside. However, once the stone is used by a carrier, it can only ever be used for that purpose, until it changes hands.”

      “So I can only use the stone on the shield to release the magical energy offensively?”

      “Precisely.”

      “What if I gave the stone to someone else, they used it, and then gave it back?”

      “As long as it was used by someone else before returning to your control, then you could change its purpose.”

      “So I could use it to shoot fireballs or lightning bolts?”

      “If the soul inside is willing.” Thomas paused to consider the implications, long enough that Merlin spoke up again. “Do you have any other queries, Daeardrayke?”

      “No,” he said finally, lowering the shield to his side. “Thank you. I needed to understand what I'm working with."

      Merlin nodded, his expression softening once more. "Knowledge is power, Thomas Drake. But remember, the shield, like Excalibur, responds to the heart of its wielder. Its greatest strength lies not in the magic it contains, but in the courage and conviction of the one who bears it."

      His mind churning with this new information, Thomas left the library,  heading toward sickbay to check on Tivan. The corridors felt unusually quiet, as if the ship itself was lost in contemplation with him. When he reached sickbay, he stopped at the regeneration pod, surprised to find not Tivan but Sir Orvix inside. The massive Draconite had somehow managed to contort his frame to fit, his scaled body twisted at an awkward angle that looked incredibly uncomfortable. The sight was so unexpected that Thomas simply stared for a moment, his brain struggling to process the obvious meaning.

      Of course, if Orvix was in the pod to heal his wounded shoulder, then Tivan must be healed. Without hesitation, Thomas spun and ran from sickbay, hope surging in his chest. He sprinted through the corridors to crew quarters, pausing first at the galley to look for Tivan.

      He found him there, sitting at the table with Garant. Both looked up at his sudden entrance, surprise quickly giving way to warm smiles.

      Thomas didn't hesitate; he crossed the space in three quick strides and pulled Tivan into a fierce hug, not caring how it might look. The young Sidhe was alive—he was healed—and in that moment nothing else mattered.

      "Easy there," Tivan laughed, though he returned the embrace with equal enthusiasm. "I'm still a bit tender."

      "You had us worried," Thomas said, stepping back to study the young Sidhe's face. The color had returned to his face. His eyes were clear and bright, so different from the pale, haunted look he'd worn even before being stabbed and nearly bleeding to death. “How are you feeling?”

      “Much better,” Tivan replied, lifting his shirt to show that the wound had fully healed. No evidence that it had ever occurred remained. “I thought I was going to die.”

      “Not on my watch,” Garant said.

      “Or mine,” Thomas added. He eyed Tivan more closely. “You look stronger. Healthier. But there’s something else. Something more.”

      “It’s not all physical,” Tivan agreed. “I was so consumed by my desire to be joined to the neural interface, I lost track of myself. Of why I was out here in the first place. Standing on death’s doorstep has a way of changing your perspective. It helped me see that I didn’t know myself anymore. The regeneration pod didn’t fix my mind directly, but it gave me time to fix it myself. To replace the desperate need to merge with a renewed sense of purpose. I want to see Avalon restored to what it once was. To help make Arthur's dream a reality again. To build something worth nearly dying for."

      "You already have," Garant said softly, reaching across to squeeze his twin's shoulder. "Just by surviving. By choosing to stay with us in this fight."

      Thomas… Merlin's voice rang in his mind. Taliesin has completed repairs on the mercenary vessel. He's returning now with their search data.

      "Good news?" Garant asked, noticing Thomas’ gaze growing more distant.

      "Yes." Thomas blinked. pulling up a chair to join them. "Taliesin is on his way back with the mercenary ship's data. With the patterns we’ve collected, we should be able to eliminate a lot more territory from our own search.” He turned to Tivan. “I’m glad to hear you have a new outlook. It’ll be good to have you back on the flight crew, if you really think you’re ready.”

      “I am,” Tivan replied. “But I understand if you want to hold off for a few more days.”

      “Let’s see how things develop. Hopefully, none of us will need to be back in the pods for a little while.”

      The galley doors opened again as Kaelithan entered. “Thomas,” he said, his expression animated with excitement. His robes swirled around him as he moved quickly to their table. "I've been analyzing the samples from that mercenary ship with Doctor Rama and discussing the results with Cartigan. We may have discovered something significant, but I need to confirm it with Taliesin when he returns. Do you know if he’ll be back soon?”

      “He’s on his way back right now,” Thomas answered.

      “He is? That’s wonderful news!” He enthusiastically rubbed his palms together.

      Thomas had never seen the usually composed wizard so energized. "What exactly did you learn?"

      "We think the Wild Hunt might be leaving a trail we can follow," the wizard explained, his hands moving expressively as he spoke. “We believe the magical energy they used to animate those corpses may leave a distinct signature. If we can detect it and track it back to its source..."

      "...it might lead us straight to the artifact," Thomas finished, hope blooming in his chest. Between this potential lead and the expanded search data, they were making real progress. For the first time since entering the Wastes, he felt they had a genuine chance of finding what they sought before anyone else.

      “Exactly. The problem is, the energy pattern is incredibly complex, but also incredibly subtle. It’s like nothing I've ever encountered before. It has elements of traditional magic, but there's something else mixed in. Something...older." He paused, choosing his words carefully. “To be honest, it reminds me somewhat of Nimue’s test.”

      “Maybe she was trying to prepare you for this,” Tivan suggested.

      Kaelithan’s eyes turned to the twin, noticing him for the first time. “Tivan! You’re out of sickbay. How do you feel?”

      “Better every minute,” he replied.

      "What do you mean by older?" Garant asked, his expression concerned. "Older than what?"

      "Older than any magic I'm familiar with," Kaelithan replied. “Of course, Arthur united Avalon, but history goes back thousands of years prior to his reign. And this may be older than Avalon itself.” He paused, considering the explanation. “I shouldn’t say older, since magic occupies all time at once. It’s more like…like pure magic. The way it interacts with normal space...it's as if it operates on completely different principles."

      “You’re saying there are different types of magical energy?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes, exactly. Sort of. Well, not really.”

      Before he could elaborate further, Merlin's voice again invaded Thomas' mind. Taliesin has docked. He's bringing the data to Engineering to upload, but he says he has something urgent to discuss with you.

      "Duty calls," Thomas said, rising from his chair. "Taliesin's back. Kael, why don't you come with me? You can discuss your findings with him directly."

      "Of course." The wizard stood, then hesitated. "Actually, let me grab Cartigan first. He's been instrumental in analyzing the magical residue.”

      "I'll meet you in Engineering then," Thomas replied. He turned to the twins. "Will you two be alright?"

      Tivan smiled, genuine warmth in his expression. "More than alright. I hope you can find us a path to that artifact."

      “Can you return this to the armory for me?” He asked, holding Arthur’s shield out to Tivan.

      “I’d be honored,” he replied, accepting it.

      Thomas nodded and headed for the exit. Whatever Taliesin had discovered, whatever revelations Kaelithan's research might yield, they were finally moving forward. The Wild Hunt's mysteries were beginning to unravel one thread at a time. Hopefully, the artifact’s mysteries would follow.
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      As Thomas walked through Excalibur's corridors toward Engineering, he found his mind returning to the face he'd glimpsed in the soul stone. What would it be like, he wondered, to be trapped for centuries in such a prison? To have your power used by others, unable to do anything but watch? He shuddered at the thought, but in a way, wasn’t that what had happened to Merlin, His consciousness copied and bound into digital form? The soul was bound to the stone, while Merlin’s was bound to Excalibur. The comparison made Thomas uncomfortable. Then again, only one of the two things had an actual soul inside.

      The doors to Engineering slid open, revealing Taliesin already deep in discussion with Merlin’s humanoid GOLEM. Usually neat in his appearance, the engineer's clothes were wrinkled and dirt stained from the extensive repair work he'd spent hours on without a break. However, his eyes remained bright with excitement as he manipulated a holographic display floating between them.

      "Ah, Thomas! Perfect timing. You need to see this." He gestured at the display showing a complex series of overlapping search patterns. "The mercenary vessel's data is fascinating. They were far more thorough in their sweeps than I expected."

      "How so?" Thomas moved closer to study the holographic map.

      "Look here," Taliesin said, highlighting specific sections with quick gestures. "See how they maintained exact spacing between sweep fields and bursts. How they doubled back to verify anomalous readings. This isn't the work of amateurs. These were professional survey techniques."

      “Their patterns are cleaner than ours,” Merlin agreed.

      “My point isn’t that their navigator was quite skilled. There’s no argument there. More importantly, they were incredibly thorough. They captured all kinds of sensor readings. Even things ships don’t normally capture.”

      “Let me guess,” Thomas said. “Like readings along different parts of the spectrum?”

      “For one, yes.”

      “And if I don’t miss my guess, more detailed magical energy readings.”

      Taliesin looked confused by his level of awareness. “How did you know?”

      Before Thomas could answer, Engineering’s doors opened again, and Kaelithan entered with Cartigan close behind. “I’m glad you two are here. Kael was just telling me about something they found in the corpses of the reanimated mercenaries,” Thomas told them.

      “Really?” Taliesin turned his attention to the wizards. ”What did you find?” he asked, his brow creasing.

      “Residual magic,” Cartigan said. “A complex binding neither Kael nor I have ever encountered before.”

      Taliesin’s eyes widened. “Truly? Can you show it to me?”

      “We have it up in the lab,” Kaelithan replied.

      “We should go there immediately then. I want to see this.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Thomas said.

      The group filed out of Engineering, heading directly for the lab. The sense of hopefulness and excitement around them lifted Thomas’ spirits even more than Taliesin’s had. The undead on the mercenary ship were the most horrifying thing he’d ever encountered, but maybe it would be worth the nightmares in the end.

      “Here,” Kaelithan said, activating the lab’s displays. They showed the tissue samples on one side, the detailed magical energy readings on the other. Even as a layman, Thomas could see how complex the threads were.

      “Very interesting,” Taliesin said, using the terminal controls to pull up a new display beneath the energy readings. “These are the sensor readings from the mercenary ship that I just uploaded to the core. As I was telling Thomas, the ship was very thorough and detailed in its search. They were much more aware that anything out of the ordinary might be a potential clue. They also had a wizard on board.”

      “That’s very uncommon these days,” Cartigan said.

      “And here I am with two,” Thomas replied. “An embarrassment of riches.”

      “Indeed.” Cartigan grinned.

      “Where are these readings from?” Kaelithan asked, leaning in close to study both. “Did the corpses on their ship reanimate as well?”

      “No, thankfully,” Taliesin replied. “These are external sensor readings. This energy was detected in space.”

      “But they match exactly with the tissue sample readings,” Kaelithan said.

      “Are you sure?” Cartigan asked, also looking closely at them.

      “How long ago were those readings taken?” Merlin asked.

      “Nearly eight days ago,” Taliesin answered.

      “So these mercenaries encountered the Wild Hunt earlier,” Thomas assumed.

      “No. Yesterday was the first time.”

      “Which means either the Wild Hunt was there and chose to ignore them for some reason, or⁠—”

      “The Hunt is leaving a trail!” Kaelithan practically shouted. “Just as we thought!”

      “And what are the odds the trail leads back to the artifact?” Thomas asked, growing more excited about their discovery.

      “I believe it’s likely,” Taliesin replied. "Though we can't be certain until we trace the trail to its source."

      "Can we follow it?" Thomas looked in succession at all  three of them. "Do we have enough data to plot a course?"

      "That's where it may get complicated," Taliesin said. He brought up more data, an endless sea of measurements filling the display. "The energy signature isn't constant. It shifts and fluctuates, almost like it's actively trying to avoid detection. But there's definitely a pattern to the fluctuations."

      "If we can decode that pattern," Kaelithan added, “can we recalibrate Excalibur’s sensors to identify it? Then we can follow it back to its source."

      “Yes, but we would need to decode the pattern first,” Taliesin said.

      Thomas studied the display thoughtfully, watching the energy patterns shift and dance. "How long will that take?"

      “There’s no way to be sure. It might take an hour. It might be a week.”

      “Can we make sure it’s an hour?” Thomas said, half-jokingly.

      “We can get to work on it right away,” Kaelithan volunteered.

      “I believe it’s incumbent upon me to point something out,” Merlin said, his tone tempering the wave of excitement in the room.

      “What is it?” Thomas asked.

      “Following this signature may lead us to the artifact. It may also lead us directly to the Wild Hunt. Are we certain that’s a risk we want to take?”

      "We’ll have to face them eventually," Thomas said. "At least we can stop them from killing anyone with the counter spell.”

      “I can only hold the spell for a short time,” Kaelithan said. “It uses a lot of energy.”

      “And we still have no way to actively harm the Hunt,” Cartigan added.

      “The soul stone can probably harm them,” Thomas mentioned.

      “Maybe we should attach it to the hull,” Kaelithan joked.

      “The counter spell removes the Hunt’s ability to phase,” Merlin said. “Theoretically, by countering that magical shift, it should bring them fully within this time and space and leave them vulnerable to weapons fire.”

      “Theoretically,” Kaelithan agreed. “What if it doesn’t?”

      “Then we run like hell,” Thomas said. “But I doubt we’ll be able to recover the artifact without confronting the Hunt. They’re here to protect it.”

      “We don’t know that for sure,” Taliesin said.

      “Why else would they be here, then?” Thomas asked.

      “If the Wastes are a border between the two, perhaps they’re stuck between life and death. Cursed to roam out here forever, stealing life force from anyone who dares to enter.”

      “Trapped forever,” Thomas repeated. “Like a wizard in a soul stone. Maybe if we can get to the artifact, we can free them.”

      “This is all a lot of assumption and conjecture,” Cartigan said. “We should stick to what we know.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Thomas agreed. “First things first. We need to decipher that pattern so we can track the Hunt, hopefully to the artifact. Then we can worry about confronting them.”

      “A reasonable approach, my boy,” Merlin agreed.

      “Tal, Kael, Cartigan,” Thomas said, looking at each of them in turn. “Thank you for all of your hard work on this.”

      “You’re welcome, Sir Dragon,” Taliesin replied. Kaelithan nodded, while Cartigan looked especially touched.

      “Thank you, Thomas,” he said. “For acknowledging the contribution. Turquine never did. It means a lot to me.”

      “I’m glad. Please send word as soon as you have something.”

      “We will,” Taliesin said.

      Thomas left the lab with Merlin. “One thing is clear,” he said as they  made their way back toward the teleportal. “We’ll need to part ways with Caress soon.”

      “Why do you say that?” Merlin asked.

      “It’s too hard to hold the counter spell around a ship her size. Excalibur’s ability to power enchantments will make it much easier for us to defend against the Hunt on our own.”

      “An astute observation.” Merlin’s GOLEM stopped, turning to face Thomas. “Given this moment, I wanted to tell you that I’m proud of you, Thomas. While I may have...bypassed the algorithm when I brought you on board, you’ve turned out to be more than I could have ever hoped for.”

      Thomas grinned. “You aren’t so bad yourself. I’m going to Caress’ bridge to speak to Tryvane.”

      “Very well. I’m always close if you need advisement.”

      Thomas went through the teleportal, taking it out to Caress’ hangar. As he headed for the bridge, his thoughts churned through everything they had learned and discussed.

      They were one step closer to finding the artifact. Maybe two. His confidence that they would beat the Draconite, Lancelot, and the mercenaries to it grew with every new revelation. At the same time, he had a bad feeling that finding the artifact might turn out to be a lot easier than claiming it.

      The Wild Hunt would see to that.
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      Thomas hurried through Caress' corridors toward the bridge. The passageways felt different now, charged with anticipation after their discoveries in the lab. They were getting closer to understanding the Wild Hunt's true nature, to finding the artifact that had drawn so many into the dangerous depths of the Wastes. The thought both thrilled and terrified him.

      Crew he passed nodded respectfully or offered quiet greetings, which Thomas returned with a nod but otherwise barely registered. His mind kept returning to the same chaotic whirlpool of thoughts, making the short journey to the bridge feel much longer than usual.

      The bridge doors parted, revealing the familiar command center. The ambient lighting was brighter here than in the corridors, more natural, helping dispel the lingering shadows in Thomas' mind.

      Captain Pyym stood at the command station while Tryvane stood beside it, gaze fixed on the main viewscreen. Looking at it, Thomas shuddered subconsciously as he spotted the drifting ship of drained undead, a glint off the port bow.

      "Sir Dragon," Pyym said, eyebrows raising in response to his arrival. "You look like a man ready to burst with news too important or exciting to transmit over comms."

      "That obvious, is it?" Thomas replied, moving to stand beside Tryvane.

      “Well then,” Tryvane said. “Out with it.”

      "The mercenary vessel's search data is far more detailed than we initially hoped. Their sensors were tracking magical energy signatures with uncommon acuity, including one that matches residual energy we found in the reanimated corpses."

      Tryvane's expression darkened at the mention of the undead crew, while Pyym's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "You mean the Wild Hunt's energy signature?" Tryvane asked, his voice carrying a hint of the horror they'd all felt upon discovering what those spectral ships had done to the mercenary crew.

      "Exactly," Thomas confirmed. "Taliesin thinks if we can decode the pattern, we might be able to follow it back to its source. The mercenary ship's wizard was tracking those signatures before..." He trailed off, not needing to finish the thought. They all knew what had happened to that vessel and its crew.

      "And you believe the artifact is the source?” Pyym asked.

      "The Wild Hunt goes after any ship that enters the Wastes. They're clearly protecting something out here. What else could it be, besides whatever Morgana is after?”

      "Perhaps," Tryvane replied. "But following their trail means potentially encountering them again. After what happened to my crew..."  He trailed off.  There was no need to relive the experience.

      "That's actually something else I needed to talk to you about,” Thomas said, knowing this next part would be difficult for both men to hear. "The counter spell works—we proved that during our last encounter—but maintaining it around a vessel Caress' size requires too much magical energy. Kaelithan can't hold it for long enough to be effective in a longer fight.” He paused, meeting each man's gaze in turn. "Once we figure out how to track the signature, we’ll need to continue alone.”

      “I see,” Tyvane said, his expression thoughtful. “I suspected this might be the case sooner or later.”

      “I promised you a chance to try out for a place on the flight crew,” Thomas said. “I know this might not be the best time, but it’s probably the last time things will be quiet enough to do it before we part ways.”

      Tryvan barely moved, his eyes wide, his posture stiff. Thomas knew how desperately he wanted to experience what his grandfather had described so often during his childhood. But now uncertainty clouded his features.

      "Actually," Tryvane said, "given what we've learned about the Hunt, maybe we should forget about that. The situation seems more dangerous than ever. My place is here, with my people.”

      “Tryvane,” Pyym said. “This is all you’ve spoken of in every free moment we’ve had since you arrived on Caress. You can’t give up on it now.”

      “I can,” Tryvane insisted. “I have other responsibilities.”

      “You gave everything to help Excalibur escape Falias because you believe in what she means as a symbol,” Pyym pressed. “We entered the Wastes in support of their mission to stop Morgana from claiming the artifact. You can’t just give that up now.”

      Thomas saw the indecision in his expression and verbally leapt on it. “One extra mind in the interface could be the difference between life and death out here. Besides, your grandfather would have wanted you to try. So would Llaryn.”

      “If Llaryn were here, I would have tried out already,” Tryvane replied softly, remembering his best friend. “He would have made me do it first thing.”

      His expression shifted from uncertainty to determination, the same drive that made him such an effective commander coming to the fore.

      "You're right," he said finally. "We should do it now, while we have the chance." He turned to Pyym. "Captain, you have the bridge.”

      "Of course," Pyym replied, an understanding smile crossing his face. "Good luck, Commander."

      "Thank you, my friend.” Tryvane's voice carried equal measures of excitement and nervousness as he moved to join Thomas.

      They left the bridge together, walking silently through Caress' corridors toward the hangar bay, both of them caught in their own thoughts. Thomas noticed how Tryvane's stride quickened with each step, his anticipation building as they drew closer to Excalibur. The young commander's hands clenched and unclenched at his sides, betraying his tension despite his outward composure.

      "Nervous?" Thomas asked as they entered the hangar.

      "Terrified," Tryvane admitted with a slight laugh. "And excited. And about a dozen other emotions I can't quite name. Grandfather told me so many stories about the neural interface, about how it felt to merge with Excalibur's systems. But he always said words could never fully capture the experience."

      "He was right about that," Thomas agreed as they crossed to where Excalibur waited. Her silver hull caught the hangar's lighting, making the patterns etched into her surface seem to shift and flow. "The first time I merged with her systems, it completely changed my understanding of what was possible. Nothing could have prepared me for it."

      They reached the teleportal, its blue energy field rippling at their approach. "Any last-minute advice?" Tryvane asked, staring into the shimmering rectangle.

      "Don't fight it. Don’t try to take control," Thomas replied. "The interface can be overwhelming at first, but trying to control it only makes things harder. Let it happen naturally." He gestured toward the portal. "After you, Commander."

      Tryvane stepped through. Thomas followed close behind, emerging near Excalibur's flight deck. They covered the remaining distance in silence, both tension and excitement building with each step. As the doors to the flight deck parted,  they found Gareth and Burl already at their stations.

      “Staying prepared?" Thomas asked, nodding toward their battle-ready positions.

      "After everything that's happened out here, it seemed wise," Gareth replied, his expression serious. His gaze shifted to Tryvane, noting the commander's barely contained anticipation. “Will Tryvane be joining us in a pod?”

      “He will,” Thomas confirmed. He turned to find Tryvane staring at the neural interface pods with an almost reverent expression. "Remember what I said. Don't fight the merge. Let it happen naturally." Thomas pointed to Tivan, Garant, and Brennan’s pods. “Those three are already spoken for. You can pick from any of the others. Except mine of course.”

      Tryvane nodded, moving toward one of the empty pods. His hand trembled slightly as he reached out to touch its surface. "Grandfather said the first time was like being born again, suddenly aware of sensations and abilities you never knew were possible."

      "That's one way to describe it," Thomas said, climbing into his own pod. “When you submerge into the gel, keep breathing. It’s weird at first, but you’ll adjust quickly.”

      The other knights moved to their pods without hesitation, their familiar presence helping calm some of Thomas' own tension. He watched as Tryvane settled into position above the dark gel.

      "Ready?" Thomas asked.

      "I've been ready for this my whole life," Tryvane replied softly, his voice carrying equal measures of fear and wonder.

      The neural interface gel accepted them as they slid into its embrace. Thomas’ consciousness expanded beyond his physical form, the familiar sensation of merging washing over him as his awareness reached out through Excalibur's systems. He sensed Gareth and Burl immediately. Then Tryvane's mind touched the interface, and everything changed.

      Raw emotion—wonder, fear, excitement, and confusion all mixed together—flooded their shared awareness in a chaotic surge that threatened to overwhelm them. Thomas felt Tryvane's consciousness flailing, trying desperately to process the sudden expansion of awareness while simultaneously fighting against it. Memories cascaded through their link—a young boy listening wide-eyed to his grandfather's stories, a teenager learning the ways of rebellion, an adult fighting directly against the Draconite for the first time. Through it all, a vein of desire to be like Sir Tristan. To be a great knight and uphold virtues of honor and courage.

      "Don't resist," Thomas projected through their link, his thoughts carrying calm reassurance. "Let it happen naturally. We've got you."

      Gareth and Burl's steady presence helped anchor them as Tryvane struggled to find his balance within the interface. Their experienced minds provided stability, showing him how to ride the flow of shared consciousness rather than trying to control it. Gradually, his panic began to subside. His thoughts became more ordered, falling into rhythm with their shared awareness. The chaotic surge of emotion transformed into something more controlled and focused.

      "This is..." Tryvane's thoughts carried equal measures of awe and disbelief. "I never imagined... Grandfather's stories didn't do it justice. It's like...like..."

      "Like becoming something greater than yourself," Gareth supplied, his consciousness radiating understanding. "Like finding pieces of yourself you never knew were missing."

      "Yes," Tryvane agreed. "Exactly that."

      "Try extending your awareness through the ship's systems," Thomas guided. "Start with something simple, like environmental controls. Don't force it, just reach out and let the interface respond naturally."

      Tryvane's consciousness reached out hesitantly, touching Excalibur's systems. The ship responded instantly, adjusting temperature and humidity levels with precise control. His excitement surged through their link as he realized how naturally it came to him.

      They maintained the merge for several more minutes, letting Tryvane explore different ship's systems while they helped him stay balanced within the interface. His initial awkwardness quickly gave way to growing confidence as he discovered how intuitive the neural connection felt. Thomas guided him through basic operations, showing him how to extend his awareness through various subsystems while maintaining stability in the merge.

      Finally, Thomas initiated separation. The pod canopies opened, returning them to individual awareness. The transition hit Tryvane hard. He swayed as he climbed out, his legs barely supporting him. Thomas moved quickly to steady him, recognizing the disorientation he'd felt during his own first experience.

      "Easy," he said, gripping Tryvane's arm. "The disconnect can be rough the first time."

      "So I noticed," Tryvane replied shakily. His face had gone pale, but his eyes shone with lingering wonder.

      “Take it slow."

      He nodded. “That was incredible. Truly incredible. Everything Grandfather described and more. He would be proud, wouldn't he?"

      "Very proud," Thomas assured him, maintaining his supportive grip.

      “I…I don’t feel so good,” Tryvane said. His body became more of a weight in Thomas’ arms, lowering his head before vomiting on the deck.

      “Merlin,” Thomas called out as the Sidhe went slack in his arms. “I need your help with Tryvane on the flight deck.”

      On my way, Merlin replied in his head.

      Thomas lowered Tryvane gently to the deck. Unconscious, his breathing remained steady.

      “That looks familiar,” Burl said.

      “A pretty common reaction, I would think,” Gareth added.

      The humanoid GOLEM joined them on the flight deck. “You should have informed me you planned to test him,” he said as he knelt beside Tyrvane.

      “It was a last minute decision, given the other recent developments,” Thomas replied. “And I didn’t want to interrupt you from organizing the new search data.”

      “Well, I’ve nearly completed that work,” Merlin said, scooping the unconscious man into his arms and cradling him like a child. “I’ll let you know the moment we’re ready to get back underway.”

      “Can you take him to his quarters?” Thomas asked. “I can ask Captain Pyym where they are.”

      “No need, I’m familiar with the ship’s layout and where his quarters are. I’ll put him to bed, and then I’ll come back and take care of that mess.”

      “Thank you,” Thomas said.

      He watched as Merlin carried Tryvane from the flight deck, then turned to Gareth and Burl. "Thank you both for helping."

      "He shows real promise," Gareth said thoughtfully. "Once he adjusts to the interface, he'll be a valuable addition to the flight crew. We'll need every advantage we can get if we're going to face the Hunt again."

      "Agreed. I’m going back to Caress' bridge to let Pyym know how it went. Stay ready. We'll probably resume the search soon."

      Thomas made his way back through the teleportal, across the hangar bay and back to the bridge. He found Pyym still at his station, the captain's attention focused on sensor readings. He looked up expectantly as Thomas entered.

      "How did it go?" he asked, curiosity and concern coloring his tone.

      “It went well," Thomas replied, moving to stand beside him. "Tryvane's resting now, but once he recovers, he'll make an excellent addition to Excalibur’s flight crew."

      Pyym smiled, clearly pleased by the news. "Good. The boy deserves something positive after everything that's happened.”

      “Captain, incoming transmission from Excalibur,” the comms officer announced.

      Pyym raised an eyebrow. “But you’re right here,” he said to Thomas.

      “Merlin said he had nearly completed the updates to the search algorithm. Apparently, he was closer to being done than I realized.”

      “Put it through,” Pyym said.

      “Caress, this is Merlin. I’ve updated our search pattern, integrating the mercenary vessel's data.”

      “Send it over,” Pyym replied. “I’m eager to get underway again.”

      “That makes two of us,” Thomas added.

      “Captain, data received,” the navigation officer said.

      “Thank you, Merlin,” Thomas said.

      “Of course, my boy.”

      The comms disconnected. Pyym turned to Thomas. "Well, Sir Dragon? Shall we continue the hunt while Taliesin works on tracking that energy signature?"

      Thomas nodded. “Let's do it,” he said. "The sooner we find this artifact, the better."

      "Agreed." Pyym's hands moved across his controls. "Setting coordinates for the next sector." He paused, glancing at helm control. "Initiate burst in three...two...one..."

      The stars ahead compressed into that familiar bright cone as they accelerated to burst speed, closer than ever to their goal.

      Could the glare of the compressed stars be the first light Merlin had spoken of? He wanted to believe the answer was yes.

      Reality had different ideas.
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      Alarms blared less than five minutes into the burst. Red warning lights flashed across the bridge as Caress' emergency systems forced them back into normal space. The bone-jarring deceleration nearly knocked Thomas off his feet.

      "Multiple contacts!" the tactical officer called out, his fingers flying across his console. "Reading as capital ships, approximately two hundred thousand kilometers ahead."

      "Show me," Pyym ordered, leaning forward in his command chair. His expression remained carefully neutral, but Thomas caught the slight tightening around his eyes that betrayed his concern.

      The main viewscreen shifted, revealing a graveyard of vessels scattered across the void. Thomas counted at least nine ships of various sizes and configurations, all dark and lifeless. They drifted slowly in random patterns, some turning ever so gently end over end, some barely shifting, all with no sign of power or control. The sight sent a chill down his spine. There was something deeply wrong about seeing so many ships abandoned in space.

      How long had they been there? Judging by the visual, it was as though each ship that arrived had gotten caught in an invisible spider web.

      “Anything?” Pyym asked.

      "Nothing, Captain," tactical replied, still working his console. "No power readings. The ships appear completely dead. Wait..." He paused, adjusting something on his display. "I'm picking up minimal emergency power on two of the vessels, but it's barely registering. Probably just backup systems running on their last dregs of energy."

      Thomas studied the vessels more closely. He spotted what looked like a bulk freighter. Several smaller ships drifted nearby, while what appeared to be a large warship slowly rotated in the distance, its once-gleaming hull now dull and dark.

      "Any sign of weapons damage?" he asked. "Battle debris?"

      "Negative, Sir Dragon," tactical replied after a moment. "Hull integrity appears intact on all vessels. I'm running deeper scans now. Whatever happened to them, it wasn't from external attack."

      "The Hunt?" Pyym suggested.

      "Maybe," Thomas replied, though something about this felt wrong. "But this feels different somehow. When the Hunt attacked that mercenary ship, they left the vessel powered. These are completely dead. And look at how they're positioned. It’s like they hit an invisible wall.”

      “Or some kind of anomaly that killed their power,” Pyym said. “Helm, keep us clear of that area. Plot a course around the wreckage. We'll resume our burst once we're safely past."

      “Aye, Captain,” the helmsman replied.

      They watched in tense silence as Caress maneuvered slowly around the field of derelict vessels, each dead ship a grim reminder that other dangers besides the Hunt lurked in the Wastes. Thomas couldn't help wondering about the crews. Who were they? What had happened to them? Did they have families somewhere waiting for their return? Had they at least died quickly? Or had they suffered, trapped aboard their dying vessels with no hope of rescue?

      "How much longer until we're clear of this graveyard?" Pyym asked.

      “Two more minutes, Captain,” navigation reported.

      A long two minutes followed.

      “We're clear to resume burst, Captain,” navigation confirmed.

      "Do it," Pyym commanded. "Let's leave this place to its dead."

      The stars compressed once more as they accelerated back to burst speed. This time they maintained it for nearly three hours before dropping back to normal space for their scheduled sensor sweep. They found nothing out of the ordinary, which didn’t surprise Thomas. In his mind at this point, they were just killing time until Taliesin and the wizards unraveled the mystery of the Hunt’s energy signature. Maybe they would get lucky and stumble across the artifact, but he doubted it.

      They repeated the burst process twice more without incident. Each one took them deeper into the mysterious region, until nearly ten hours later, another blare of emergency alarms and sudden deceleration ended their fourth drop from burst speed.

      “Status report!” Pyym barked.

      "Multiple contacts!” the tactical officer announced. “Eight Draconite warships detected!"

      “Eight?” Thomas breathed, tensing at the number.

      "Show me," Pyym ordered, his hands tightening slightly on the arms of his command chair.

      The main viewscreen activated, but Thomas could only see three vessels. They were definitely armored and heavily armed Draconite destroyers, their aggressive lines and dark hulls unmistakable. But where were the other five ships the sensors had detected? The visible warships began adjusting their vectors, turning toward them.

      "Sensor readings are fluctuating," tactical reported, confusion evident in his tone. "Now showing six ships...no, four. The count keeps changing."

      “That’s the Wastes for you,” Pyym said. “How long until they’re in weapons range?”

      “Four minutes, Captain.”

      “A minute too soon,” Pyym grumbled. “Prepare a new burst course. Raise shields and try to open a channel. Let’s see if we can stall them.”

      “Aye Captain,” the affected bridge officers called out.

      "I should get back to Excalibur," Thomas said, already moving toward the bridge exit. “Three warships are still three warships. I’ll get the flight crew ready, just in case."

      Pyym nodded, his expression grim. "Agreed.”

      “Merlin, I need the flight crew at their pods, asap,” he called out the moment he passed through the teleportal. Thomas hurried from the bridge, making his way quickly through Caress' corridors toward the hangar bay.

      “Another emergency? Here? I’m shocked, my boy,” Merlin replied sarcastically.

      By the time Thomas reached Excalibur's flight deck, the crew was already gathering near their pods. The only one missing was Tryvane, which wasn’t surprising. Thomas knew how much mental strain there was with the first merge. Everyone needed time, some more than others, to sleep it off. He made a mental point to check on Tryvane once they made it through whatever was about to happen.

      “What’s going on?” Gareth asked.

      "Three Draconite warships are approaching. They’ll intercept before we can burst again. We need to be ready.” He turned to Tivan, locking eyes with the twin. “Are you good?”

      “I am, Captain,” he replied.

      “Then let’s get to it.”

      Thomas and the others climbed into their pods, sinking into the dark gel as their canopies closed above them. Thomas immediately opened a channel to Caress’ bridge. “Captain, we’re in position.”

      “Copy that, Sir Dragon,” Pyym replied.

      “Any response to your hails?”

      “None. But they’re powering up their weapons.”

      Thomas sensed the eagerness of his crew, especially Brennan, to engage the ships. “I guess that settles it, then. We’re ready for a fight if needed, but I’d prefer not to waste the energy if we can avoid it.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      They watched the ships approaching on sensors, counting down the seconds until the Draconite destroyers came within firing range. The tension increased with each tick, like a chaotic background hum through the interface building toward a crescendo.

      Time bled past at agonizingly slow speed, the ships drawing ever nearer to one another. They had nearly reached four minutes when Captain Pyym spoke out.

      “Sir Dragon, we’ve completed burst reset ahead of schedule. We’re ready to⁠—”

      “Thomas! Wait!” From engineering, Taliesin’s voice penetrated the interface. “If you’re planning to leave, don’t.”

      “What?” Thomas replied. “Why not?”

      "I'm with Kaelithan, testing an initial update to our magical energy detection systems. Those Draconite ships are showing the same residual energy signature we found in those reanimated corpses!"

      A chill swept across the interface. The memory of those undead horrors aboard the mercenary vessel flashed through Thomas’ mind. “You mean..."

      "The Hunt must have attacked them," Taliesin confirmed, his voice tight with barely controlled excitement and fear. “Those ships are  being crewed by reanimated corpses.”

      “And you want us to stay?” Thomas pressed, confused.

      "We need this sensor data! If we can analyze their signature while they're active, it could help us tune the detection system. I only need a few minutes.”

      "We don't have a few minutes," Thomas replied. “We’re about to be attacked. We need to get out of here!"

      “We need to stay!” Taliesin insisted. “I understand the risk, but the more data we can gather, the better our chances of tracking the Hunt to its source! We may not get another opportunity like this!"

      “Sir Dragon, we should go,” Captain Pyym said, unable to hear his conversation with Taliesin.

      Thomas hesitated for only a moment. “We can’t,” he replied. “The ships are controlled by undead crews using the same magic as the Hunt. Tal thinks he can use their readings to stabilize our sensors and trace the energy.”

      The first volley from the Draconite ships cut through space, a coordinated pattern of energy beams that impacted Caress' shields in a brilliant display of dissipating power. The entire ship shuddered noticeably from the force of the attack.

      “Sir Dragon, we can’t absorb the combined firepower of three Draconite destroyers. We need to run.”

      “Tal, if we don’t run, Caress will be destroyed,” Thomas passed back.

      “We need that data,” Taliesin replied sharply.

      “Damn it,” Thomas cursed. “Can we at least fight back?”

      Taliesin’s voice softened. “Oh. Oh yes, of course.”

      “Captain, open the hangar bay doors. Let’s teach these undead bastards not to mess with us.”

      “So be it,” Pyym replied. The doors immediately began to open, as return fire suddenly poured from Caress, targeting the lead enemy destroyer.

      "Launching now," Thomas transmitted as their merged awareness guided Excalibur out of the hangar bay. Blue energy crackled along her hull as they moved to engage the enemy vessels, their shared consciousness already analyzing tactical options and plotting attack vectors.

      Through their sensor feed, they could clearly see all three Draconite ships. Their movements carried an unnatural synchronization that sent chills through their merged consciousness. These weren't living crews coordinating their actions through verbal communication. They were puppets, animated by the same dark force that had turned those mercenary corpses into undead horrors, all dancing to the same, disgusting tune.

      “We need to watch their firing patterns," Gareth warned as they closed the distance. "They're like us, all extensions of a single will."

      He was right. The Draconite ships moved and fired as if controlled by one mind, their formation perfect. They pounded Caress with energy beams, her shields already flickering in spots, unable to hold up to the barrage for long.

      “Let’s get in there,” Thomas said.

      Their merged consciousness guided Excalibur through the storm of energy beams with preternatural grace. Brennan's natural spatial awareness and talent combined with their shared perception allowed them to almost predict firing solutions moments before they happened. They slipped through gaps in the enemy's coverage that shouldn't have existed, blue energy crackling along their hull as they closed the distance between them.

      All the while, Caress’ weapons continued to blaze, concentrated fire hammering the lead destroyer’s shields as she worked to maneuver away from the Draconite ships.

      “Burl, hit them where it hurts,” Thomas said, picking up fluctuations in one of the destroyer’s shield matrices. Brennan guided Excalibur toward the weakness, avoiding defensive fire while getting them in position to do some damage. “Fire!”

      Powerful blue energy beams lanced from Excalibur into the weakened section of the ship. The already fluctuating shields failed, the beams carving deep gouges in the vessel's hull and tearing open a massive wound that left debris and undead crew streaming into space. But unlike a normal ship, the catastrophic damage did nothing to stop it. The destroyer continued firing despite the gaping hole.

      “Hit it again,” Thomas ordered as Excalibur swept around the damaged ship. Burl once again targeted the location, sending more energy beams crashing into the already open hull. This time, they hit something explosive, which led to a chain reaction that totally obliterated the destroyer, pieces of it whirling away in multiple directions.

      “Scratch one,” Garant said.

      Maintaining the uncanny coordination marking them as something other than natural, the remaining two Draconite vessels immediately adjusted their formation to compensate for their lost companion. Their combined fire forced Excalibur to dance through an ever-tightening web of energy beams, while Caress absorbed repeated hits to her shields.

      “Hull breach on deck four," Pyym reported, his voice tight with controlled tension. "Damage control teams responding. Shields at sixty percent but holding."

      They needed to end this quickly, before either ship took critical damage. Thomas reached deeper into their merged awareness, pushing Excalibur's systems to their limits. Blue energy surged along her hull as they executed a series of high-speed maneuvers, whipping through intense incoming fire without taking a single hit. Something no normal ship could have matched.

      "There!" Gareth's thoughts carried fierce triumph as they slipped through the enemy's firing pattern. They found themselves perfectly positioned behind one of the remaining destroyers.

      Their weapons opened up, blue energy beams carving through shields, hull plating, and thruster ports with devastating effect. The Draconite ship's engines exploded, sending it tumbling out of formation. Unlike a vessel with a living crew, it made no attempt to correct its spin or minimize damage. It simply continued firing with whatever weapons remained operational while they drifted further and further from the fight, its undead crew fighting on despite their ship's fatal wounds.

      The last Draconite destroyer shifted its attention fully to Excalibur, its weapons blazing. The action left it exposed to Caress, whose concentrated fire quickly overwhelmed its shields. Reversing course and rocketing toward the destroyer, Burl added Excalibur’s firepower to the mix, the crossfire quickly reducing the enemy vessel to rapidly expanding debris.

      A wave of relief washed through the interface as Excalibur swung back in Caress’ direction. The ship had taken damage, a few breaches obvious through their sensors.

      “Captain, what’s your status with those breaches?” Thomas asked.

      “No casualties," Pyym replied, “and no major damage. We’re pretty beat up, so I hope it was worth it.”

      “Me, too,” Thomas agreed. “Tal, please tell me you got what you needed.”

      “Yes,” Taliesin replied. “I believe we did. The readings those ships provided saved us countless hours of guesswork. I'm uploading a new sensor filter to the core. Your merged consciousness should provide enough processing power to make use of it. Tell me what you see!"

      Thomas guided their shared awareness through Excalibur's sensor systems, carefully applying the new filter Taliesin had provided. The effect was immediate and dramatic. A ghostly trail of energy became visible, weaving through space like a ribbon of pale fire. In some places it was barely detectable, a faint shimmer against the void, while in others it gathered in dense concentrations that pulsed with ethereal light. Most importantly, it clearly grew stronger along a specific path.

      "We can see it!" Thomas transmitted, excitement bleeding through their merged consciousness and into his voice. "The trail is like a river of energy flowing through space!"

      "Yes!" Taliesin's voice carried equal enthusiasm. "That's the Hunt’s arcane signature! We can follow it back to the source!"

      Their shared awareness traced the energy trail deeper into the Wastes, hope building in their merged consciousness. The pattern was clear now that they knew what to look for. A ghostly pathway through the void. They had done it. Now they just had to follow the trail and hope it led them to the artifact before anyone else found it.

      As Thomas studied the arcane energy flowing through space, he couldn't help but wonder what they would find at the end of that ethereal brick road. And more importantly, what would be waiting for them when they got there. Regardless, they were committed now. They had to see this through, whatever the cost.

      The trail beckoned, promising answers to the mysteries that had drawn them here. It was time to follow it to its source.
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      The neural gel receded as Thomas' pod canopy lifted. His consciousness contracted from its expanded state, a sensation like watching the universe collapse into a single point of light before snapping back to normal human awareness. He took several deep breaths, letting his body remember how to exist as a discrete entity rather than part of something greater.

      Around him, the rest of the flight crew emerged from their own pods with similar care.

      "Well done, everyone," Thomas said, pride in his voice as he watched them readjust to normal awareness. "That was some of our best flying yet." His gaze swept across their faces, noting the mix of satisfaction and lingering tension that marked the aftermath of intense combat. "Burl, your targeting was perfect. The way you found that weak point in their shields and exploited it. And Brennan, those maneuvers were incredible. I didn't think it was possible to thread the needle between their firing patterns like that."

      "The interface makes it easy," Brennan replied with a dismissive shrug, though the slight flush of his cheeks betrayed how pleased he was by the praise.

      "No, you make it look easy," Tivan corrected, stretching carefully as he moved away from his pod. "Even merged, I couldn't have pulled off half of what you did. The way you anticipated their firing patterns, found gaps that shouldn't have existed...amazing."

      "Your situational awareness helped spot those gaps," Gareth pointed out to Thomas, ensuring credit was properly distributed. "The whole crew contributed to our success."

      “I have to admit,” Tivan continued, his expression growing more thoughtful, "that was much better than our extended sessions. Quick in and out for tactical purposes. No addiction symptoms, no sense of loss afterward."

      “I agree,” Thomas replied. "How is everyone feeling?"

      "Clear-headed," Burl reported. "None of that fog like before."

      "The separation was easier," Garant added. "Less disorienting."

      "My boy," Merlin's synthesized voice called from behind him. Thomas turned to find the humanoid GOLEM silhouetted in the doorway. "We should speak with Taliesin and Kaelithan about this energy pathway while the readings are fresh."

      "Right." Thomas turned back to his crew. "Stay close to the pods. We might need to launch again quickly if anything else shows up out here."

      "We'll be ready," Gareth assured him.

      Thomas fell into step beside Merlin as they made their way through Excalibur's corridors toward Engineering. Entering, they found both Taliesin and Kaelithan studying one of the displays, their faces illuminated by the ethereal patterns floating between them. Complex energy signatures twisted and flowed through the projection like smoke caught in invisible currents. Both men looked up as Thomas and Merlin entered, their expressions a mix of excitement and concern that immediately put Thomas on edge.

      "These readings are fascinating," Taliesin said without preamble, turning back to the hologram in front of him. "This energy signature is unlike anything I've ever encountered.” His fingers danced through the light, the energy patterns he highlighted casting shadows across his features and emphasizing the intensity of his focus.  “It's so primal, raw, and powerful.”

      “What do you mean?” Thomas asked.

      “Magical energy stretches across the universe,” Kaelithan replied. “Denser in some places, nearly absent in others. But as it passes through obstacles—stars, planets, ships, people, you name it—the energy diffuses, like wind.”

      “The sensors are enchanted,” Taliesin picked up. “Designed to capture magical energy in that state. But the energy from the Hunt is different. Not only is it unstable within our spacetime, it’s almost completely pure. Like water from a glacier.”

      “Okay,” Thomas said. “I still don’t understand.”

      “The Hunt is powered by pure magical energy,” Kaelithan said. “My guess is that the artifact we seek is either filtering it, or creating it.”

      “An endless source of pure magic,” Merlin said. “I can see why Morgana wants it.”

      “You can?” Thomas asked. “I thought she hates magic.”

      Merlin chuckled. “Oh no, my boy. She hates magic in the hands of others. The Draconite are unable to use magic. It’s an unfortunate side-effect of their evolution. But remember, she’s only half Draconite. And a gifted wizard in her own right. With this kind of power…”

      “Who knows what she might do with it,” Kaelithan said. “I’m sure it wouldn’t be good.”

      “What could we do with this kind of power?” Thomas asked.

      “I’m sure it wouldn’t be bad,” Kaelithan replied with a grin.

      “More importantly to the matter at hand,” Taliesin said, “we need to be extremely careful to remain clear of direct contact with the energy trail. We have no idea what effect exposure to such concentrated, pure magical energy might have on the ship’s systems.”

      “Now that we can see the trail, that should be easy enough,” Thomas said, considering it. “I do have another question. How are we going to reach the source? I mean, we can't spend years following this at sub-light speed. We need to use the burst drive if we want any hope of reaching the artifact any time soon.”

      "Agreed," Taliesin said. "I have a solution. If you can mark the trail's position while merged with Excalibur, Merlin and I can calculate burst coordinates that will keep us on track without intersecting the energy directly. We'll need to make shorter jumps than usual, but it beats walking, as they say.”

      “It sure does,” Thomas agreed. “This sounds like a good plan. I’m excited and terrified at the same time, but anxious to get underway.”

      “Speaking of which,” Kaelithan said. “I believe it’s time to part ways with Caress.”

      Thomas nodded. “Yeah. I agree. Especially considering the damage they took against those Draconite destroyers.” He turned to Merlin. "Have you heard anything from Tryvane?"

      "Not yet," the GOLEM replied, its sensor strip flickering slightly, “but that’s not surprising given how much the first merge takes out of most people. Not everyone is Brennan.”

      "I need to check on him," Thomas said, “and start him packing. I also want to say goodbye to Captain Pyym, and thank him for everything he’s done. He deserves that much."

      “And more,” Taliesin replied. “We wouldn’t be where we are without him and his crew.”

      "I'll take you to Tryvane's quarters," Merlin offered, falling into step beside him as they left engineering.

      They teleportaled out of Excalibur, and made their way through Caress' corridors, passing a few crew members working to repair the battle damage. While the shields had absorbed the worst of the attack, some of the electrical panels had clearly shorted out, the acrid scent of burned circuitry lingering in the air.

      Merlin led him to a cabin in the officer's section rather than the Captain’s Suite, far more modest accommodations than Thomas would have expected for a resistance commander. It spoke volumes about Tryvane's character, showing how simply he chose to live while ensuring his people had everything they needed.

      Thomas knocked softly on Tryvane’s door, the sound echoing in the empty corridor. After a moment, Tryvane's voice called out, "Enter."

      They found him sitting on the edge of a simple bunk, still looking somewhat pale but alert. His sleep shirt and pants were rumpled, and faint shadows lingered under his eyes, but his gaze sharpened when he saw them. “Were we attacked?”

      “Yes. Three Draconite destroyers handled by reanimated crews. But we won the battle, and more importantly, we have what we believe to be a trail to the artifact.”

      Tryvane looked both pleased and discomforted. “Pyym should have alerted me about the attack. I'm the commander of the resistance."

      "There wasn't time," Thomas replied gently, noting how Tryvane's hands clenched slightly in his lap. “It was over within minutes.”

      "That's irrelevant," Tryvane insisted, though some of the heat had left his voice. "I'm responsible for everyone on this ship, including you and Excalibur. I can't properly exercise that responsibility if I'm not informed of threats."

      “That responsibility is reaching its end,” Merlin said. “The time has come for Caress and Excalibur to part ways. You need to pack your things.”

      Tryvane lost some of his fire. Understandable considering what he was leaving behind. He was venturing into a new future, one he’d always dreamed of, but letting go of prior responsibilities for someone like Tryvane was still hard.

      He nodded. “In that case, perhaps it’s best that Pyym didn’t call me. The ship is his responsibility now.” He stood and stretched. “It won’t take me long to dress. Then I want to go to the bridge to say farewell to Pyym and the crew.”

      “That’s where we’re headed next,” Thomas said. “I want to say goodbye to him as well. We’ll wait out in the corridor for you.”

      Thomas and Merlin left as Tryvane headed for his closet. In less than ten minutes, he exited his room to join them in the corridor, the three of them making their way to the bridge. Merlin stayed close to Tryvane the entire way just in case he might need support. The former commander's stride grew steadier, however, with each step, his natural authority reasserting itself. Crew members they passed snapped to attention, which Tryvane acknowledged with slight nods.

      The bridge doors parted to reveal Pyym at the command station,  focused on damage reports scrolling across his display. He looked up as they entered, his expression softening slightly when he saw Tryvane. "Commander. How are you feeling?"

      "Better. Much better," Tryvane replied, moving to stand near the command chair. ”We need to discuss your decision not to alert me during the attack. I should have been informed."

      “Agreed,” Pyym replied, “but there wasn’t time. I had to focus all of my attention on directing our response rather than trying to raise you prematurely from your recuperative slumber.”

      The captain’s intentional lack of apology didn’t go unnoticed. Thomas waited for Tryvane to become more forceful, but he responded with a smile instead. “Normally, I’d have much more to say on this matter. But Sir Dragon informs me Excalibur and Caress are due to part ways.”

      Pyym nodded, unsurprised. "I suspected as much. The damage we took in that last engagement made it clear we can't keep up with what you're facing out here. Caress is a tough ship, but she's not designed for prolonged combat. And if we encounter the Hunt again..." He trailed off, not needing to finish the thought with more than a heavy sigh.

      “I’ll be going with them,” Tryvane added, somewhat softly, echoing a lingering reluctance to leave his people behind.

      "I know that, too," Pyym replied with a slight smile that softened his weathered features. "You've been waiting for this chance your whole life, ever since the first time your grandfather told you about serving aboard Excalibur. Don’t worry about me and the crew. We can handle ourselves. Sir Dragon needs you more than we do.”

      “Thank you,” Tryvane replied.

      Pyym turned to the comms officer. “Open a ship wide comms from the bridge.”

      “Aye, Captain,” she replied.

      “I’m sure the crew would love to hear from you, one last time, Commander,” Pyym said to Tryvane.

      He nodded, breathing in deeply. “Attention all hands.” His voice carried clearly through the vessel as he addressed his crew one final time, the words coming straight from his heart. “This is Commander Tryvane. It’s with a measure of both pride and sadness with which I want to inform you that I will be leaving Caress to join Excalibur's crew. Many of you know how long I've dreamed of this opportunity, of following in my grandfather's footsteps and serving aboard the legendary vessel he spoke of so often. Now that dream has become reality." He paused, emotion coloring his next words. “Beyond that, I truly believe that by joining Excalibur, I can further my lifelong quest to once more bring freedom to the Sidhe. You are the finest crew I could have asked for. Your courage and dedication have made me proud to serve as your commander. The sacrifices you've made, the risks you've taken will never be forgotten. Continue the fight. Keep the dream of a free Avalon alive. We will see this through to the end, and when we succeed, we will all celebrate together. Until then...may the stars be with you."

      He closed the channel, turning back to Pyym. The captain stepped forward and clasped his arm firmly, warrior to warrior. "It has been an honor, Commander."

      "The honor was mine, old friend."

      Thomas waited quietly as the two men said their goodbyes, understanding the depth of their relationship and the significance of this moment. Finally, Tryvane stepped back, his expression composed once more. "I should go pack my things."

      “Captain Pyym,” Thomas said. “I can’t say goodbye as eloquently as Tyrvane just did, but I do want you to know how grateful I am for the assistance you and your crew provided us in an hour of great need. I’ll always have the utmost respect for you and your crew.”

      Pyym put out his hand, which Thomas clasped firmly. “The honor is ours, Daeardrayke. We’ll see you again when you emerge from the Wastes, victorious.”

      “Count on it,” Thomas agreed with a smile.

      They returned to Tryvane’s quarters, where he quickly gathered his few belongings into a small duffle. As they made their way back through the corridors toward the hangar bay, Thomas quickly discovered that the crew had all ceased their work to line up along the path and pay their respects. The affection they showed their commander was genuine and deep, earned through shared hardship and mutual trust.

      Near the hangar entrance, a large group had gathered. As Thomas and Tryvane approached, they began to applaud. Calls of "Hail Sir Tryvane!" and "Hail Daeardrayke!” echoed through the space, the sound swelling until it filled the entire ship. Tryvane paused, clearly moved by the display. He raised his hand in acknowledgment before leading Thomas into the hangar.

      They crossed to Excalibur, passing through the teleportal that would take them from one life to another.

      “I’ll take your things to your quarters,” Merlin said.

      Tryvane handed them over, his hands shaking slightly.

      “Are you okay?” Thomas asked.

      “It’s difficult to say goodbye, but I’m excited to be here.”

      “I understand. Let’s get to the flight deck.”

      Thomas couldn't help noticing how Tryvane's stride quickened slightly as they approached the flight deck doors. He was obviously growing more eager to return to the neural interface despite his earlier sickness and loss of consciousness.

      The doors whooshed open and they strode onto the flight deck. The flight crew stood near their pods. Tryvane went to stand by his, greeted by the others as he approached. His fingers traced the smooth surface almost reverently, already anticipating his next merge.

      “Sir Orvix,” Thomas said, singling the Draconite out. He sat in one of the observation l seats, his shoulder fully healed. “Are you good to go?”

      “Yes, indeed,” the knight replied, showing Thomas his shoulder’s full range of motion. “I’m ready for whatever comes next.”

      “What’s next, boss?” Burl asked,

      Thomas’ gaze slid over to where Burl leaned against his pod, arms folded across his broad chest. "We need to mark the energy trail for Taliesin," Thomas told him before sliding his gaze over his crew. “Any other questions?” he asked. They all shook their heads in the negative. “Then let’s do this.”

      The neural gel embraced Thomas, the last to enter his pod, his consciousness expanding through Excalibur's systems. This time, he focused specifically on the sensor feeds. The ghostly energy trail continued to twist through space like a ribbon of pale fire, its patterns more complex and disturbing now that he could perceive them directly through the ship's enhanced awareness. Using their merged consciousness, he carefully marked its position and trajectory, providing Taliesin with the data he needed to calculate their burst coordinates. He also opened comms to Caress.

      “Captain, we’re ready for departure,” Thomas said.

      “You’re cleared for launch, Excalibur,” Pyym replied, Caress’ bay doors grinding open for their departure. “Good hunting out there.”

      “Thank you again, Captain.”

      “We’ll meet again, Sir Dragon.”

      “I hope so.”

      Their merged consciousness guided Excalibur smoothly from the merchant ship, moving to a position a short distance away. Through the external sensors, Thomas watched as Caress' engines flared to life, the blue-white glow reflecting off her hull as the ship turned gracefully and accelerated away. Within moments, she vanished into burst space, leaving them alone in the void with only that ghostly trail of energy to guide them forward.

      "Energy trail marked," he transmitted to engineering, his thoughts carrying through the ship's systems with perfect clarity. "Are we ready to follow it?"

      "Coordinates are calculated," Taliesin replied.

      “On your mark, my boy,” Merlin added.

      Thomas took a deep breath. Whatever waited at the end of this ethereal path, they would face it together.

      “Let’s see where this trail leads, Merlin. Take us into the abyss.”
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      Fourteen hours later, Thomas stood on Excalibur's flight deck as they dropped out of another burst. From outside the command pod, he couldn’t see the ghostly energy trail they followed, but he didn’t need to see it to picture it in his mind, twisting through the void like a ribbon of pale flame. Every time they emerged from a burst, he felt a moment of tension, wondering what they might encounter. So far, they had been lucky, encountering just empty space and stellar phenomena. How much longer that luck would hold was anybody’s guess.

      “So far, so good,” Taliesin reported from engineering. “The trail continues to lead deeper into the Wastes."

      "But the energy concentration is increasing," Kaelithan added. "We may need to make shorter bursts soon to avoid direct contact."

      "My boy," Merlin's voice carried sudden urgency. “Our sensors are detecting an approaching vessel."

      "Configuration?" Thomas asked.

      “A small ship, corvette class," the GOLEM replied. "Range three hundred thousand kilometers and closing."

      "Everyone to your pods," Thomas ordered. The flight crew moved quickly to their stations while he climbed into the command pod. The neural gel embraced him as the canopy sealed, his consciousness expanding through Excalibur's systems. He sensed the others merge with him, their shared awareness reaching out through the sensor array.

      The approaching vessel came into clearer focus as it continued its approach. Its hull was marked with patches and repairs that spoke of long service, but there was also something distinctly medieval about its styling—sweeping lines reminiscent of ancient sailing ships, and ornate decorative elements that served no obvious purpose.

      "They're hailing us," Tivan reported through their link.

      "Open a channel," Thomas ordered. The image of the captain—a grizzled man with silver-streaked dark hair and the bearing of someone who had spent a lifetime in space—materialized in their shared consciousness.

      “I’m Captain Aldrich, leader of the Vigilant Swords. And you are?”

      “The Vigilant Swords?” Burl repeated excitedly, muting the channel to Aldrich. “I’ve heard of them. They’re one of the most well-known Ursan mercenary groups in the galaxy.”

      “Ursan?” Thomas replied. “Out here hunting for the artifact?  Helping Morgana?”

      “It does happen, unfortunately,” Gareth replied.

      Thomas unmuted the channel. “This is Thomas Drake of the starship Excalibur.”

      “Excalibur?” Aldrich said, chuckling. “That’s rich. A replica starship perhaps, and a good one at that. Well, Thomas Drake, as a man of honor, it’s incumbent upon me to warn you that the Swords intend to be the ones to claim the artifact Morgana seeks. We won’t allow anyone else to interfere in that quest.”

      “We have no intention of interfering,” Thomas replied. “As a man of honor, it’s incumbent on me to warn you that this area of the Wastes isn’t safe.”

      “Is that a threat, Captain?”

      “I don’t need to make threats. And Excalibur isn’t what you need to be worried about. There are…things…out here. We call them the Wild Hunt. They’re protecting the artifact. And I doubt you’re equipped to handle them, should they decide to come after you.”

      “But you are?” Aldrich questioned, clearly dubious.

      “Excalibur is, yes. Please, Captain. I’m trying to save you from the fate too many others have already suffered. They won’t just kill you. They’ll use your reanimated corpses to fly your ship and attack others.”

      “I think I’ve heard enough. Aldrich out.” The comms disconnected.

      “They’re powering up weapons,” Tivan said.

      “Of course they are,” Garant replied.

      “In that case, they’re going to get what they deserve,” Thomas said. “If they fire on us, we fire back.”

      Even as they prepared for the attack, their sensors detected a familiar disturbance in space. Thomas’ blood ran cold as the spectral sword-ships began materializing around the mercenary vessel.

      "The Hunt!" Garant's thoughts carried equal measures of fear and fury.

      "Captain Aldrich, prepare to burst!” Thomas transmitted. "The Wild Hunt is manifesting around your vessel!"

      But it was already too late. The spectral ships had formed their perfect circle around the smaller vessel, preparing to begin their grim harvest of souls.

      "Kaelithan!" Thomas called out through the ship's systems. “Can you cast your counter spell on their ship?”

      “Not from this distance,” he replied. “We need to get closer.”

      Their merged consciousness guided Excalibur toward the mercenary ship at maximum thrust, blue energy crackling along her hull as they raced to intercept. Through their sensor feed, Thomas watched in horror as the spectral ships made their first attack run, passing through the smaller vessel's shields as if they didn't exist.

      "Come on, come on," Thomas urged as they closed the distance. They were still too far away to extend Kaelithan's protective spell around the other ship.

      “They’re hailing us,” Garant said.

      “Of course they are,” Gareth replied.

      "By all the stars!" Aldrich's voice carried raw terror, his face pale as a sheet. "What are these things? They're killing my crew! Please, help us!"

      "Almost there," Kaelithan said.

      Brennan's thoughts pulsed with determination as he pushed Excalibur's engines to their limits.

      The Wild Hunt lined up for another pass through the mercenary ship. “Kael?” Thomas said, tense at the thought of more mercenaries having their life force drained.

      “On it!” Kael replied.

      Thomas immediately picked up on the flow of magic through the ship’s sensors, stretching away from them and wrapping around the mercenary ship like vines, just as the spectral ships started toward it.

      They wavered as they encountered the barrier, dark forms twisting in space, as if searching for a way around the magical defense. But they couldn’t penetrate it to reach their prey.

      "Hold on, Captain," Thomas transmitted. "We've got you covered, but the barrier won't last forever. You need to burst to safety while you still can."

      Aldrich’s eyes widened, fear mixing with shock. “You really are Excalibur, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Thomas replied. “Now set coordinates and go. Get out of the Wastes, before it’s too late.”

      Aldrich, surprising him, shook his head firmly. "No. We've been searching too long to run now. Since you are Excalibur, you need to know. I’m not here to bring the artifact to Morgana and claim her gold. I have enough gold. I’m here to keep it out of her grubby claws. My grandfather died defending the retreat at Camlan. He believed in Arthur's dream, and so do I.” His eyes gleamed with fierce determination. "Now I see hope again. Let us help you. Whatever you're looking for out here, whatever Morgana wants so badly…we can stop her together."

      "Captain, your crew has already suffered casualties," Thomas argued. "You need to⁠—"

      "My grandfather didn't run at Camlan," Aldrich cut him off. "He stood his ground and died protecting Arthur's retreat. I won't dishonor his memory by fleeing now." His expression softened slightly. "Besides, you saved us. You could have let the Hunt take us, just another rival eliminated from the search. Instead, you risked yourselves to help us. It’s incumbent upon us to risk our lives to help you.”

      Rather than leave the area, the spectral ships continued drifting outside Kaelithan's barrier with terrible patience, waiting for any weakness in the magical defense. Thomas believed it had to be because they were close to the source.

      "Thomas," Kaelithan called out, his voice strained. "I can't maintain this much longer. We need to decide quickly."

      Through their neural link, Thomas sensed his crew's divided opinions. Gareth's tactical mind saw the value of additional allies, while Tivan worried about trusting strangers so easily. Burl respected Aldrich's warrior spirit, and Brennan's natural optimism made him want to believe the captain's story.

      But it was Garant who made the deciding point, his thoughts carrying the weight of personal experience: "Sometimes you have to trust that people can choose to do the right thing, even when it would be easier not to."

      Thomas studied Aldrich's face through their sensor feed, seeing the same fierce determination he'd noticed before. This wasn't a man seeking profit or glory. This was someone fighting for a cause he believed in, rare enough in the galaxy, and even rarer in the Wastes.

      "Alright," Thomas decided. "Match our vector and prepare to follow us out of here. I’m transmitting our burst coordinates. We'll maintain the barrier as long as we can."

      Relief flooded Aldrich's features. "Thank you, Captain Drake. We won't let you down."

      "Kael," Thomas called out. "Can you hold it long enough for us to get clear?"

      "I think so," the wizard replied, though strain colored his voice. "But we need to move quickly."

      Their merged consciousness guided Excalibur into position, the Vigilant Sword falling into formation beside them. Through their sensor feed, Thomas watched the Hunt's dark vessels continue their deadly dance, probing the magical barrier for weaknesses.

      “Merlin, do we have the burst coordinates set?”

      “Transmitting now,” he replied.

      "Make it quick," Kaelithan urged. "The barrier is starting to fluctuate."

      Thomas could see it—ripples of instability spreading through the magical defense—through their enhanced perception as Kaelithan's strength began to fade. The Hunt sensed it too, their formations tightening as they prepared to strike the moment the protection failed.

      “Burst coordinates set and locked,” Aldrich said.

      "Stay close to us. The moment we initiate burst, the barrier will collapse. We need to be gone before the Hunt can react."

      "Understood," Aldrich replied. "We're right with you."

      Thomas took a deep breath, feeling the tension flow through their merged awareness. Everything hinged on perfect timing.

      "Three...two...one...mark!"

      The stars ahead compressed into that familiar bright cone as both ships accelerated to burst speed. Through their sensor feed, Thomas caught a final glimpse of the Hunt's dark forms lunging forward as Kaelithan's barrier collapsed.

      Too late. They were already gone, leaving the spectral ships behind.

      The wizard's exhausted voice carried clearly through their systems: "That was too close."

      "But we made it," Thomas replied. "And we've gained an ally."

      "If we can trust them," Tivan added cautiously.

      "We'll soon find out," Thomas said. "For now, let's be grateful we saved some lives instead of watching more souls claimed by the Hunt."

      They maintained their burst for several minutes, putting distance between themselves and the spectral ships. But Thomas couldn't help wondering if they'd made the right choice. The leader of the Vigilant Swords sounded sincere in his desire to help, but out here in the Wastes, things weren’t always quite what they appeared to be.

      Still, as he watched the smaller ship maintaining perfect formation with them, he felt a surge of hope. They would watch their new allies carefully, of course. But for now, Thomas chose to believe that sometimes people really did fight for the right reasons. That not everyone out here was driven by greed or ambition.

      And that might make all the difference.
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      Turquine stalked impatiently back and forth across Visceral's bridge, from comms to navigation. His nanites churned beneath his scales, singing their endless song of bloodlust and destruction. He dug his claws into his arms, drawing blood to satiate them, but it wasn’t enough. Even Kesper's fear-scent had grown tedious, the pilot's constant terror no longer providing the satisfaction it once had. The nanites wanted more. They always wanted more.

      "How much longer until we reach the coordinates?" Turquine growled.

      “Five minutes, My Lord," Kesper replied, keeping his voice carefully neutral despite the waves of fear rolling off him. His hands remained steady on the controls, managing Visceral's course with admirable focus given his obvious terror. "Lieutenant Nirkus' intelligence suggests Caress was last seen in this sector."

      Turquine's lips curled as he recalled their conversation with the intelligence officer. She had proven surprisingly useful, revealing that his stolen shuttle had been spotted entering the Sidhe merchant vessel. Combined with reports of Lancelot entering the Wastes and knowing Excalibur would likely follow to prevent Morgana from claiming the artifact first, their path forward had quickly become clear.

      The minutes passed slowly, leaving Turquine to make many tedious circuits from one side of the bridge to the other. Finally, the cone of light ahead of them expanded back into the light of distant stars as Visceral rapidly decelerated back to sub-light speed. The void stretched away in all directions, broken only by the ethereal patterns of stellar gases that marked the ill-defined border of the Wastes.

      “I’m detecting another vessel, My Lord,” Norsp reported from tactical. “One of our own. A destroyer."

      "Open a channel," Turquine ordered.

      The destroyer's captain appeared on the main viewscreen. He was a typically pathetic excuse for a Draconite military officer, his bearing rigid with enforced discipline. His scales paled slightly when he recognized Turquine, fear flickering across his features before he could suppress it.

      "Sir Turquine," he said. “I am Captain Drenax of the Imperial Destroyer Jagged. We weren't expecting to encounter you out here."

      "Clearly not," Turquine replied, letting menace color his tone. The nanites responded to the captain's fear, urging him to exploit that weakness. "Have you been inside the Wastes?"

      Drenax hesitated, his scales shifting nervously. "We...we were, My Lord,” he admitted. “But we withdrew after...after several ships in our search group were attacked."

      “You withdrew from an attack?” Turquine hissed incredulously. “What kind of Draconite officer are you?” He turned his head, ready to order Norsp to target the destroyer and open fire. Cowards had no right to life.

      “Wait. Sir Turquine. My Lord. I…I can explain.”

      Turquine paused from issuing the order, vertical pupils contracting as he looked back at Drenax. “I’m listening.”

      Drenax's features tightened with barely suppressed terror. "There are...things out there, My Lord. Evil things. Like angry spirits. They didn’t show up on normal sensors. We…we didn’t even see them until it was almost too late. They passed right through our shields, through solid hull plating. The crew members they touched just...died. No wounds, no marks. Just dead, Ursan slaves and important crew alike.”

      Turquine’s nanites surged with contempt. His claws flexed unconsciously as he imagined how satisfying it would feel to tear into that weak flesh. "Spirits?" he sneered. "You abandoned your search because of ghosts?”

      "I saw it with my own eyes, My Lord!" Drenax protested, his composure cracking further. "Three ships lost their entire crews in minutes! We tried to shoot them. Our energy beams went straight through. We had no choice but to retreat!"

      "There is always a choice," Turquine growled. "Transmit all of the data you collected in the Wastes. Now."

      "Of course, My Lord." Drenax's fingers moved quickly across his controls. "But I should warn you, the Wastes are more dangerous than anyone realizes. You shouldn’t...” He trailed off, realizing how foolish it would be for him to tell Turquine what he should or shouldn’t do.

      "Did you encounter a Sidhe merchant vessel out there?” Turquine said, his calm voice more terrifying than his furious tone. "Or possibly Excalibur?"

      "No, My Lord. We saw no vessels matching that description. I had no idea Excalibur was in the Wastes. Last I heard, its crew had done the impossible and broken a prisoner out of the Lair.”

      The nanites screamed for violence, urging Turquine to destroy this pathetic excuse for a Draconite warrior. He looked back toward Norsp, ready to eliminate such weakness from their species. It would be the most satisfying thing he had done in weeks.

      "Contact!" Mogris called out suddenly from navigation, his copper-patched scales catching the light as he worked his console. “A ship just emerged from a burst, range one hundred thousand kilometers!"

      Turquine's attention snapped to the sensor display, his nanites surging with sudden predatory focus. His breath caught as he quickly recognized the vessel's profile. A Sidhe merchant vessel. What were the odds? It had to be Caress. They had left from this sector, and still had the burst coordinates in their computer.

      "Show me!" he commanded. The main viewscreen shifted, revealing the vessel in all her glory. Even at this distance, Turquine could see she had suffered recent battle damage. His features spread in a vicious grin as possibilities unfurled in his mind. They had found their prey, and she was already wounded.

      “Kesper, move into attack posture, flank speed.  We have five minutes to catch up to them before they can burst away. Norsp, prepare to open fire the moment we’re in range.” He turned back to the main viewscreen, where Drenax still waited. "Leave. Now. This is our prey."

      "But My Lord, I could assist⁠—”

      "Leave!" Turquine roared. "Or I will destroy you myself!"

      The destroyer's captain paled, offering a hasty nod of fake respect  before terminating the transmission. His ship immediately began turning away from the impending confrontation.

      "Coward," Turquine spat, watching the destroyer retreat. His attention quickly returned to their target. "Kesper, close the distance. Norsp, fire when ready."

      Visceral's weapons opened up, energy beams stabbing through space toward the merchant vessel. Caress' shields flared brilliantly as they absorbed the initial barrage, but Turquine could see they were already weakened from whatever previous battle they'd survived. The damage patterns along her hull spoke of recent and intense combat.

      "Return fire incoming!" Norsp reported. "They've opened concealed weapon ports along both flanks!"

      Energy beams lashed out from Caress' revealed armaments, proving decisively that she was far more than a simple merchant vessel. But Turquine had expected it. The nanites sang with pleasure as Visceral dove through the incoming fire, absorbing it easily against their overpowered shields.

      "Where is Excalibur?" he growled, watching Caress' defensive fire intensify. "Why isn't she launching to defend them?"

      “Excalibur isn’t with them, Master,” Halvy said from his position near navigation. The same place Cartigan used to sit.

      “Confirmed,” Norsp said. “No magical energy detected.”

      The claws on Turquine’s feet dug into the decking, denting the metal beneath them. If they were coming from the Wastes without Excalibur, then Excalibur was still in the Wastes. But where?

      "My Lord?" Kesper questioned, his hands steady on the controls despite his fear. “Shall we destroy them?"

      "No," Turquine replied, his voice carrying deadly purpose. "We need information. Bring us alongside. Flayers, prepare to board.”

      “My Lord, who will pilot the shuttle?” Kesper asked.

      "If I wanted the shuttle, I would have said so!" Turquine snarled, causing Kesper to flinch violently in his seat. "There's no time. They'll attempt to burst again soon. To the airlock. Now!"

      He stormed off the bridge. The corridors blurred past as he made his way to the airlock, Halvy and the other Flayers right behind him. When they arrived, he turned to the young wizard. His nanites sang in recognition of their newest weapon, eager to see his enhanced powers unleashed.

      "Can you protect us, little wizard?" Turquine asked, studying the boy's unnaturally steady gaze.

      "Yes, Master," Halvy replied, his voice carrying those same harmonics that marked all their kind now. “The void is of no concern to me.”

      “Very good." Turquine turned to address the assembled Flayers. “Prepare for violence.”

      The others nodded, their scaled features twisting into predatory grins that matched his own. The nanites sang between them, their shared bloodlust building toward a crescendo.

      "Kesper," Turquine transmitted. "Get us as close as you can.”

      The deck shifted beneath them as Visceral maneuvered through Caress' defensive fire, drawing steadily closer to the merchant vessel's hull. Turquine led his Flayers into the airlock, sealing the inner hatch and waiting to pass through the outer.

      Halvy’s hands shifted in the air, gathering magical energy of a kind that sent a wave of warmth through Turquine, rather than pain. He spread his hands out toward the Flayers, and a shimmering field of protective magical energy surrounded them.

      “Kesper, open the outer airlock once you’re in position.”

      “Yes, My Lord. A few more seconds…now!”

      The airlock cycled open, exposing them to space. Without hesitation, Turquine launched himself into the black, the others right behind him. Kesper had proven his prowess and worth by getting them within a dozen meters of Caress. Turquine was suddenly glad he hadn’t killed the pilot.

      Halvy’s magic protected them as they crossed the void, the distance between the two ships close enough that they landed on the exterior hull fairly smoothly, digging in with powerful claws.

      They moved across the merchant vessel's surface with inhuman grace and speed. Halvy clung to Turquine's back, maintaining the protective field that kept them safe from the vacuum surrounding them. They reached one of Caress' airlocks. Turquine easily forced it open, sealing it closed once they were inside.

      The inner door provided even less resistance. Turquine tore it from its frame with violent ease, allowing his Flayers to pour into the ship. The nanites surged with pleasure as they made contact with their first victims—crew members in the wrong place at the wrong time. Bones snapped under enhanced strength, bodies flew through the air to impact bulkheads with wet-sounding thuds that killed instantly.

      "Form up," Turquine commanded as they secured the immediate area. "We head for the bridge. Kill anyone who resists."

      They moved through Caress' corridors like a force of nature, unstoppable and merciless. The crew tried to fight back, but their weapons proved useless against Halvy's magical protection. The nanites sang with joy as they carved a path of destruction through the ship, leaving broken, lifeless bodies in their wake.

      A security team made their final stand outside the bridge, their energy weapons splashing harmlessly against Halvy's barrier. Turquine didn't even slow down. He charged straight through their fire, his massive frame bowling them aside like toys. His sword cleaved their flesh and bone, and within moments the defenders lay broken and bloody at his feet.

      “I want the Captain alive,” Turquine ordered.

      The bridge doors provided no more challenge to the invaders than any other obstacle they'd encountered. Turquine tore them open with casual strength, allowing his Flayers to surge onto the command deck. The bridge crew tried to resist, but they never stood a chance. Within seconds, only Captain Pyym remained, held firmly in Norsp's grasp.

      The ship lurched around them as it accelerated to burst speed, leaving Visceral behind. Turquine barely noticed. His attention remained fixed on Pyym, studying the captain's defiant expression with deadly interest.

      "Where is Excalibur?" he demanded, looming over the captured officer.

      Pyym spat blood onto Turquine's chest. "Go to the hells. All of them.”

      The nanites surged with pleasure at this show of resistance. Turquine's features spread in a terrible grin as he leaned closer to his prisoner. "Oh, you brave fool," he purred, letting his claws trace lightly across Pyym's throat. "I'm going to enjoy making you talk."

      The nanites resonated with dark anticipation as Turquine studied his captive. Despite the blood trickling from his split lip, Pyym glared defiantly back, his weathered features set in stubborn determination.

      "Mogris," Turquine called out without taking his eyes off the captain. "Take the helm. Maintain our current course until I order otherwise." He flexed his claws against Pyym's throat, just hard enough to draw tiny beads of blood. "The rest of you, secure the ship. I want every surviving crew member no longer surviving. Then begin searching the databanks. Find me any information you can about where Excalibur went."

      "Yes, My Lord,” the Flayers responded in unison.

      "Halvy," Turquine added as the others moved to carry out his orders. "Stay. I may need your particular talents."

      The young wizard nodded, his unnaturally calm expression never wavering. He took up a position near the command chair.

      "Now then," Turquine said, returning his full attention to his prisoner. "Let's discuss Excalibur's whereabouts, shall we? I know they were here. I know they remained in the Wastes. The question is...where?"

      Pyym's only response was a harsh laugh that sent fresh blood spraying from his split lip. "You're wasting your time. I won't tell you anything."

      The nanites surged with pleasure at his continued defiance. Turquine's lips spread wider as he leaned in closer, letting his captive get a good look at his razor-sharp teeth.

      "Oh, but you will," he whispered. "Everyone talks eventually. The only question is how much pain you choose to endure first." His claws tightened slightly, drawing more blood. "You've shown courage so far. I respect that. So I'll give you one last chance to spare yourself unnecessary suffering. Tell me what I want to know, and I'll make your death quick and clean."

      “I already told you to go to the hells,” Pyym spat. “That’s where monsters like you belong.”

      The nanites sang with dark joy at the accusation. Turquine chuckled, the sound carrying unnatural undertones that saw Pyym flinch despite his brave facade.

      "You have no idea what a monster truly is," he said softly. "But I'll be happy to show you." He glanced at Halvy. "Would you like to help demonstrate, little wizard?"

      "Yes, Master," Halvy replied, stepping forward with that same eerie calm. His hands began weaving patterns in the air, gathering magical energy. He focused on Pyym's reaction as the captain realized what was about to happen.

      "Now then," Turquine hissed. "Let's begin your education..."
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      The stars expanded around Excalibur as the ship completed yet another burst, slowing into a new section of the Wastes. They had  spent the last three days following the Hunt’s arcane trail, the process turning into a monotonous slog that Thomas started to feel would never end. It had come to the point where he’d spoken to both Taliesin and Merlin about updating Excalibur’s systems, allowing him to designate Gareth as a second-in-command and give him access to some of the ship’s controls without his initial permission from the command pod. Because only the ship’s chosen captain could enter the command pod, not everything was available to Gareth that way, but at least he could join with one of the other flight crew to help plot the next few bursts.

      It was the only way Thomas could get more than a couple of hours of sleep—usually less thanks to increasing interventions from the emergency deceleration systems—at a time.

      “Tivan, we’re up,” Thomas said to the twin, joining him in the pods for this leg of the journey. The young Sidhe’s near death at the hands of the reanimated mercenaries had changed him in more ways than one. Not only had he completely shed any hint of addiction to the neural interface, but all of his training efforts, working to be more like Lancelot or Amren, had redoubled.

      “Ready, Captain,” he replied.

      They stepped into their pods, familiar sensations washing through Thomas as he submerged in the gel and connected to the neural interface. His and Tivan’s thoughts immediately focused on the sensors.

      The ghostly trail of magical energy had grown steadily brighter and more concentrated over the past several bursts, twisting through space like a wide, fast-flowing river of flame. There was something different about it now, too. Something that sent chills through their shared awareness despite the warmth of the neural gel.

      "The energy patterns are changing," Tivan reported through their link, his thoughts carrying clear unease. "The signature is becoming more...chaotic. Less stable."

      "I see it, too," Thomas replied. Their merged consciousness tracked the shifting energies, watching as the ethereal patterns writhed and twisted in ways that defied normal physics. “I think it’s because it’s more raw. More pure. We must be getting close.”

      Through their enhanced perception, he studied the stellar gases surrounding them. The cloudy formations twisted and churned in unsettling patterns, far more active than normal space phenomena should be. Tendrils of luminous mist reached out like grasping fingers before dissolving back into the greater mass. The ambient light dimmed despite the countless stars visible through gaps in the gas, creating pools of shadow where none should exist. As he watched, faces began emerging from the ethereal mists, their tortured visages frozen in eternal screams, malevolent eyes tracking their progress through the void. The expressions shifted and changed, but never fully dissolved, maintaining their haunting vigilance.

      "You're seeing this, right?" Tivan asked, his thoughts carrying equal measures of fascination and fear. "The faces in the gas clouds?"

      “I see them," Thomas confirmed. “Are they real, or are the Wastes playing tricks with our minds?"

      Before he could respond, new contacts appeared, materializing out of the twisting energy patterns without warning.

      “Are those…?” Tivan started.

      “They look like ships,” Thomas answered. “But they aren’t Draconite.”

      “They aren’t operational,” Tivan added. “They can’t be. Look at them.”

      The vessels were clearly ancient. Rust and corrosion had eaten into their hulls, already twisted and broken almost beyond recognition. Massive holes gaped in their sides, their armor plating shredded and scuffed.

      “It’s a graveyard,” Thomas said.

      “I don’t like it,” Tivan replied.

      “Me either. Not out here. Merlin, our path leads through them. I assume that means we can’t burst?”

      “You’re correct, my boy. Not until we’re past them, unless you want to try to detour around.”

      “That could cost us hours, if not days,” Thomas replied. “Summon the rest of the flight crew to their pods, just in case. Have Kaelithan and Cartigan come to the flight deck as well.”

      “Of course. They’re on the way.”

      More ships materialized from the gasses that continued to swirl into macabre faces, offering silent threat to the lone living ship in the sector.

      “None of them are emitting energy signatures,” Tivan said. “No magical energy readings, either.”

      “Dead right now,” Thomas agreed. “But will they stay that way?”

      “I have a bad feeling the answer is no.”

      Thomas sensed the other members of the flight crew as they joined the interface. In no time, they were all connected, merged awareness fixed on the sensors as they crept ever closer to the ship graveyard.

      The tension thickened with each passing second, with each new malevolent visage that swept through the gasses. The arcane energy trail intensified nearby, another threat they needed to avoid.

      Without warning, the trail flashed like lightning, bolts of magical energy lashing out from the river, fingers reaching out to the derelict ships. It happened so fast, Thomas only noticed because of the processing speed of their merged awareness.

      “Merlin, did you see that?” he asked.

      “See what?” Merlin replied.

      “Those dead ships just got hit with magical energy. Kael, Cartigan, did you see it? Or feel it?”

      “No, Captain,” Kaelithan replied.

      “Me, either,” Cartigan agreed.

      “Captain, the ships,” Tivan said.

      They had started moving, their vectors changing as Excalibur continued the approach. Power readings fluctuated where none should  exist. Weapons that should have been centuries beyond repair began pivoting to track them.

      "That's not possible," Garant snapped. "Those ships are completely ruined. They shouldn't even be able to maintain hull integrity, let alone power weapons!"

      They all saw it now through the sensors. Arcane energy spread across the ships like blood through veins, somehow holding their shattered forms together and powering systems that had failed ages ago.

      “Not much different from reanimated corpses,” Burl growled.

      “The energy is building,” Tivan called out. “I think they're preparing to⁠—"

      The ruined ships opened fire before he could finish, launching salvos of magical energy that twisted and writhed through space like living things. The attacks bore no resemblance to normal weapons fire.  Instead of coherent beams or projectiles, they manifested as writhing tendrils of pure arcane force that reached for Excalibur with deadly intent.

      "Evasive action!" Thomas ordered, though Brennan was already moving them through a series of maneuvers. Their merged consciousness guided Excalibur between the supernatural attacks, most missing them by less than a meter. When one finally struck, Thomas felt it like an electric shock that left his whole mind momentarily numb. Brennan’s next maneuver swung them wildly through space, nearly out of control.

      “What was that?” Tryvane cried. “You told me we would feel it like a punch or kick when the ship was hit, but that felt more like someone electrocuted my brain.”

      “Merlin?” Thomas asked, confused himself.

      “The attack bypassed our shielding,” Merlin explained. “The enchantments lessened the impact, but our defenses weren’t designed for this.”

      Another arcane tendril struck them, rattling the ship and dulling the merged consciousness momentarily. Slowed, it was all they could do to avoid the next few tendrils.

      "Kaelithan!" Thomas called out through the ship's comms. "We need some help here!"

      "Already working on it!" the wizard replied, his voice tight with concentration. "Cartigan, reinforce my barrier!"

      The two wizards combined their power, creating a shimmering field of protective energy around Excalibur just as the next magical attack caught up with them. The writhing tendril of force slammed into their makeshift shield, causing it to flare brilliantly as the two forms of magic clashed and cancelled each other out.

      "We can hold them back," Cartigan reported, "but not indefinitely."

      "Then we'll have to get a path through them before the barrier fails," Thomas decided. Through their merged awareness, he analyzed the ruined ships' structural integrity, looking for weak points to exploit. The ancient vessels were held together by whatever supernatural force animated them, but their physical forms remained fundamentally broken. "Burl, target the most damaged segments,” he ordered. "If we can break them apart, they’ll hopefully stop shooting at us.”

      "With pleasure," Burl replied, his thoughts carrying fierce satisfaction.

      Excalibur's energy beams lanced out at the nearest derelict vessel, striking it directly through one of its massive hull breaches. The impact triggered a cascade of destruction,  slicing apart the ship’s  already damaged hull. The pieces spun away into space as it lost the arcane energy binding it together.

      Other vessels pressed their attack, launching more writhing tendrils of force, testing Kaelithan and Cartigan's barrier. “We can’t hold this together for long!” Kaelithan warned, his voice strained as their protective field rippled and distorted under the assault. “There are too many.”

      “Get us closer!" Thomas commanded. "We need to do more damage!”

      As they closed the distance, their merged consciousness guided Excalibur through another series of impossible maneuvers. More magical attacks lashed out around them, the writhing energy patterns creating disturbing distortions in space. A few more tendrils hit the magical barrier surrounding them as they streaked toward a grouping of three ghost ships.

      “Burl, take them out," Thomas ordered. “Maximum power!"

      Excalibur's energy beams struck out in multiple directions, simultaneously targeting the structural weaknesses in each of the ancient vessels. The attacks found their marks with devastating effect, disrupting the supernatural force that held the ruins together.

      One-by-one, the derelict ships began breaking apart, their fragments spinning away into the void as the magical energy animating them dissipated. The remaining derelicts continued to concentrate their attack, enough of the tendrils punching through the wizards’ shields to slam into Excalibur's hull. The ship shuddered violently as discordant harmonics rippled through the ship's systems. Power levels surged and dropped erratically, creating feedback loops that threatened to overwhelm their systems.

      "Stabilize it!" Thomas gasped, feeling like he’d stuck his finger in a light socket.

      Kaelithan and Cartigan reinforced the barrier, deflecting a massive attack. The magical barrier shimmered and flickered as Brennan resumed evasive maneuvers, dancing around the tendrils with renewed determination. Thomas pushed their shared consciousness deeper into the ship's inner workings. Together, they fought to contain the energy. Slowly, gradually, the disruption began to fade as Excalibur's advanced technology reasserted control.

      "Power levels returning to normal," Gareth reported with clear relief. "Whatever that energy was, it couldn't maintain its effect against our systems."

      “Thomas!” Kaelithan cried out. “I’m losing it.”

      “Burl, fire on my mark!” Thomas targeted three more ships. “Mark!” More energy lanced out from Excalibur, ripping the vessels apart. He marked two more, and Burl fired again, turning them both into debris. “Merlin, can we burst yet?”

      “Almost there, my boy.”

      “Cartigan, can you help Kael hold the barrier?” Thomas asked. “We’re almost there.”

      “We have it,” Cartigan replied, voice strained with concentration. The shield solidified as he put all of his energy and ability into helping Kaelithan hold it.

      Thomas marked three more ships for targeting. Burl’s energy beams punched through them just seconds before Excalibur flew through the resulting debris. “Merlin?” Thomas asked again.

      “Hold,” Merlin answered. “Almost there. Confirmed! Burst!”

      With a thought, Thomas initiated the burst. They accelerated away from the ghost ships, fleeing to the safety of faster-than-light travel. The entire merged consciousness heaved a massive sigh of relief.

      “That was too close,” Gareth said.

      “Kael, Cartigan, are you okay?” Thomas asked.

      “Nothing some rest won’t fix,” Kaelithan replied. “The arcane energy…it’s so strong here. We have to be really close to the artifact.”

      “Thomas,” Merlin said, his tone serious and sad.

      “What is it?” Thomas replied.

      “What happened to the Vigilant Swords?”

      Thomas tensed immediately, suddenly realizing he had never detected the mercenary ship on sensors. They were supposed to come out of the burst at the same coordinates and hadn’t appeared.

      “Do you think they strayed into the arcane energy flow?” Tivan asked.

      “They could have suffered a burst drive malfunction,” Tryvane replied. “Decelerated somewhere further back.”

      “Or Aldrich came to his senses,” Garant countered. “And decided to turn back.”

      “He was so dead set on coming, I doubt that’s it,” Burl said.

      “Whatever happened, we have to assume they’re gone,” Thomas said.  “Hopefully, they’re still alive out there. Somewhere.”

      “Hopefully, we won’t run into any more reanimated derelicts,” Tryvane added.

      “It’s quite obvious that whatever is at the heart of all this doesn’t want us to reach it,” Cartigan said.

      “These attacks may only intensify,” Merlin agreed.

      “Then it’s for the best the Swords aren’t here,” Thomas said. “They wouldn’t survive this.”

      “I’m not sure if we can,” Garant said, putting words to what everyone was thinking.

      “We have to keep going,” Thomas said. “There’s no turning back now. Kael, you need to use the regeneration pod.”

      “Captain, you know I hate⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, Kael. I’m not asking. We need you back at full strength as soon as possible.

      “Of course, you’re right,” Kaelithan said, his breathing heavy. “I’ll head down there immediately.”

      “Cartigan, you too, once he returns.”

      “Understood, Sir Dragon.”

      “Everyone else, stick close to your pods. All hands on deck until we reach the source. We’ll rely on the regeneration pod if we get too worn out. Merlin, bring up nutrition cubes for everyone.”

      “At your command,” Merlin replied.

      Thomas opened his pod, climbing out and standing beside it. His gaze settled on the projection in the center of the pods, focused on the cone of light compression. They’d lost the Vigilant Swords and had nearly lost themselves.

      How much further to the source? And did they have any chance at all once they arrived?

      He supposed they would find out soon enough.
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      Turquine watched the blood drip from his claws onto the hangar deck, each crimson drop splashing into the existing pool on the metal plating. The nanites sang joyfully, resonating with the screams still echoing in his mind from the past several hours of work. He savored each tortured gasp from his victim, each involuntary twitch as nerve endings fired randomly in response to his careful ministrations.

      Pyym hung suspended before him, held upright only by the restraints binding him to the makeshift torture frame Dralk had constructed from cargo struts. The Sidhe captain's silver hair was matted with blood and sweat, his once-pristine uniform now reduced to crimson-stained rags that barely clung to his brutalized form. Despite the extensive damage that Turquine had inflicted, that stubborn light of defiance still burned in Pyym's eyes. Most irritating.

      "I must admit," Turquine said, carefully cleaning his claws on one of the few dry spots of Pyym's uniform, "your people's capacity for suffering continues to impress me. The Ursan break quickly, and most Fae rarely need persuasion at all. They’re generally so pathetically weak, all of them.” He paused, studying the fresh wounds he'd opened across Pyym's face. "But you Sidhe...there's something almost artistic about the way you endure my claws filleting your skin away. I feel like a master sculptor slowly chipping away at marble until the true form emerges."

      Pyym lifted his head with visible effort, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. His face was a masterpiece of bruises and cuts, but those eyes still burned. "We've had...practice..." he gasped out, each word clearly causing fresh agony. "...resisting monsters...like you."

      The nanites surged at the insult, demanding immediate violence. Turquine felt his claws flex unconsciously, eager to tear into that defiant flesh once more. But he held back, forcing the screaming chorus in his mind down to a more manageable level. There was an art to this kind of work. Push too hard too quickly, and the subject might retreat into shock or unconsciousness. The goal was to keep them aware, keep them processing each new sensation.

      “Again, you call us monsters?" he asked, letting his claws trail almost gently across one of the deeper wounds. His fingers pressed slightly harder, drawing a fresh gasp of pain. "Though I must admit, I do rather enjoy this part of the process."

      A slight shudder ran through the deck plating beneath them as Caress dropped out of burst speed. They had returned to their starting point, where Visceral waited. He never expected the aged captain to last this long.

      "Still nothing to tell me?" he asked, increasing the pressure until fresh blood welled around his claws. "About Excalibur's destination? Or this artifact everyone seems so desperate to find? Normally, I have infinite patience for this game, but this time, I have more important prey to pursue.”

      Pyym's only response was a wet cough that spattered fresh blood across the hangar deck. His breathing had grown more labored, but that stubborn light remained in his eyes.

      "My Lord," Vorlok's voice came through his comm unit. "I've completed my analysis of their navigational logs."

      “And?” Turquine asked, keeping his gaze fixed on Pyym's face to catch any reaction.

      "They penetrated quite deeply into the Wastes, my Lord. At first, they were bursting in a consistent pattern, but it changed near the end. Instead of sweeping the Wastes, it appears they were navigating directly toward something.”

      Turquine leaned closer to his prisoner, studying the minute changes in Pyym's expression. Even through the bruising and blood, he caught the slight tightening around the eyes that betrayed hidden knowledge.

      “Not hunting randomly, then,” he said, his voice deceptively gentle. “You determined a specific heading to follow, yes?”

      "Go...to...the hells," Pyym gasped out, following the words with another spray of blood.

      The nanites screamed for immediate violence, urging Turquine to tear the truth from Pyym's flesh one strip at a time. He forced them back. He already had something else planned.

      "Dralk," he called out to where the brutish Flayer waited. "Bring me one of the other prisoners. Someone still capable of screaming."

      The scarred warrior nodded and stalked away, his heavy footsteps echoing through the hangar. He returned moments later dragging a young Sidhe spacer they’d found hiding in engineering. The prisoner's face was already bruised and bleeding from earlier rough handling, but his eyes widened in horror when he saw his captain's condition.

      "Now then," Turquine said pleasantly, moving to tower over both captives. "Let me be perfectly clear, Captain. Either you tell me what I want to know, or I will kill every surviving member of your crew. One-by-one. Slowly. While you watch." He gestured to where Halvy stood nearby. "My little wizard will ensure you remain conscious for all of it. No retreat into merciful darkness."

      "Don't...tell him...anything," the crewman managed through split lips, though terror colored his voice.

      "Brave words," Turquine replied with a predatory reveal of his teeth. He nodded to Dralk, who pressed his claws against the prisoner's throat. "But let's see how you feel when your captain's stubbornness gets your throat torn out. I understand it's a particularly unpleasant way to die."

      The nanites surged with anticipation as Dralk's claws began to dig in, initially drawing tiny beads of blood. The young crewman whimpered despite his earlier defiance, while Pyym's expression finally started to crack.

      "Wait!" the captain called out, his voice breaking. "Please...just...just let them live. Don't...don't do this."

      "The original question then," Turquine said, savoring the taste of victory. "Did you find a specific heading to follow?"

      Pyym closed his eyes in defeat, his next words barely above a whisper. "Yes."

      "How did you know which way to go?"

      "We...we found a trail. An arcane energy signature left by the Wild Hunt. But it doesn't matter. You'll never be able to track it. You're not equipped for that kind of detection."

      Turquine's claws flexed unconsciously, drawing more blood from the wounds he still touched. "Tell me how."

      "You can kill every member of my crew. You can torture me forever. But I don't know how. I'm not a wizard. I don't understand the technical details of how they found or followed it."

      “Then how did you follow?”

      “Sir Dragon, he…he passed us the coordinates.”

      "Truth," Halvy confirmed, his eerie calmness a stark contrast to the violence around him. "He speaks honestly now. He does not possess the knowledge you seek."

      Turquine’s face twisted. “I see. And Sir Dragon? Who might that be?”

      “Thomas Drake,” Pyym replied. “The commander of Excalibur. The Daeardrayke.”

      “Earth dragon?” Turquine laughed. “That tiny whelp of a non-Ursan? As if he deserves any title even remotely related to me. I’ll see what kind of dragon he is when we catch up to him.”

      Turquine casually reached out and snapped the crewman's neck before Dralk could react. The body hit the deck with a dull thud that echoed through the hangar.

      "That was for lying to me the first time," he said to Pyym, watching the captain's expression shatter as he stared at his dead crew member.

      "You're going to kill us all anyway," Pyym said, something finally broken in his voice.

      "Eventually," Turquine agreed, stepping closer until his massive frame filled Pyym's entire field of view. "But how much you suffer first is still up to you. I can make this last a very, very long time."

      "It doesn't matter," Pyym said, his voice growing stronger with a final surge of defiance. His eyes locked onto Turquine's, showing no fear despite knowing his death was imminent. "I had hoped you might show some honor, but I suppose honor means nothing to a monster.” He spit blood that splattered across Turquine’s scarified features. “You'll never find them. The artifact is as good as theirs. And once they have it, you and Morgana are doomed."

      The nanites exploded through Turquine's consciousness at the taunt, their song a deafening roar demanding immediate violence. This time, he didn't hold them back. His claws tore through Pyym's throat in a single savage motion, blood spraying across his scales as the captain’s body went limp in its restraints. He gloried in the sight of Pyym's life force slowly puddling on the deck at his feet.

      "Norsp," he snarled into his comm.. "Tell Kesper to dock with Caress and meet me on the bridge." He turned to Dralk, who still stood behind him. "Kill the rest of the prisoners. Make it quick. We've wasted enough time already."

      The walk back to Caress' bridge seemed to take forever, each step feeding his growing impatience. The nanites still sang with the pleasure of killing, but already they demanded more. Always more. He paced across the command deck like a caged predator, reviewing the sensor displays while he waited for Kesper to arrive.

      When the pilot finally appeared, he moved quickly to the helm, though Turquine could smell his fear from across the bridge. The scent only fed the nanites' hunger. “Mogris, follow the coordinates this ship used to get out of the Wastes to take us back in.”

      “Yes, my Lord.” The Flayer tapped carefully on Caress’ controls, which were too small and delicate for Draconite fingers, especially theirs.  “Course laid in. Initiating burst sequence now."

      The stars ahead compressed as they accelerated, carrying them into the depths of the Wastes. The hunt was on once more, and this time, nothing would stop him from claiming his prey.
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      Turquine stood on the bridge of Caress, claws tapping against the command console with measured impatience as he watched Norsp focus rigidly on the tactical station monitor. Halvy stood silently behind him, his unbreakable calm a stark contrast to the tension pervading the others on the bridge.

      The constant thrum of the ship's engines resonated through the deck plating beneath Turquine’s massive feet, sending pleasant vibrations up his legs syncing with the nanites' endless song. Three bursts into the Wastes, and still no sign of Excalibur, but that wasn’t unexpected. They still had a few more to complete before they would reach the sector where the two ships parted ways. Still, the absence of his prey filled him with a restless, gnawing hunger that the nanites eagerly amplified.

      Turquine turned his gaze to the main viewscreen where the compressed stars of burst space stretched ahead of them in a bright cone. Somewhere out there, Thomas Drake—the self-styled Daeardrayke who commanded Excalibur—was following the same trail they now pursued. The thought of finally catching the bothersome, pathetic fool who had caused so much trouble, who had humiliated him repeatedly, sent a delightful surge of anticipation through Turquine's body.

      “Perhaps we should have interrogated more of the crew before killing them all," he reflected aloud, watching his Flayers' reactions.

      "My Lord," Norsp replied without looking up from his console, "we extracted everything of value from Captain Pyym. The rest were merely technicians and support personnel, unlikely to possess any strategic knowledge."

      “No, but it would have given me something more pleasurable to do. I can’t even sit down.” He glanced back at the command seat, sized for a human. Of course, none of the Draconite fit in their seats, forced to stand at the stations and lean over, controlling the movement of their claws to keep from breaking more delicate controls.

      The other Flayers laughed at his comment, the nanites reacting in sync with one another across the enhanced crew. All except Kesper, silent at the helm, locked out of commune with the rest of them.

      “I can’t wait to catch up to Excalibur and squeeze the life out of their commander…Sir Dragon,” he growled disparagingly before releasing an incredulous laugh. “He doesn’t deserve to call himself a knight, especially one with such a proud name.”

      "Their knowledge might guide them through the Wastes,” Halvy said, “but our strength will overcome whatever obstacles we encounter. We will find them. And destroy them.”

      Turquine felt his lips curl into a predatory smile. The nanites sang in agreement with the young wizard's assessment, resonating with the shared connection that now linked them all. Despite the sizing of the stations on Caress, there was satisfaction in commanding this vessel, knowing it had once carried their enemies.

      “Ten minutes to deceleration," Kesper announced from the helm.

      Turquine sighed. Another deceleration, another sector to sweep for signs of their prey. The repetitive nature of the search grated against his instincts and the nanites' constant hunger for action. But he would endure. The chase would eventually end, and then the real pleasure would begin.

      Without warning, alarm klaxons blared across the bridge. The ship lurched, nearly throwing Turquine off-balance as Caress's automated safety systems engaged, forcing them out of burst space ahead of schedule.

      “Report!" Turquine roared, rage boiling up instantly as the nanites responded to the potential threat.

      “Emergency deceleration, My Lord.” Kesper called back. "Automated systems have detected something in our path!"

      The stars ahead expanded back into their normal configurations, the familiar patterns of the Wastes stretching away in all directions. Stellar gases twisted into eerie formations, their colors shifting in ways that defied natural physics. But otherwise, the space ahead appeared empty.

      "I'm detecting nothing on sensors," Norsp reported, confusion evident in his tone as he studied his displays. "No vessels, no anomalies, nothing that would trigger an emergency drop."

      "The Wastes are full of deceptions," Turquine growled, stalking across to the tactical station to view the readings for himself. "Sensor ghosts and false echoes. Perhaps the safety systems overreacted to some harmless phenomena."

      "No, My Lord," Norsp insisted, an unusual note of certainty in his voice. "This isn't a malfunction. The sensors definitely detected something substantial enough to trigger a full emergency protocol." His clawed fingers moved carefully across the controls. “I’m seeing something unusual here. The sensor configuration includes filters I don't recognize. I believe they are custom modifications added by the previous crew. One of them scans a specific wavelength.”

      Turquine's eyes narrowed, vertical pupils contracting to thin slits. “Perhaps the arcane trail they were following," he realized aloud, remembering Pyym's confession. "Activate it."

      Norsp nodded, adjusting the settings. For a moment, nothing changed on their displays. Then, without warning, the entire sensor grid flared with a cascading pattern of energy readings that shouldn't have been possible. And more alarmingly, eight distinct objects materialized on their tactical display, surrounding Caress in a loose sphere, approximately ten thousand kilometers out.

      Their profiles were sword-like, reminiscent of Excalibur but utterly, completely dark, absorbing rather than reflecting the ambient light of the stars. No running lights pierced their darkness, no energy emissions betrayed their presence. They simply existed as an absence against the stars, as if someone had cut ship-shaped holes in reality itself.

      "What are they?" Kesper asked from the helm, his voice tight with barely suppressed terror. The fear-scent rolling off him was almost overwhelming, filling Turquine's sensitive nostrils. The nanites responded eagerly to that fear, urging him to punish such weakness.

      "Unknown," Norsp replied, continuing his sensor sweeps. "They're not registering on any conventional parameters. No power signatures, no mass readings, no radiation emissions. According to normal physics, they don't exist."

      "Yet, there they are," Turquine observed, studying the dark vessels with predatory interest rather than fear. The nanites surged beneath his scales, eager for confrontation rather than concerned about the potential threat. If these were the beings that supposedly protected the artifact, the ones that had driven Caress and Excalibur apart, then destroying them would be both a practical necessity and a personal pleasure. “Perhaps a worthy opponent, for once.”

      "They're moving," Norsp reported, tension evident in his normally controlled voice.

      On the viewscreen, the spectral ships began to shift, their movements unnaturally smooth as they adjusted their formation. They weren't accelerating or changing vectors in any conventional way. Instead, they simply ceased to exist in one position and then appeared closer to Caress, maintaining their perfect circular formation throughout the transition.

      "That's not possible," Mogris growled from navigation. "Nothing can move like that. There's no acceleration curve, no energy expenditure."

      "The Wastes don't care much for what's possible," Turquine replied, watching the dark vessels with increasing interest. The nanites sang with eagerness for this new challenge, resonating with his own desire to test their capabilities against these supernatural entities.

      "My Lord, we should retreat," Kesper suggested. "Captain Drenax said energy weapons had no effect on these things. They killed entire crews just by passing through the ships' hulls."

      The nanites screamed in violent disagreement, their voice merging with Turquine's own instincts. Retreat? From prey? The very suggestion was offensive to everything he was, everything he had become.

      "We don't run," he snarled, turning his gaze on the frightened pilot. "We hunt. We destroy. Open weapons ports. Target those ships."

      "My Lord," Norsp said carefully, knowing the danger of contradicting Turquine but apparently willing to risk it, "our energy weapons may prove ineffective against them."

      "Then we'll find what is effective," Turquine countered, the nanites surging with approval at his aggression. "Halvy..." He turned to the young Druid, who stood watching the spectral ships with no indication of concern. "Can you affect them with your magic?"

      Halvy tilted his head slightly, considering the question. "I believe so, Master," he replied after a moment. “They are emitting magical energy. Not like the energy on Avalyeth. This is more raw. More pure. But still energy that can be manipulated or disrupted."

      "Then be ready to destroy them when they come within range," Turquine ordered. The prospect of watching his young weapon unleash destruction sent a fresh wave of pleasure through his enhanced body.

      Halvy hesitated, an unusual reaction that immediately drew Turquine's attention. "Master, perhaps we should observe their behavior first," the young wizard suggested. "They have not yet attacked. Learning their capabilities before engaging might provide tactical advantages."

      The nanites roared in protest at the delay, demanding immediate violence. Turquine felt his claws flex unconsciously as he fought the urge to strike Halvy for his suggestion. The boy was right, of course. Tactical intelligence was valuable, especially against an unknown entity, but the hunger for combat burned through him, almost painful in its intensity.

      "Very well," he growled after a moment, forcing the nanites to subside. "We'll observe. But be ready to strike.”

      Halvy nodded, but made no other indication of gathering power. Turquine thought it strange, but he also trusted his little wizard, much more than he had ever trusted Cartigan.

      On the viewscreen, the spectral vessels drew closer, their dark forms blinking through space. Their perfect formation never wavered as they repositioned themselves.

      "Weapons locked," Norsp added. "Though I can’t guarantee effective targeting given their unstable nature."

      Turquine watched the spectral ships with growing anticipation, the nanites singing louder as the confrontation approached. This was why he existed—to face what others feared, to destroy what others could not. These spectral entities might have terrified Drenax and his pathetic crew, might even have driven Excalibur to flee, but they would find no such weakness in him.

      Without warning, the dark vessels vanished from their positions, reappearing instantly at a range of only five thousand kilometers. Their new formation was no longer circular but wedge-shaped, clearly positioned for an attack run.

      "Fire!" Turquine ordered, no longer willing to wait.

      Caress's weapons opened up, energy beams lashing out toward the approaching threat. But as Drenax had warned, the attacks passed harmlessly through the spectral ships as if they weren't there at all.

      "No effect!" Norsp reported unnecessarily.

      "Halvy?" Turquine said.

      "Not yet, Master," Halvy replied, his gaze fixed on the approaching vessels.

      Turquine’s nanites surged with frustration at the continued delay, demanding that he force the boy to act. But once again, he suppressed their urgings.

      The spectral ships suddenly accelerated, though acceleration wasn't quite the right word. One moment they were holding formation at five thousand kilometers, and the next they were racing toward Caress with impossible speed. The transition happened so quickly that even Turquine's enhanced reflexes barely registered the change.

      "Brace for impact!" he roared as the lead vessel bore down on them.

      But there was no impact, not in the conventional sense. The first spectral ship passed through Caress's shields as if they didn't exist, then straight through the hull itself, creating no physical damage but leaving a trail of absolute darkness in its wake. Turquine watched in fascination as the dark form directly penetrated the bridge, passing through consoles and bulkheads as if they were merely holograms.

      And then it reached him.

      The spectral ship's form engulfed him completely, passing through his physical body just as it had passed through the ship's hull. Turquine felt a sudden, intense cold unlike anything he had ever experienced, a soul-deep chill that reached past flesh and bone into the very essence of his being. He sensed the entity's hunger as it attempted to feed on his life force, drawing it out like water through a siphon.

      The nanites responded instantly, their song rising to a deafening crescendo as they counterattacked. Rather than his life energy draining away, Turquine felt his nanites surging to feed on the energy of the spectral entity itself, turning the predator into prey. The cold sensation transformed into a rushing heat that spread through his entire body, igniting every nerve ending with indescribable pleasure. The nanites devoured the arcane energy that comprised the spectral ship, growing stronger with each moment of contact.

      Chaos raged around him. The spectral ship continued its path, passing through other crew members as it traversed the bridge. Kesper screamed, a high, thin sound of pure agony as his life force was ripped away. The pilot's body aged decades in seconds, skin withering against bone, eyes sinking into their sockets, muscles atrophying visibly beneath his uniform. He collapsed to the deck, a desiccated husk that bore little resemblance to the living being he had been moments ago.

      Yet Turquine and his other Flayers remained unharmed, protected by the same enhancements that had made them such effective weapons. He watched with cruel fascination as the spectral ship emerged from the far bulkhead, its form now visibly distorted. The perfect sword-like profile dissolved before his eyes, pieces of its dark substance flaking away into nothingness as it struggled to maintain coherence.

      The entity realized its predicament. It attempted to reform, to stabilize its disintegrating structure, but the damage was too severe. The nanites had consumed too much of its essential energy, leaving it fatally weakened. Before Turquine's eyes, the spectral ship completely dissolved, its darkness dissipating like smoke in high wind until nothing remained but empty space.

      Across the bridge, his Flayers were regaining their composure, each experiencing the same rush of power as their nanites processed the energy they had stolen from the entity. Only Kesper lay dead, his withered corpse a stark reminder of the fate that would have befallen them all without their enhancements.

      "Fascinating," Turquine purred. The nanites sang with pleasure, stronger now than they had been before the attack. "They feed on life force, but we feed on them instead."

      "The remaining vessels are retreating, My Lord," Norsp reported, his voice carrying an unusual note of awe. On the viewscreen, the seven surviving spectral ships blinked in and out at increasingly distant range, fleeing deeper into the Wastes.

      "Should we pursue?" Mogris asked from navigation.

      "No," Turquine replied, still savoring the rush of stolen power. "Let them flee. Let them spread word to their kind that we are not prey but predators." He turned to study Kesper's withered corpse with clinical detachment. "Dispose of that, Valok," he ordered, gesturing dismissively at the body. The Flayer hurried to pick up Kesper’s desiccated corpse and silently carried it off the bridge. "Mogris, take over helm duties in addition to navigation. We continue on our original course."

      "Yes, My Lord," Mogris replied, moving to the helm station without hesitation.

      "Halvy," he said, turning to the young wizard who had observed the entire encounter without acting. "You knew the nanites would feed on them, didn't you? That's why you wanted to wait before attacking."

      "I suspected, Master," Halvy replied, his unnatural calm never wavering. "The nanites are repulsed by the pollution of magical energy, but drawn to the purity of the energy binding the spectral ships. It seemed logical they might be able to consume the arcane force that comprises them.”

      Turquine nodded, the nanites singing with approval at the boy's insight. "These Wild Hunt creatures are not a threat to us."

      "And Excalibur?" Norsp asked, returning to his tactical station. "If they encountered these entities, they may have suffered losses."

      "All the better," Turquine replied, a cruel smile spreading across his scarified features. "Weakened prey is easier to catch." He turned back to the main viewscreen, where the stars of the Wastes still twisted into unnatural patterns. "Resume course. Maximum burst speed. If Sir Dragon thinks these pathetic spirits will protect him, he's gravely mistaken."

      "Course laid in," Mogris confirmed from the helm. "Initiating burst sequence."

      As the stars ahead compressed once more into that familiar bright cone, Turquine felt the nanites' song change subtly, incorporating new harmonics stolen from the destroyed spectral ship. The energy they had consumed had altered them somehow, expanded their awareness in ways he didn't yet fully understand. But one thing was certain—they had grown stronger, more powerful than before.

      And soon, very soon, he would use that power to crush his enemies once and for all.
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      Having just outlined his plans for their next excursion into the Wastes, Thomas stood near his command pod, the rest of the flight crew at the ready beside theirs. They had encountered the ghostly derelicts twice now since they’d lost the Vigilant Swords, suffering damage from their arcane weapons despite Kaelithan and Cartigan's best efforts to shield them. After the second encounter, structural integrity warnings had flashed across the flight deck, forcing them to spend precious hours making repairs before continuing.

      Taliesin believed the next deceleration would put them very close to the epicenter of the arcane energy signature.

      “All right, everyone into your pods," Thomas ordered, his voice calm despite the tension tightening his chest.

      His flight crew responded without hesitation, accessing their pods with razor-sharp efficiency. Thomas climbed into the command pod, the neural gel embracing him as the canopy sealed shut with a soft hiss. His consciousness expanded through Excalibur's systems, the familiar sensation of merging washing over him as his awareness reached out to join with the others. Together, they were prepared for whatever awaited them.

      "Two minutes to deceleration,” Merlin announced, his voice resonating through their merged consciousness.

      Thomas felt the tension ripple through their shared awareness. Every previous drop had brought new dangers. What would they find this time? The Wild Hunt? More derelict ships reanimated by powerful magic? Or perhaps something worse, something they hadn't yet encountered in their journey through the Wastes?

      "Everyone stay sharp," he projected through their link. "We need to be ready for anything.”

      "Understood," came the collective response, their thoughts aligning with perfect synchronization.

      The seconds ticked down, each moment stretching with anticipation. At last, reality reasserted itself with jarring suddenness, the compressed stars expanding back into their normal configurations as Excalibur's burst drive powered down. Through their merged awareness, Thomas immediately reached out through the sensors, scanning the surrounding space for threats.

      What they found instead left them all momentarily stunned.

      "By all the stars," Gareth breathed, the thought carrying through their shared consciousness.

      Before them floated the shattered remains of what had once been a planet. Three massive fragments drifted in a tight gravitational dance, orbiting one another in a slow, majestic rotation. The largest piece, perhaps half of the original planet's mass, retained something resembling a partial sphere, its fractured edge revealing layer upon layer of geological strata like the pages of an ancient book. The other two fragments were more irregular, jagged mountains and deep valleys marking where catastrophic forces had torn the world apart.

      Even more astonishing, the pieces weren't dead. Each fragment glowed with faint bioluminescence, patches of what might have been vegetation clinging tenaciously to life in this impossible environment. Thin wisps of atmosphere surrounded each piece, visible as slight distortions against the starfield beyond.

      But most striking of all was the arcane energy that saturated everything. Through their enhanced perception, they could see it flowing between the fragments like luminous rivers, connecting them in a web of magical force. The energy patterns—more focused, more purposeful, as if guided by some intelligent design rather than occurring naturally—were unlike anything they had encountered before.

      "Kael?" Thomas said. "Are you seeing this?"

      "Yes," the wizard replied. "The arcane signature is off the charts. It's...it's magnificent. And terrifying. Whatever destroyed this planet released or created an immense amount of magical energy."

      "Can you tell which fragment is the source?" Thomas asked, guiding their shared awareness through Excalibur's sensors to study each piece more closely.

      "The largest one," Kaelithan confirmed after a moment. "The magical flow is emanating from somewhere on its surface. That's where we'll find the artifact."

      Thomas focused their merged perception on the largest fragment, scanning its broken geography. The partial sphere rotated slowly, revealing features that should have been impossible. Besides the patches of bioluminescent growth, they detected what appeared to be liquid water in scattered lakes across its surface.

      "This shouldn't be possible," Tivan observed, his thoughts colored with scientific fascination. "A planetary fragment this size shouldn't have enough mass to maintain an atmosphere or liquid water. Something is artificially preserving habitable conditions."

      "The artifact?" Garant suggested.

      “Possibly,” Gareth said. "The same force that created the Wild Hunt might be sustaining this environment."

      Brennan adjusted their trajectory. The young pilot's excitement bled through their shared awareness despite the potential dangers ahead. He guided Excalibur toward the largest fragment, keeping them at a cautious distance while they gathered more information.

      As they drew a bit closer, their enhanced sensors revealed more details. The fragment's surface was a stark contrast of desolation and life—barren rock formations standing alongside patches of alien vegetation that glowed with internal light. Scattered ruins suggested civilization had once existed here, ancient structures now reduced to weathered monuments to a lost world.

      "There," Burl projected suddenly, highlighting a specific area on the fragment's surface through their shared perception. "Look at the energy concentration in that region."

      Thomas directed their focus to the indicated area, a rugged plateau at the edge of a massive cliff face. The arcane energy flowing through the fragment converged there, creating a spiraling vortex of magical force that dwarfed anything they had detected before. What truly captured their attention though was what stood at the center of that vortex.

      Rising from the plateau, built partly into the cliff face itself, stood an immense structure resembling a castle. Its architecture defied easy categorization—elements of medieval fortification blended seamlessly with designs that appeared alien and otherworldly. Massive stone towers stretched skyward, their surfaces etched with glowing runes that pulsed in rhythm with the arcane energy flowing around them. Metal buttresses reinforced the structure, their material gleaming with an unnatural luster that suggested something far more advanced than mere iron or steel.

      "It looks like something from a nightmarish fairy tale," Tryvane observed, his thoughts carrying a hint of reverence mixed with fear. "A dark castle at the edge of reality, filled with unimaginable horrors.”

      Thomas studied the structure, noting details that only heightened its foreboding presence. Enormous statues flanked the main gates, depicting armored figures with swords raised in eternal vigilance. The courtyard beyond contained what appeared to be a garden of stone, twisted sculptures arranged in patterns that suggested ritual significance rather than aesthetic design. Throughout it all, arcane energy flowed like blood through veins, converging at the castle's central keep.

      “I’ve analyzed the atmosphere,” Tivan reported. “The fragment maintains a breathable atmosphere with oxygen levels slightly lower than mean but well within safe parameters. Temperature at the castle location is approximately 15 degrees Celsius. Gravity registers at approximately 0.85 of the mean.”

      "The same force preserving the atmosphere is enhancing the gravitational field," Kaelithan noted with amazement. "This whole environment is being artificially maintained by incredible amounts of magical energy."

      Thomas focused on the arcane energy through the sensors. “It appears the fragment has a thin arcane energy field containing the atmosphere.” He projected what he saw onto the holographic display. “Kael, can we get through it?”

      “Yes,” the wizard replied. “It’s not thick enough to damage the ship.”

      “Then let’s get closer," Thomas said. "We need to find a suitable landing site near the castle.”

      They guided Excalibur toward the fragment and passed the barrier without harm, continuing their descent.

      "There's a clearing about half a kilometer from the main gates," Burl pointed out, highlighting the area through their shared awareness. “It looks stable enough for landing, with direct line of sight to the castle entrance."

      "Good eye," Thomas acknowledged. "Take us in, Brennan."

      As they continued the descent, more details of the alien landscape came into focus. The bioluminescent vegetation—arranged in concentric circles and spiraling paths that all led toward the castle—grew in geometric patterns too perfect to be natural. Stone monoliths stood at irregular intervals across the terrain, each carved with the same glowing runes that adorned the castle towers.

      "I don't like this," Gareth projected, his thoughts sharp with tactical concern. "Everything is too deliberate, too planned."

      "I see it, too," Thomas agreed, noting how the landscape itself seemed designed to channel visitors toward the castle. "But we need that artifact, and it's in there."

      "What if it's a trap?" Tivan suggested, caution shading his thoughts.

      "Then we spring it," Burl replied with characteristic directness. "Better to face whatever waits head-on than spend eternity wandering the Wastes."

      Thomas couldn't argue with that logic. After everything they had endured to reach this point, retreating wasn't an option. Morgana would never stop hunting for the artifact, and if they failed to claim it first, all their sacrifices would have been for nothing.

      "Bring us down in the clearing," he ordered. “Gareth, I want you in the command pod. Tryvane and Brennan, you two stay in your pods. The three of you need to be ready for immediate takeoff if necessary."

      “Very well, Captain,” Gareth replied without argument, though Thomas sensed the disappointment in his tone.

      Brennan guided Excalibur to a perfect landing in the indicated clearing, the ship settling gently onto the alien surface with barely a tremor.

      Thomas initiated separation, their merged consciousness contracting back to individual awareness as the pod canopies lifted. Those staying onboard remained in their pods, while  Thomas and the twins stepped out of their pods, converging near the exit, with Sir Orvix, Kael, Tal, and Merlin. “Gareth, Tryvane and Brennan will remain onboard to get Excalibur out of here if need be,” Thomas informed them. “Merlin, I’d like you along with us in your combat GOLEM.”

      “Of course, Thomas,” Merlin’s humanoid GOLEM replied.

      “Taliesin, it’s your choice if you’d like to join us or not. Sir Orvix, I would appreciate having your sword with us.”

      “Gladly,” Orvix replied.

      “I’d like to join you, too,” Taliesin replied. “But not in this form. I’ll meet you at the teleportal.”

      Thomas raised an eyebrow, eager to see what form the Fae shapeshifter might take. “Okay. Everyone suit up in full armor. We don't know what awaits us in there, but we should be prepared for anything.” He turned to Gareth, standing beside the command pod. “Merlin will maintain communication between us, but there’s always a chance it won’t reach through the walls of the castle. If we’re not back in six hours, get out of here. Go back to the resistance with Excalibur. We can’t afford to lose her.”

      “Captain,” Gareth replied, ready to argue. “Thomas⁠—”

      “Excalibur is more important than me or the artifact. Without her as a symbol, any hope of resistance against Morgana will fall apart.”

      “A wise perception,” Merlin added.

      “Very well,” Gareth reluctantly agreed. “But you’ll make it back.”

      They moved quickly to Excalibur’s armory to prepare, each retrieving their preferred equipment. Thomas donned his armor, secured Arthur's shield to his arm, and strapped the fayrilite sword to his hip. The soul stone in the shield pulsed with unusual intensity, as if responding to the ambient magical energy saturating their surroundings.

      "The stone is reacting significantly to this place," he mentioned to Kaelithan as the wizard adjusted his own equipment.

      "Not surprising," Kael replied, studying the shield with professional interest. "Soul stones are designed to absorb and channel magical energy. This environment is like an ocean of power for it to draw from." He paused, his expression growing more serious. "Be careful with it, Thomas. In a place like this, the stone's capabilities might be greatly enhanced, but so too might its instability."

      "I'll keep that in mind," Thomas promised, securing the shield more firmly to his arm.

      They gathered at the teleportal. The atmosphere in the corridor was tense with anticipation and unspoken concern. Everyone knew the enormity of what awaited them, the culmination of their long journey through the Wastes.

      "Everyone ready?" Thomas asked.

      They nodded in unison, determination evident in their expressions despite the uncertainty ahead.

      "Then let's go claim what we came for."
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      The teleportal's blue light rippled as Thomas stepped through first, the familiar disorientation lasting only a fraction of a second before his feet touched down on the rocky terrain of the largest planetary fragment. He blinked, adjusting to the strange light quality as the others emerged behind him. The sky displayed an unnatural deep purple hue, streaked with bands of golden light where the arcane energy layered over the atmosphere.

      He drew a cautious breath, tasting the alien air. Though Tivan had confirmed it was breathable, there was something different about it, a sharp bite that lingered on his tongue, accompanied by an almost electric sensation that made his fine arm hairs stand up. It felt like the air before a lightning storm, charged with potential energy.

      "Can you feel that?" he asked, glancing at Kaelithan.

      The wizard nodded, scanning their surroundings. "The magical saturation is unlike anything I've ever experienced. It's like standing in an ocean of pure arcane energy.”

      Thomas turned to take in the full view of their landing site. The clearing where Excalibur sat was roughly circular, nearly five hundred meters in diameter, and surrounded by those strange bioluminescent plants Tivan had identified from orbit. Up close, the tall, slender growths were even more unnerving.

      "The vegetation appears to be responding to the magical flow," Cartigan observed, his scholarly interest momentarily overriding his caution. With no visible leaves—just smooth, glowing stalks—they swayed slightly despite the absence of any perceptible wind. The light they emitted pulsed in a synchronized rhythm, creating waves of illumination that rippled like heartbeats. "See how the pulses all originate from the direction of the castle? They're like conduits, channeling the energy throughout this fragment."

      Beyond the circle of alien flora stretched a rugged landscape of weathered stone and shallow ravines, all leading toward the imposing structure that dominated the horizon. The castle's architecture shifted subtly as Thomas studied it, towers appearing taller one moment and shorter the next, as if the building itself couldn't decide on a consistent form.

      "Where's Taliesin?" Tivan asked, breaking the momentary silence. "He said he'd meet us here, but⁠—"

      With a soft rustling from the edge of the clearing, the bioluminescent stalks parted to reveal a sleek, silvery creature that Thomas immediately identified in his mind as a werefox. Its form shimmered and shifted with each movement as if displacing reality, but the eyes that studied them were unmistakably Taliesin's.

      "I thought a more agile creature might be useful," the shapeshifter explained. "This shape allows me to move silently, blend into my surroundings, and detect scents and sounds beyond human perception." To demonstrate, he dropped on all fours and pressed low to the ground. His fur changed color, matching the clearing so that he nearly vanished against it.

      Thomas nodded appreciatively. "Good thinking."

      He turned his attention back to the castle. From this distance, he could make out more details of its strange construction. The stone making up its walls wasn't uniform. Instead, it ranged from dark obsidian to crimson crystal, with veins of what looked like metallic ore running throughout them like blood vessels. The runes etched into its surface pulsed with the same rhythm as the surrounding vegetation, their glow intensifying and dimming in hypnotic patterns.

      "Any idea what those markings mean?" he asked, gesturing toward the runes. Kaelithan and Cartigan both shook their heads, their expressions troubled.

      "They're unlike any magical language I've encountered," Kaelithan admitted. "There are elements that seem vaguely familiar, but the overall structure is...wrong somehow."

      "Wrong how?" Thomas pressed.

      "Like a language that evolved in isolation for thousands of years," Cartigan explained. "You can see the ancient roots, but it's diverged so far that it's become something else entirely."

      Sir Orvix, who had been silently studying their surroundings with a veteran's eye, finally spoke. "We should move from here. We’re too exposed."

      "Agreed," Thomas said. "Merlin, up front with me. Sir Orvix, cover our rear. Wizards in the center where they can provide support. The rest of you around them. Taliesin, scout ahead."

      They moved out of the clearing, following a path that wound between the glowing stalks. As they left Excalibur behind, Thomas couldn't shake the feeling of its vulnerability. The ship had become more than just transportation—it was home, safety, a beacon of hope—in this strange, broken world. Leaving it felt like stepping away from the last connection to the familiar universe.

      The path narrowed as they approached the first of the monoliths Burl had spotted from orbit. Up close, the stone pillar towered nearly twenty feet high, its surface covered in the same pulsing runes that adorned the castle. At its base lay small objects that Thomas initially took for rocks until he looked closer.

      "Are those...offerings?" Tivan asked, kneeling to examine the items without touching them.

      "It appears so," Kaelithan confirmed, studying the collection with a scholar's interest. "Primitive figurines, crystals, what might be dried food or herbs. This was a sacred site."

      "Was?" Thomas questioned.

      "The offerings are ancient," the wizard explained. "Look at the weathering, the decay. Nothing has been placed here in centuries, perhaps longer."

      "Millennia," Taliesin corrected, his silvery form circling the monolith cautiously. "I can smell the age. Whatever civilization existed here has been gone for a very, very long time."

      They continued past the monolith, the path growing more defined as they progressed. Stone slabs emerged from the soil, creating a proper road that led directly toward the castle. More monoliths appeared at regular intervals, each surrounded by its circle of ancient offerings, each etched with those same indecipherable runes.

      As they drew closer to the castle, more details of its bizarre construction became apparent. What had appeared solid from a distance revealed itself to be partially ruined up close. Sections of the outer walls had collapsed, leaving jagged gaps in the perimeter. One of the towers listed at a precarious angle, held upright by what appeared to be strands of pure magical energy that anchored it to the main structure.

      Despite the damage, the castle retained an aura of menace that made Thomas' skin crawl. The ambient light dimmed as they approached, the glowing runes providing most of the illumination in the deepening gloom. Shadows stretched and twisted in unnatural ways, sometimes moving independently of any light source.

      The castle’s outer gate had looked closed from a distance, but on reaching it Thomas saw it hung open a few feet, allowing easy passage. In stark contrast to the wild landscape, the courtyard beyond the gate—a perfect circle divided into quadrants by stone paths—was meticulously arranged. Each section, containing what might once have been gardens, now held only those strange, glowing plants and twisted stone sculptures. The sculptures—humanoid figures frozen in positions of agony or ecstasy, their features worn smooth by time though some still conveyed intense emotion—were disturbing up close.

      At the center of the courtyard stood a fountain that defied physics. Instead of water, it circulated what appeared to be light in a golden fluid. Flowing upward from the basin, it spiraled into the air before cascading back down in a hypnotic display.

      "That's pure magical energy in physical form," Kaelithan whispered, awe and fear mingling in his voice. "I've only read about such manifestations. They shouldn't be possible."

      "Clearly, they are," Cartigan replied, equally fascinated. "But the power required to maintain such a phenomenon…” He shook his head in amazement. “...it's beyond comprehension."

      Thomas tore his gaze away from the fountain, focusing on the massive doors that stood open at the far side of the courtyard, leading into the castle proper. "That's where we need to go. The artifact must be at the heart of all this."

      They crossed the courtyard cautiously, keeping as much distance as possible from both the disturbing sculptures and the hypnotic fountain. The stone paths were worn smooth by countless footsteps, yet dusty enough to suggest no one had walked them in ages.

      As they passed the fountain, Thomas noticed strange symbols carved into its base. They were different from the runes on the castle walls, more like pictographs telling a story he couldn't read. "Can either of you make sense of these?" he asked the wizards, gesturing toward the carvings.

      Kaelithan knelt for a closer look, careful not to touch the fountain itself. "They appear to be depicting some kind of cataclysm," he said after a moment. "Look here.” He pointed to one. “This could be the planet intact, and then broken. And these figures...they might represent survivors, or perhaps those who caused the destruction."

      "Or those who preserved what remained," Cartigan suggested, pointing to a series of figures with raised arms surrounding a central sphere. "This could be showing the creation of the magical field that maintains this fragment's habitat."

      Taliesin's abrupt warning ended their speculation. "Something's coming!" he shouted, the silvery fox running  toward them from the open castle doors. "Multiple entities in attack formation, approaching fast!”
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      “By the hells!” Tryvane cursed as things that might once have been Ursan warriors emerged from the castle’s gatehouse interior.

      Their ancient, rusted armor hung from their desiccated frames like garments two sizes too big. Utterly sapped of lifeforce, they looked unable to even stand under the armor’s weight. Yet, they moved unnervingly fast, the first wave of a dozen wielding rusted swords that should have been too deteriorated to be effective. Where faces should have been visible inside their open helmets, there was only darkness punctuated by pinpricks of the same golden light that flowed through the fountain.

      "They're constructs," Merlin announced. "Magical energy animating long-dead remains, similar to the mercenary crew but far older."

      Thomas drew his sword and raised his shield as the constructs spread out to encircle Thomas and his away team. "Kael, Cartigan, can you disrupt the magic animating them?"

      "Working on it," Kaelithan replied, his staff already glowing as he gathered power. "But the ambient energy is interfering. They're drawing strength from the same source that permeates this entire fragment. By the time I counter the magic, fresh magic replaces it.”

      Thomas had no time to consider the implications as two of the constructs simultaneously lunged at him, their ancient metal swords slicing through the air with deadly speed. Merlin’s combat GOLEM stepped protectively in front of Thomas to intercept the lead construct’s opening swing. Thomas caught the blow from the other one on his shield, the impact far stronger than the creature's withered frame suggested was possible. The soul stone flared brilliantly at the contact, and the construct recoiled as if burned, its sword arm smoking where it had touched the shield's surface.

      Taking advantage of the opening, Thomas countered with a sweeping strike, his fayrilite blade catching the next three constructs across their midsections. The sword sliced through the ancient armor with surprising ease, throwing them off balance. Thomas followed through, slamming his shield into one after another, the soul stone drawing in only a small measure of arcane energy from each before it released the ancient soldiers and the remaining energy dissipated into thin air. The constructs crumpled, their limbs twitching briefly before they fell still. The other animated constructs shrank away from Thomas, avoiding his shield just as the undead mercenaries had.

      “What the hell?” Thomas stared at them and then looked to Kaelithan for an answer. “Obviously something intelligent controls them,” the wizard replied. “It released the construct rather than let you absorb its energy.”

      “Enough!” Sir Orvix roared, rushing forward to simultaneously engage the three constructs with the precision and power that had made his people such feared warriors. He swung his massive broadsword in devastating arcs, each blow calculated to maximum effect. Cleaving the warriors open, he shattered them the way they had the ghost ships. Rather than try to reform them, the arcane energy driving them again scattered to the winds, the three constructs crumpling to pieces.

      “More incoming!” Taliesin shouted, running toward the first of the waves clattering through the gatehouse and rushing directly toward Thomas and Tivan. Tal leaped at one of the constructs, his silver claws tearing into its rusted armor, slicing it apart.

      "Behind you, Thomas!" Tivan called out in warning.

      Thomas spun, his blade following through in a smooth arc. It caught the construct in the armpit just before it could strike, cleanly slicing its arm off at the shoulder. The moment he thrust his shield at the creature, it broke apart, its internal energy wisping away like warm breath in cold air Thomas turned to check on Garant. Tivan’s twin was holding his own, using the constructs' momentum against them with precise counterattacks, his fighting style more defensive than his brother's, but no less effective.

      Merlin's GOLEM had engaged the largest of the animated warriors, their blades echoing with each clash of steel until Merlin finally cleaved it in half. The mechanical knight moved with agile grace, cutting through a few more constructs, one after another.

      A flash of silver, Tal darted past Garant, removing the leg of one construct before leaping onto the back of another, his slight weight surprisingly substantial enough to take the guard down.

      "Heads up! Incoming!" Cartigan warned.

      Thomas looked up to see a new threat—skeletal figures in tattered remains of what might have once been robes—taking up positions amidst the castle's broken ramparts. They drew primitive bows, nocking arrows that gleamed with the same golden light as the fountain. "Shields!" Thomas shouted, shielding Kaelithan with Arthur’s shield as the skeletons loosed their first volley, the arrows leaving trails of energy in their wake.

      The incoming projectiles zipped down at them with unnatural accuracy, striking with surprising force, each impact sending ripples of energy into the soul stone. One arrow escaped his guard, grazing his armor before embedding itself in the stone path with enough force to crack the ancient rock.

      Cartigan abandoned his attempt to disrupt the constructs, instead throwing up a hasty magical dome of shifting color above them. Each impact weakened the barrier, forcing the wizard to pour more and more energy into maintaining it until it began to crack like glass.

      "We need to get inside!" Thomas called out, dispatching another sword-wielding construct with a powerful blow. "We're too exposed out here!"

      "Agreed," Sir Orvix rumbled, his scales glistening with exertion as he sliced the last of his opponents in two. "But those doors are our only entry point, and they're likely to be even more heavily defended."

      Thomas quickly assessed their situation. The first waves of constructs had been reduced to piles of ancient armor and bones, but the archers continued their relentless assault from above, and he could see more sword-wielding figures emerging from the gatehouse entrance.

      "Cartigan, can you maintain that barrier long enough for us to get inside?” he asked.

      The wizard nodded grimly, sweat beading on his forehead from the effort. ”If we hurry."

      "Then that's our play. Merlin, Sir Orvix—take point. Burl, Taliesin—you have our flanks. Tivan, Garant—protect Kael and Cartigan!”

      They moved as a coordinated unit, closing ranks around the wizards as they advanced toward the castle entrance. More arrows rained down, most deflected by Cartigan’s magical barrier, but some slipped through the barrier’s enlarging cracks, impacting  the stone around them, releasing both their kinetic and magical energies.

      "Now! Charge!" Thomas shouted, hoping they could make it through the castle entrance before the already forming second line of defense could become an impenetrable barrier.

      Instead, the ancient constructs rushed them with swords and knives slashing, only to fall before Orvix, Merlin, and Burl’s swords, the twins’ daggers, and King Arthur’s shield, their spent energy flashing like lightning as they shattered to pieces.

      The last of them collapsed just as Cartigan's barrier began to fail. Fragments of magical energy disintegrated like shattering glass. The wizard stumbled, clearly exhausted from the extended effort, but Garant caught him before he could fall.

      "Inside, quickly," Thomas ordered, helping to steady Cartigan while keeping his shield raised against any attack.

      Sir Orvix took rear guard as the others hurried through the doors and into the castle proper, where the quality of light changed dramatically. The golden glow that had suffused the courtyard gave way to a cooler, bluer illumination emanating from bioluminescent moss growing on parts of the walls and ceilings. Leaks had allowed rain to enter and leave trails of moisture for it to follow. The air was noticeably different too—cooler and drier, with a scent of stone dust and something older, something that reminded Thomas of ancient libraries or museums. The peculiar scent of time immemorial.

      They found themselves in a vast entrance hall that might once have been magnificent but now lay in partial ruin. The ceiling soared overhead, supported by columns carved to resemble stylized trees, their "branches" spreading across the ceiling in intricate patterns. Many of the columns had cracked, a few collapsed entirely, leaving dangerous gaps in overhead support. The floor was a shattered mosaic of scenes depicting figures in strange garments, all of them engaged in activities that made no sense without cultural context.

      “We have to keep moving,” Thomas said. "The artifact must be deeper inside, at the heart of all this magical energy. Which way, Kael?"

      The wizard briefly closed his eyes, his awareness extending beyond normal senses to track the flow of arcane power. "That way," he said after a moment, pointing toward an archway at the far end of the hall. "The energy current is strongest in that direction."

      They crossed the entrance hall, alert for further attacks, the damage increasing as they progressed. Entire sections of the floor were missing, forcing them to detour around treacherous pits that revealed lower levels consumed by darkness. Strange sounds—distant metallic clangs, the whisper of movement just beyond vision, and occasionally what might have been voices speaking in an unknown language—echoed through the vast space.

      "What happened here?" Tivan wondered aloud, his voice hushed in the oppressive atmosphere. "It's like the place was abandoned in the middle of a catastrophe."

      "Or preserved at the moment of destruction," Taliesin suggested. "Frozen in time the instant the planet broke apart."

      Thomas paused beside one of the intact columns, noticing that the carvings weren't purely decorative. Readable text spiraled around the stylized tree, though in a language he couldn't understand. "Can either of you make sense of this?" he asked the wizards. Kaelithan and Cartigan studied the script, their expressions growing increasingly troubled.

      "It's... almost familiar," Cartigan said finally. "There are elements that resemble ancient Ursan dialects, but these were twisted, evolved into something new and different."

      "I can make out fragments," Kaelithan added. "This section appears to be a warning or prophecy of some kind. Something about 'the final day' and 'the return of the king.' But much of it is beyond my comprehension."

      "The king?" Thomas repeated, a chill running down his spine. “Does the artifact have something specific to do with Arthur?”

      Before either wizard could respond, a low rumble shook the hall, dust and small fragments of stone raining down from the damaged ceiling.

      “We need to move,” Taliesin warned. “We don’t want to be standing here if the ceiling or the floor collapses.”

      They hurried toward the archway Kaelithan had indicated. As they passed under it, they entered a long corridor lined with what might have been ceremonial armor stands, though the armor they once held had long since collapsed on the floor in piles of rusted metal. Tapestries depicting battles, ceremonial gatherings, and astronomical events—rendered in a style that combined realism with symbolic elements—hung on the walls between them, their colors faded beyond recognition.

      "The style is reminiscent of early Ursan art," Merlin observed, his GOLEM's sensors capturing detailed images of each tapestry as they passed. "Yet there are elements that suggest influence from other cultures, perhaps even other worlds entirely."

      The corridor branched ahead, splitting into three separate passages. Kaelithan paused at the junction, his brow furrowed in concentration as he traced the magical currents. “Curious.”

      “What?” Thomas asked.

      "The energy flows down all three paths," he reported with frustration.

      Thomas studied the three passages, noting subtle differences in their construction. The left path was the grandest, its archway elaborately carved and inlaid with more of the glowing crystals. The center passage was simpler but wider, clearly designed for regular traffic. The right-hand corridor was the narrowest and plainest, with minimal decoration.

      "In old Sidhe stories, the humble path often leads to the treasure," Tivan said with a slight smile, nodding toward the right-hand corridor.

      "Or it's a servants' passage that leads to the kitchens," Garant countered. "The main approach would be the most direct route to wherever the ruler held court."

      "Which would make the grandest path the most likely to be heavily defended," Sir Orvix added, eyeing the ornate left passage with suspicion.

      Taliesin, who had been quietly examining the floor, suddenly straightened. "There's a pattern here," he said, pointing to the mosaic beneath their feet. "Look how the design flows. It's subtly directing movement toward the center passageway."

      Thomas knelt to study the pattern, noting how the lines of the mosaic did indeed create a faint but definite flow toward the middle corridor. "Good eye," he acknowledged. "The center path it is."

      They proceeded cautiously, the corridor gradually sloping downward as they advanced deeper into the castle. Thomas had a feeling the decline had occurred over time. Less moss should have meant less light, but a greenish fungus, still pulsing like a heartbeat, grew along the floor, casting its luminescence up walls carved with elaborate murals. The paintings depicted what appeared to be the history of this world, though the scenes became increasingly difficult to interpret as they progressed.

      "These paintings appear to show events leading up to some kind of catastrophe," Kaelithan noted, studying one particularly detailed panel. "Look at this sequence—a world whole, then a great conflict, then the shattering."

      "And these figures here," Cartigan added, indicating a group of robed individuals surrounding what might have been a throne. "They seem to be performing some ritual or ceremony just before the breaking event. Perhaps attempting to prevent it?"

      "Or cause it," Orvix suggested grimly. "Power often corrupts, even with the best intentions."

      The corridor widened into a chamber that might once have been a great hall or audience chamber. Rows of pillars supported the high ceiling, though like before, many had crumbled, leaving dangerous gaps in the structure. At the far end stood what remained of a dais, once clearly the focal point of the room but now partially collapsed into a lower level.

      "The magical current strengthens here," Kaelithan reported, his staff glowing more intensely in response to the ambient energy. "But it doesn't originate from this chamber. It's flowing through from somewhere deeper."

      As they advanced into the room, Thomas noticed alcoves set into the walls between the pillars. Each contained a statue of a robed figure, their features worn by time but still conveying a sense of stern authority. The statues were positioned to face the dais, as if witnessing or judging whatever ceremonies had once been performed there.

      "I don't like this," Garant muttered, eyeing the statues uneasily. "It feels like we're being watched."

      "We probably are," Tivan replied, his hand never straying far from his remaining daggers. "This entire castle seems aware of our presence, much like Nimue’s island was."

      They had reached the midpoint of the chamber when the floor beneath them shuddered violently, stones grinding against each other as the ancient structure shifted. Dust rained down from the ceiling, momentarily dimming their vision. The statues in the alcoves began to move, their stone heads turning to track the intruders with formerly colorless eyes that now glowed with the same golden light as the constructs they had fought in the courtyard.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Garant said in response. “Not good at all.”
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      "Form up," Thomas ordered, raising his shield as the statues left their niches. "Back-to-back circle, wizards in the center."

      They barely had time to assume the formation before the first stone guardian attacked, its movements far quicker than should have been possible for something made of solid rock. The statue launched itself at Thomas with impossible speed, stone fists raised to crush anything in their path.

      Thomas caught the impact on his shield, the soul stone flaring brilliantly as it absorbed the magical energy animating the construct. The statue's momentum drove him back several steps, his boots sliding on the dusty floor. With a grunt of effort, he pushed back, creating enough space to swing his sword at the guardian's midsection.

      The fayrilite blade struck, its razor edge carving a groove in the stone but failing to disable the statue. It responded with another flurry of blows that forced Thomas into a purely defensive stance, his shield taking impacts that would have shattered normal metal. Each hit from the guardian allowed the soul stone to draw more of its energy, weakening and slowing its attack.

      Burl faced two of the other stone guardians, his massive sword striking with enough force to chip away their facades, but it wasn’t enough to stop them. The twins moved with agility, diverting the guardians' attacks away from the wizards, but their daggers were of little use against the stone brutes.

      Sir Orvix held his own as well, countering his attacker’s strikes and sinking his blade into the stone, taking out large chips. It wasn’t enough. Merlin's GOLEM proved more effective, its mechanical strength a nearly equal match for the stone constructs. The combat chassis engaged two of the guardians, its sword striking hard through the knee of the first one before removing the arm of the second.

      "Their joints are vulnerable!" Merlin called out. "Target the connections between limbs and torso!"

      Thomas adjusted his strategy, waiting for his opponent to extend its arm before bringing his sword down at the shoulder joint with all the strength in both his hands. This time, the fayrilite blade bit deeper, severing the limb. When the construct tried to punch him with an arm it no longer had Thomas slipped in close, planting his shield against the construct’s torso and hitting it with all the magical energy he’d gathered. The guardian exploded in a shower of stones.

      "Kael, Cartigan," he called back to the wizards as he turned to face his next opponent. It stepped back from him, obviously unaware the shield had to gather more energy before it could be used again.”Can you counter spell them or something?"

      "We're trying," Kaelithan replied tensely, his staff glowing as he gathered power. "But the energy animating these is more deeply integrated with the stone itself. It would take more power than I can safely channel to completely disrupt them."

      "Then focus on creating an opening," Thomas decided. "We need to get past them, not necessarily destroy them all."

      The wizards nodded. Working in tandem, they began weaving a more complex spell, their hands moving in synchronized patterns as they shaped the magical energies. Taliesin darted between the guardians' legs, creating distractions at critical moments to give the others a fighting advantage.

      Thomas continued his methodical dismantling of his opponent, targeting one joint at a time until the once-menacing statue, now nothing more than a harmless torso, was laid out on the floor. He turned to assist Sir Orvix, who had managed to decapitate one guardian but was still struggling with the second. Together, they made short work of the remaining opponent, Thomas's precision complementing the Draconite knight's raw power. As the last pieces of the statue clattered to the floor, they turned to find Merlin's GOLEM standing amid the rubble of its own victory, its mechanical limbs showing dents and scratches but still fully functional.

      "Now!" Kaelithan shouted, he and Cartigan simultaneously releasing their gathered power. The force of it effectively pushed the stone guardians back, knocking some of them over and buying the group precious seconds to escape.

      Thomas immediately spotted the clear path to a pair of heavy wooden doors. Both were open but partially hidden behind the ruined dais at the far side of the chamber. If they could just reach it and close the doors behind them…

      Would locking out the constructs trap Thomas and his team with something worse? He didn’t have time to question their next move, only to react. "That way," he ordered, pointing with his sword. "Stay close and move quickly!"

      They dashed across the chamber, skirting the edge of the chasm where possible and leaping over narrower sections where necessary. The stone guardians were already beginning to recover from the magical disruption, regaining their feet to give chase.

      Taliesin reached the doorway first, his smaller form allowing him to scout ahead. "Clear for now," he reported as the others arrived, breathless from their sprint.

      “Cartigan, close the doors!” Thomas cried. The constructs raced after them, their combined footfalls shaking the floor and threatening to bring the whole castle down around them.

      Cartigan raised a hand, and the two heavy doors swung closed with a powerful clang that shook the structure even more. A wooden beam mounted to one door dropped across the center and into a latch, securing them just as the first guardian crashed into it. Dust and debris billowed around the doors, but they held.

      "No turning back now," Thomas replied, checking that everyone had made it safely.

      Cartigan looked particularly drained, his face pale from the magical exertion, but he waved off Thomas's concerned glance. "I'll be fine," the wizard assured him. "Just need a moment to recover."

      "We may not have a moment," Sir Orvix cautioned.

      "It feels like we're getting close," Thomas breathed.

      "Agreed," Kaelithan replied, his voice hushed. "The concentration of arcane energy ahead is unprecedented."

      Thomas turned away from the doors, looking for the first time at the room they’d entered. It appeared to be an antechamber. Unlike the partially ruined areas they'd traversed up to this point, this space remained structurally intact, its high ceiling supported by columns carved from a bluish-black stone shot through with veins of luminescent crystal. The floor was an intricate mosaic depicting celestial bodies—stars and planets—and what might have been magical conduits connecting them. Everything appeared meticulously preserved, as if protected from the passage of time by powerful enchantments.

      At the far end of the chamber stood another set of massive double doors crafted from metal this time rather than wood or stone. Their surface was etched with elaborate designs that immediately reminded Thomas of Excalibur.

      "The throne room lies beyond," Merlin said.

      “How do you know?” Thomas asked.

      “This place feels familiar to me, though I cannot explain why.”

      “Perhaps you’ve seen it before,” Taliesin said.

      “No. I have a perfect memory. I’ve never been here.”

      “Whatever room comes next, I believe the artifact is through those doors,” Kaelithan said. “The concentration of arcane energy is making my skin tingle.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Thomas replied.

      “Hold up!” Cartigan said. “Do you feel that?”

      Thomas was surprised to find that he did. It concentrated in the center of the antechamber, where it began to shimmer like heat rising from sun-baked asphalt. The distortion expanded rapidly, coalescing into seven distinct figures that materialized between them and the doors.

      The figures stood motionless, arranged in a perfect line facing Thomas and his team. Each wore full plate armor of a design Thomas had never seen before. Scratched, scored, and scuffed from countless battles, it was sleek yet medieval in styling, crafted from obsidian and metal. No faces were visible behind their visors, nor any golden light. There was nothing but darkness within their hard shells. Each knight held a massive sword, so ancient they were marked and rusted, though Thomas doubted they were anything but dull. The entities held their sword grips in their gauntleted hands, the tips of the blades spearing the floor.

      An aura of menace and power surrounded them, one that far exceeded both the stone guardians and the reanimated mercenaries they'd faced. These beings radiated dangerous perfection, standing with the poised readiness of veteran warriors rather than the mindless aggression of lesser constructs.

      "Any suggestions?" Thomas asked, glancing at Kaelithan and Cartigan.

      “Try not to die?” Cartigan replied.

      “I know what these are,” Kaelithan said, eyeing them like a scientist staring in a microscope. “They’re the Wild Hunt.”

      “What?” Thomas said. “The Wild Hunt are ships.”

      “If I can change form, then so can they,” Taliesin said.

      “What do they want?”

      “It’s not what they want,” he answered. “It’s what they don’t want. Which is for us to enter the throne room.”

      "Then we have no choice,” Thomas said, raising his weapons. The dark knights reacted to his intent, spreading out in a wider formation that would force his group to divide their attention.

      “There’s always a choice,” Orvix countered.

      As if to remind him of the dangers at their back, the door jolted, again, knocking against its hinges and the bar across it, the stone guardians still attempting entry.

      “Perhaps not this time,” he reconsidered.

      Before anyone could respond, the knights attacked.
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      The dark knights charged as one, their movements fluid and unnervingly fast despite their heavy armor. Thomas was grateful they at least had the decency to move like normal beings, rather than phasing in and out of present spacetime.

      Even so, he barely had time to brace himself before the nearest one closed the distance, its blade arcing down in a strike that would have hacked him in two had he not caught it on his shield. The impact sent shockwaves up his arm, but he’d expected as much and had set himself for the blow. The soul stone flared brilliantly at the contact, but the knight didn’t react.

      "They're resistant!" he warned, countering with a slash that the knight parried with effortless skill.

      The battle exploded across the antechamber. Sir Orvix engaged two knights simultaneously, his massive sword meeting their blades with thunderous impacts that echoed throughout the chamber. The Draconite fought with all the skill of his years of experience, yet even he struggled to maintain his ground against such formidable opponents.

      Burl and the twins faced another pair of knights, their faster fighting styles allowing them to avoid direct confrontations with the powerfully built constructs. They darted in and out, striking at openings and retreating before the knights could bring their full strength to bear. But despite their agility, they landed few effective blows against their heavily armored opponents.

      Merlin's combat GOLEM engaged one of the knights, his mechanical precision matching the construct's supernatural skill. Metal rang against metal as they traded blows, neither gaining a decisive advantage. The GOLEM's armor showed fresh dents and scrapes where the Hunt's blades connected, but it continued fighting with unwavering determination.

      All teeth and claws, Taliesin whirled around one of the knights as he harried the Hunter, targeting exposed joints in the entity’s armor. His attacks had minimal effect, but he kept the construct from joining its fellows against his teammates.

      Thomas remained fully occupied with his own opponent. The dark knight fought with a skill—an economy of movement combined with devastating power and precision—that reminded him unnervingly of Lancelot. There was intelligence behind its attacks, a tactical awareness that simple animated constructs shouldn't possess. This wasn't merely magical reanimation; it was almost as if the armor contained the actual spirits of ancient warriors.

      "Kael, Cartigan," he called out between parries, "can you slow them down at all?"

      The wizards had taken up positions behind a fallen column, providing magical support where possible. Kaelithan’s hands moved in complex patterns, sending a blast of force that momentarily staggered one of the knights attacking Sir Orvix. Cartigan followed with a barrage of magical projectiles that exploded against the dark knight to little effect.

      "We can temporarily disrupt their movement,” Kaelithan replied, "but that’s about all!”

      Thomas grunted acknowledgment, never taking his eyes off his opponent. He needed to somehow end this duel if he was going to help the others. The knight pressed forward, attacking with another series of thrusts, each one forcing Thomas to give ground. But in that pattern of aggression, he spotted an opportunity. The construct was so focused on offense that its guard opened just enough for him to strike during the follow-through of its more powerful thrusts.

      Waiting for the right moment, Thomas deliberately lowered his shield a fraction, inviting another overhead attack. The knight took the bait, committing fully to a powerful downward slash. Instead of catching it on his shield, Thomas sidestepped at the last instant, the knight’s  blade crashing into the floor, momentarily embedding itself in the stone. In that split-second of vulnerability, Thomas slammed his shield directly into the knight's helmet.

      The soul stone flared with blinding intensity, drawing in the magical energy that animated the construct. The Hunter struggled against the draining effect, attempting to pull away. Thomas pressed harder, keeping the stone in contact with the knight, its visor crumpling as Thomas pulled the magic from it. The rest of the knight’s armor followed suit, crushing in on itself before it collapsed with a resounding clatter.

      "The soul stone works!" he called out to the others. "But it needs sustained contact. It's not instantaneous like the others!

      His warning came just as Tivan pain-filled cry broke through the sounds of clashing swords and pummeled armor. One of the black knights had broken through his defenses, its blade catching him in the side. The blow didn't penetrate his armor completely, but the force was enough to send him crashing into a column. He slid to the floor, momentarily stunned.

      "Tivan!" Garant shouted, ducking away from his opponent to rush to his twin's side. The impulsive move left him vulnerable, and the knight he'd been fighting took immediate advantage. Its sword swept toward Garant's unprotected back. Burl threw himself into the path of the blade, catching it on his sword. The impact drove him to one knee, but he held on until the knight batted his blade aside and swung his sword at him.

      Kaelithan slowed the Hunter’s blade with his magic just before it connected, but not enough. The sword crashed into Burl's helmet with enough force to dent the metal. He crumpled to the floor, both he and Tivan now at least temporarily out of the battle.

      Seeing Burl collapse and Tivan already down, Sir Orvix swung at both his opponents, forcing them back just long enough to retreat. Merlin's GOLEM followed suit, positioning itself protectively in front of Burl and Tivan while Taliesin—a silvery blur, his exact position remaining hard to pinpoint—darted between the knights. He succeeded in distracting the Hunters, buying time for Sir Orvix to reach Merlin’s side at the crumpled column where Tivan had fallen. The others quickly joined them. Weapons raised, they formed a semicircle with Kael, Cartigan and Tivan at its center. The five remaining black knights approached them with measured steps, no longer rushing to attack but advancing with the calm certainty of predators who knew they had their prey cornered.

      "We need a plan," Garant said tensely, kneeling beside his brother to check his condition. Tivan was conscious but dazed, struggling to regain his feet with Garant's assistance. Burl seemed worse off, his eyes unfocused, blood trickling from beneath his dented helmet.

      "I have one," Thomas replied, his mind racing. "But it's risky." He turned to the wizards. "Can you create a distraction? Something big enough to freeze them for a few seconds?"

      Kaelithan and Cartigan exchanged glances. "We can," Cartigan confirmed. "But it won't hold them for long."

      "It doesn't need to." Thomas looked to Merlin's GOLEM for help. "When they're distracted, I need you to grab one of them, any one of them that’s isolated, and hold it still long enough for me to use the shield on it."

      "My chassis has sustained significant damage," Merlin warned. "I cannot guarantee I can restrain one of these constructs for more than a few seconds."

      "A few seconds is all I need." Thomas turned to Sir Orvix. "Once I finish the first one, I'll need you to help me with the others. Use your strength to pin them or drive them against the wall so I can reach it with the shield."

      The Draconite knight nodded grimly. "I will not fail you, Sir Dragon."

      “The rest of you, do your best to distract them and slow them down. We need to keep them close enough to me so I can get the shield on them quickly.”

      The knights had nearly reached their position, reforming into a deadly line.

      "Now!" Thomas ordered.

      The wizards acted immediately, each casting a spell. One manifested as a blinding flash of light and another as a thunderous boom that shook the very foundations of the antechamber. The knights faltered, their perfect coordination momentarily disrupted by the sensory overload.

      Merlin's GOLEM charged at the nearest frozen knight. The mechanical construct crashed into the Hunter with enough force to drive it to the floor. Metal screeched against metal as the GOLEM pinned the knight, mechanical arms locking around its armored form in an unbreakable grip.

      Thomas reached Merlin and the construct just as the knight began to break free of the GOLEM's grasp. Without hesitation, he slammed his shield directly into the knight's helmet. The construct thrashed violently, its strength nearly overpowering them both. Thomas pressed harder, the soul stone flaring with renewed intensity. After a final surge of resistance, the armor collapsed, empty of its enchantment.

      "One down," Thomas gasped, already turning to face the next threat. The remaining knights, recovered from the wizards' distraction, advanced toward Thomas. Sir Orvix intercepted the nearest one, exchanging a quick flurry of strikes, parries, and counterstrikes almost too fast for Thomas to follow.

      With a snarl, Orvix took the legs out from under the knight with one sweep of his blade. Immediately, Thomas was on top of it, shield jammed against its faceplate. When it grabbed him by the back of the neck and tried to cast him away, he buried his sword in its chest to anchor it in place for the few seconds he needed to end it.

      "Sir Dragon, behind you!" Taliesin warned. Thomas threw himself off the knight, spinning and landing on one knee just in time to raise his shield and block the powerful strike intended to remove his head. The knight pressed its advantage, raining blows down on the shield, threatening to drive Thomas to the floor. Unable to find an opening to counterattack, Thomas found himself scrambling backward, away from the others, his plan failing as the knight followed relentlessly.

      Suddenly, the stones beneath the knight shifted, rising up to encase its legs up to the knees in solid rock. The construct's momentum carried its upper body forward while its lower half remained trapped. Thomas seized the opportunity, driving his shield into the knight's helmet. The soul stone flared once more, draining the magical energy until the armor collapsed still embedded in the stone.

      “Four down," Thomas called out, searching for his next target. Three  remained, the odds finally tilting more in their favor. Orvix and Merlin each kept one busy while Garant and Taliesin danced around another, avoiding its massive sword with gifted agility as they hit it with a dizzying array of claw swipes and dagger cuts.

      Thomas moved to assist Sir Orvix, approaching from behind the Hunter. The black knight must have sensed his presence, spinning with unnatural speed to face this new threat. Its blade left its hand so fast it whistled through the air. Thomas ducked just beneath it. He lunged at the knight, pressing his shield against it as Sir Orvix grabbed it from behind, holding it fast.

      The soul stone activated once more, but the knight reacted with unprecedented violence. It released its sword to grab Thomas by the throat. Armored fingers tightened around his windpipe, cutting off his air. Even as black spots danced at the edges of his vision, he fought to maintain the shield’s contact with the knight’s armor. He refused to break the connection. Just as consciousness began to fade, the grip on his throat released, and the armor collapsed, allowing Thomas to gulp in precious air. “Five,” he gasped, his voice barely more than a whisper. “Almost there."

      Merlin’s GOLEM managed to drive one of the others back with a series of powerful strikes that left no opening for counterattack. He fought with control, each blow calculated to push the knight back to exactly where he wanted it. When the knight's back hit a column, Merlin trapped its sword against its chest with its own, temporarily immobilizing it. "Now, Thomas!” he called out.

      Rushing forward, Thomas drove his shield into the knight’s helmet. The soul stone flared once more, but this Hunter proved particularly resistant. It fought against the draining effect with greater strength than any of the previous knights, nearly breaking free of Merlin’s hold. The GOLEM redoubled its efforts, keeping the knight in place. Finally, with a sound almost like a sigh, the armor collapsed.

      “Only one remains," Merlin noted, turning to locate the final opponent.

      Across the antechamber, Sir Orvix and Garant struggled against the last knight. The Hunter fought with the ferocity of cornered prey, its attacks more desperate but no less deadly. Orvix had positioned himself between the knight and the wizards, absorbing blows that would have otherwise threatened the others. Thomas gritted his teeth when he saw multiple punctures in the Draconite’s armor, blood spilling through.

      As Thomas approached, the Hunter executed a perfect riposte, bypassing Orvix’s defenses, its blade plunging deep into his chest.  “No!” Thomas cried out, as if the lethal strike had gutted him as well. He stumbled, and then raw fury roared through him. He rushed forward, his fayrilite sword taking off the knight's extended arm and leaving the blade embedded in the old knight’s chest.

      “Now, Thomas!" Sir Orvix roared, throwing his full weight against the black knight. They crashed to the floor, the Draconite on top of the Hunter, the impact of his considerable weight driving the sword all the way through his body.

      Without hesitation, Thomas slammed his shield against the Hunter’s head. The soul stone flared brilliantly, drawing in the construct’s magical energy. This one, perhaps sensing it was the last line of defense, fought with unprecedented determination. It thrashed and struggled, refusing to surrender to the shield’s power.

      "Hold it down, Sir Orvix!" Thomas gritted out, pressing the shield harder against the Hunter’s helmet..

      Sir Orvix growled with effort, his scales darkening with exertion as he valiantly tried to maintain his grip on the violently struggling construct. Merlin’s GOLEM threw its weight down on the black knight’s remaining arm,  pinning it down.

      Slowly, inevitably, the Hunter ceased struggling as the soul stone continued to drain its animated force. With a final convulsion, the armor crumpled and remained still.

      “Sir Orvix,” Thomas said, immediately looking to the Draconite.

      To his friend.

      Orvix rose to his knees and peered down at the hilt protruding from his sternum. Then he looked up, locking eyes with Thomas, his lips parting to reveal his bloodied razor teeth in a tired smile. “Do not be sad for me, Sir Dragon,” he said. “I had only a few years remaining. So much better to have spent these weeks with you, than rotting away in the Lair. Thank you for that.”

      Merlin, Garant, and Taliesin gathered around the stricken knight. “Don’t speak like that, Orvix,” Taliesin said. “We’ll get you back to the regeneration pod. It’ll have you fixed up in no time.”

      The Draconite gave him a tired laugh. “We all die, sooner or later, my friend, and my time is now.”

      “There are so few of Arthur’s knights remaining,” Thomas said. “We need you. Your wisdom, your experience, your strength.”

      “You need to continue to the throne room to claim your prize,” Orvix countered. “No doubt, these were its final defenders.”

      Thomas glanced at the metal door behind him. “We won’t succeed if that isn’t the case.”

      “Of course you will,” Orvix replied, his voice weakened as he dropped down on one hip. “I believe in you, Sir Dragon. You’re the Daeardrayke. The most…worthy.” His eyes slowly slid closed, and he slumped to the floor, dead.

      Thomas exhaled, fighting back the grief that threatened to pour out of him. He bowed his head over Orvix’s body, the words of the Sidhe song coming to the forefront of his mind as he closed his eyes. He remained that way for a few heartbeats before his eyes snapped open and he stood, turning to face Tivan. “Are you able to carry on?” he asked.

      Tivan nodded and rose, if still a bit unsteady, to his feet. “I’m ready to finish this.”

      “Burl?”

      Already back on his feet, he blinked several times, rapidly. “There are two of you, but I can still fight.”

      Despite their injuries, each face showed the same determination that had carried them through the Wastes, through the reanimated ships and undead mercenaries, through every challenge this broken world had thrown at them. They had come too far to turn back now.

      “Let's find this artifact and get the hell out of this tainted place,” Garant said. “Before something else kills the rest of us.”

      Thomas squeezed Sir Orvix’s shoulder, one final moment of respect and goodbye. Then he turned to the doors, studying the elaborate mechanisms that secured them. Unlike the previous chambers, there were no obvious handles or levers, just the seamless metal surface with its etched designs.

      "How do we open it?" he wondered aloud.

      As if in response to his question, the soul stone in his shield began to pulse with a steady rhythm. The doors resonated with the same frequency, the etched patterns glowing with increasing intensity until they matched the brightness of the stone itself.

      With a low rumble that vibrated through the floor, the massive doors began to part, sliding into recesses within the walls. A soft golden glow emerged from within, illuminating the antechamber.

      "Well," Thomas said, raising his sword and shield in preparation for whatever might await them beyond the doors. "Let's go meet our destiny."

      They moved forward as a group, passing through the doorway into what could only be the throne room of whoever had once ruled this shattered world. The chamber was vast, its ceiling so high it faded into overhead shadows the soft illumination from below failed to reach. Towering columns of the same bluish-black stone supported the structure, each carved with scenes depicting what appeared to be the history of a civilization—its rise, its achievements, and perhaps its fall.

      But what dominated the space and immediately captured and held their attention, was the source of the golden light. Floating in the center of the chamber, perhaps ten feet above a raised dais where a throne might once have stood, was a sphere of pure magical energy nearly thirty feet in diameter. It rotated slowly, its surface rippling like liquid gold, occasional flares of brighter energy arcing through it like miniature lightning strikes. The ambient magic—streams of energy visible in the air—that saturated the entire castle flowed away from this point, apparently generated by the sphere.

      "By all the stars," Kaelithan breathed, his awe-filled voice barely audible. "It's like a singularity of magic, a focus point where arcane energy is being not only emitted, but created."

      "Is that the artifact?" Thomas asked, unable to tear his eyes from the hypnotic rotation of the sphere. "Or is the artifact inside it?"

      "It could be either,” Taliesin answered. “A containment field for something even more powerful, or the artifact itself manifesting as pure magical energy."

      Thomas stepped forward, drawn almost involuntarily toward the sphere. The soul stone in his shield pulsed more rapidly now, resonating more and more with the concentrated magical energy the closer he got to it. He felt a connection between the two, as if they recognized each other as similar forms of power.

      "There must be some way to determine…" he began, the words dying in his throat as the air in front of the sphere began to shimmer, much as it had in the antechamber before the dark knights appeared.

      Seven distinct shapes materialized between them and the sphere, solidifying into figures that immediately sent chills down Thomas's spine. Unlike the dark knights they had just defeated, these beings were truly spectral. Their forms were partially transparent, shifting between solid and insubstantial images. Their armor was ancient in design yet flawlessly preserved, gleaming with an inner light that came from the beings themselves rather than reflection.

      Unlike the previous guardians, these made no immediate move to attack. They simply stood, watching, evaluating, their faces hidden in their own light, yet somehow still conveying awareness and judgment. Then, all at once, the light of the specters began to fade, leaving semi-solid, fully formed figures behind.

      Beside Thomas, Merlin's damaged GOLEM suddenly dropped to one knee, its mechanical body trembling visibly. "No," Merlin said, voice sharp with sudden emotion. Thomas had never heard a tone like that from him before. "It cannot be...and yet..."

      Thomas looked at the leader of the Wild Hunt, the central figure whose face was now fully visible, his own shock mirroring Merlin's. The features were unmistakable, matched perfectly to the images he had seen in Excalibur's library—the strong jaw, the piercing eyes that even in spectral form conveyed nobility and authority, and the expression of one born to lead.

      "Arthur," Merlin's voice broke on the name. "My king."

      The spectral form of Arthur Pendragon, High King of Avalon, regarded them with eyes that contained the wisdom and sorrow of centuries. When he spoke, his voice echoed with both power and profound weariness.

      “Welcome home, Merlin,” Arthur said, his voice kind but strong. “It’s about time you arrived.”
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      Turquine stalked back and forth across Caress' bridge. The nanites beneath his scales churned restlessly, their ceaseless whispering a constant undercurrent to his thoughts. They craved action, violence, resolution—all the things he himself desired.

      Soon, they would both get what they wanted.

      "We've reached the coordinates where the search pattern ended," Mogris announced from the helm. The navigation officer's copper-patched scales caught the dim lighting as he hunched over controls too small for his clawed Draconite hands. "This is where the bursts became directional rather than exploratory."

      Turquine paused his pacing, towering over the main tactical display. The holographic projection showed their current position and the surrounding sector of the Wastes. Behind them stretched the trail of their journey, a series of burst points following Caress' earlier path. Ahead lay nothing but uncharted space, the sensor readings distorted by the Wastes' inherent instabilities.

      "What clue did they follow?" he demanded, studying the display for any indication of direction. "What made them abandon the search pattern and burst directly? There must have been something."

      At tactical, Norsp leaned forward, his scarified features tightening in concentration. "The sensor logs show nothing unusual at this location, My Lord.”

      "Could they have received a transmission?" Mogris suggested. "A signal from their destination?"

      "If they did, it's not recorded in the logs," Vorlok replied from engineering. "All communication channels were clear."

      "They knew something," Turquine growled, his frustration feeding the nanites' agitation. He could feel them writhing beneath his scales, demanding action. "There must be a trail, a sign, something we're missing."

      His gaze swept the bridge, taking in the focused concentration of his Flayers. Each worked at their assigned station with an aptitude his previous groups of Flayers had never shown, their nanites resonating with his in a harmonious song of aggression and purpose. Only Halvy stood apart, the young Druid's expression distant, almost dreamy as he stared out the main viewscreen at the star-speckled void.

      "What is it, little wizard?" Turquine asked, noticing the boy's unusual stillness.

      Halvy turned slowly, his eyes unfocused as if seeing something beyond the bridge's confines. "I can sense it," he said, his voice carrying that eerie harmonic quality that came from the nanites. "The arcane magic flows through this part of the Wastes like rivers through a valley."

      Turquine’s nanites surged with sudden interest at the boy's words. a wave of anticipation spreading through his massive frame. "Explain," he commanded, stalking closer to the young Druid.

      "My sensitivity to magical energy has been...enhanced," Halvy explained, his hands rising as if to touch something invisible in the air before him. "I can feel it singing to my nanites, calling to them. There." He pointed toward the viewscreen, indicating a direction that seemed no different from any other to normal perception. "The flow is strongest in that direction."

      Turquine turned to Mogris. "Check it against their last recorded burst vector."

      The navigation officer's claws clicked rapidly across his console. After a moment, he looked up, vertical pupils contracting with surprise. "It matches precisely, My Lord. They were following the arcane flow."

      A predatory smile spread across Turquine's face, exposing rows of razor-sharp teeth. The nanites sang with pleasure at this confirmation, their constant hunger momentarily sated by the progress. "Set course along that vector. Prepare for the next burst."

      "At once, My Lord," Mogris confirmed, already inputting the coordinates.

      "Wait." Halvy's voice cut through the sudden activity. The young Druid had moved to stand beside the navigation console, his eyes still unfocused as he traced patterns only he could see. "There is a more direct way."

      Turquine's head snapped toward him, scales rasping against armor. "Speak, little wizard."

      "The flow of arcane energy creates pathways through the Wastes," Halvy explained. "If we enter the flow itself, we could open a wormhole that would carry us directly to the source."

      "A wormhole without destination coordinates?" Mogris questioned. "That's not possible. We need exact spatial parameters to stabilize the passage."

      "Not inside the flow,” Halvy insisted, his unnaturally calm gaze meeting Turquine's. “It will guide us. I can feel its path, its destination. It wants us to follow."

      "You're suggesting we trust our lives to mystical energy currents?" Mogris pressed, his voice carrying an edge that would have been fear in a lesser being. "Without coordinates, we can't stabilize the wormhole. We could be crushed inside the passage, torn apart by spatial distortion."

      Turquine studied the young Druid intently. The nanites surged beneath his scales, resonating with Halvy's confidence. The boy had never failed him, his enhanced magical abilities proving as reliable as they were devastating. If he believed they could navigate the flow…

      "Begin wormhole generation," Turquine ordered, cutting off Mogris's objections with a threatening glare. "Position us within the arcane flow as Halvy directs."

      "My Lord—" Mogris began, but fell silent at Turquine's warning growl.

      "Do not question me," Turquine said softly, his voice carrying more menace than any shout. “Or you may meet a worse fate than your predecessor at the helm. The boy's instincts have proven correct before. We’ll follow this path."

      The navigation officer nodded stiffly, turning back to his controls. "Repositioning to align with the arcane flow," he reported, professional discipline overriding his doubts. “I need guidance, Brother Halvy. I can’t sense what you can.”

      Halvy moved to stand directly behind Mogris. He whispered directions to the Flayer, helping guide him into position.

      “There," he said after several minutes of careful maneuvering. "We're within the flow now. Can you feel it?"

      Turquine could. Through the nanites' enhanced sensitivity, he perceived a subtle vibration throughout the ship, a barely detectable resonance that matched harmony with his own internal song. It wasn't unpleasant—quite the opposite. The sensation reminded him of the rush he'd experienced after absorbing the energy from the Wild Hunt entity, a heady mixture of power and potential.

      "Fascinating," Norsp murmured from tactical, his nanites clearly responding to the phenomenon. "The sensors are detecting unusual energy patterns throughout the ship. Nothing damaging, but… Contact!" he suddenly announced. "Bearing down on us at high velocity!”

      Turquine's predatory instincts flared instantly. "On screen!"

      The viewscreen shifted, focusing on the indicated vector. But where the sensors had reported a rapidly approaching vessel, visual confirmation showed nothing but empty space, distorted slightly by the Wastes' unusual properties.

      "A sensor ghost," Turquine growled, irritation rumbling through his massive chest. "The Wastes play tricks on our instruments."

      "I'm still reading the contact, My Lord," Norsp insisted, his clawed fingers dancing across his console as he attempted to refine the readings. "It's…" He paused, confusion evident in his expression. "It's gone. Completely vanished from all sensors."

      "Do not let the Wastes deceive you again," Turquine warned, his patience wearing thin. The nanites churned with frustration at the delay, demanding progress, action, results. "Focus on our objective."

      "Wormhole generation ready, My Lord," Mogris reported, his tone carefully neutral despite the unprecedented nature of what they were attempting.

      "Proceed," Turquine commanded.

      "Initiating wormhole generation without endpoint coordinates," Mogris confirmed, a slight tremor in his voice the only indication of his concern. "May the stars favor us."

      Before them, space began to distort as the wormhole generator engaged. Unlike normal wormhole formation, which created a stable, predictable aperture, this opening writhed and fluctuated wildly, its edges pulsing with the same golden energy Turquine had glimpsed in the arcane flow. The wormhole's throat appeared unstable, rippling with conflicting spatial forces that threatened to collapse at any moment.

      "It's failing," Mogris reported tensely, his claws working frantically across his controls. "The spatial matrix can't stabilize without endpoint coordinates. We need to abort⁠—"

      "No!" Halvy interrupted, stepping forward. The young Druid raised his hands, gathering magical energy. The ambient light on the bridge dimmed as he drew power from the surrounding arcane flow, channeling it through his enhanced form. "I can stabilize it."

      Golden energy coursed from Halvy's extended fingers, weaving into the wormhole's chaotic structure. The effect was immediate and dramatic. The wild fluctuations calmed, the aperture expanding to its full diameter as the spatial distortions resolved into a stable passage. Through the opening, Turquine caught a glimpse of something—a strange, fragmented landscape illuminated by an unusual light.

      "The passage is stable," Halvy announced. "We can proceed safely."

      "Take us through," Turquine ordered, leaning forward in anticipation. The nanites surged with excitement, sensing they were nearing their goal.

      Mogris guided Caress into the wormhole. As they entered the passage, Turquine experienced a momentary disorientation far more intense than normal wormhole transit. The ship dissolved around him, reality fragmenting into shards of perception that refused to align properly. Colors shifted beyond normal spectra, sounds distorted into impossible harmonics, and for a brief, terrifying instant, he felt his consciousness separating from his physical form.

      Then, with jarring suddenness, they emerged on the other side. Reality reasserted itself with almost painful clarity as Caress completed the transit and Turquine slammed back into his body. The bridge solidifying around him, he sucked in a desperate breath, filling his lungs with a long draught of air as if he’d been without oxygen for the entire transit.

      "Status!" he barked, taking a series of quick breaths as he fought down his lingering disorientation.

      "Ship integrity at optimal levels," Vorlok reported from engineering, his voice carrying surprised relief. "All systems functioning normally."

      "Incredible," Norsp added from tactical. "The wormhole collapsed immediately after our passage. There's no sign of it now."

      Turquine turned his attention to the viewscreen, where an astonishing sight greeted them. Before Caress floated the shattered remains of what had once been a planet. Three massive fragments drifted in a tight gravitational dance, orbiting one another in a slow, majestic rotation.

      Even more remarkable, the pieces weren't dead. Each fragment glowed with faint bioluminescence, patches of what might have been vegetation clinging tenaciously to life. Thin wisps of atmosphere surrounded each piece, visible as slight distortions against the starfield beyond.

      But what truly captured Turquine's attention was the arcane energy. Through his nanite-enhanced perception, he could sense it flowing between the fragments like luminous rivers, connecting them in a web of magical force.

      "By the stars," Dralk breathed, his usual stoic demeanor cracking in the face of such a spectacle.

      "The source of the arcane energy is there," Halvy said, pointing toward the largest fragment. "I can feel it—a nexus of extreme power.” His youthful face showed an almost rapturous expression, the nanites clearly resonating powerfully with whatever force permeated this broken world.

      “No wonder Morgana wants it so badly,” Turquine replied.

      His predatory instincts sharpened to a deadly point. If the arcane energy was concentrated on that fragment, then that was where they would find both the artifact and, quite possibly, Excalibur. The hunt was nearing its culmination.

      "Scan the fragment," he ordered. "I want detailed topography, atmospheric composition, gravitational readings, and any sign of artificial structures."

      Norsp's claws moved across his console. "Scans indicate the fragment maintains a breathable atmosphere. There appears to be an artificial gravitational field enhancing the fragment's natural gravity to approximately eighty-five percent of standard. Temperature readings vary across the surface, but average is comfortable in what appears to be the primary habitable zone."

      "Artificial gravity?" Turquine questioned, his interest piqued further. "What could generate such an effect?"

      "Unknown, My Lord," Norsp replied. "But I am detecting what appears to be a significant structure near the edge of a plateau on the fragment's northern hemisphere."

      "Show me," Turquine commanded.

      The viewscreen shifted, zooming in on the indicated area. Rising from a plateau at the edge of a massive cliff face stood an immense structure resembling a castle. Its architecture—elements of medieval fortification blended seamlessly with designs that appeared alien and otherworldly—defied easy categorization. Massive stone towers stretched skyward, their surfaces etched with glowing runes that pulsed in rhythm with the arcane energy flowing around them.

      "Detecting a ship on the surface near the structure," Norsp suddenly announced, his voice sharpening with excitement. "Configuration matches Excalibur."

      Turquine’s nanites exploded into a frenzy at this confirmation, their song becoming a deafening roar in his mind. At last! After all the chases, all the near misses, all the humiliations, his prey lay before him, trapped on the surface of this broken world with nowhere to flee.

      "Caress is too large to take down to the surface," he decided after a moment's consideration. “And it’s no match for Excalibur in a fight.” He turned to his Flayers. "Transfer to Visceral. We'll take her down and finish this once and for all."

      After establishing orbit around the largest fragment, the Flayers abandoned Caress. Within minutes, Visceral's systems came online under Mogris' expert control, the warship smoothly detaching from Caress docking clamps.

      "Beginning descent toward the surface," he said, guiding them away from the larger vessel. Halvy's magic cleared a path through the arcane energy field, allowing them a surprisingly smooth passage through the thin atmosphere.

      As they descended, more details of the alien landscape became visible. Arranged in concentric circles and spiraling paths that led toward the castle, the bioluminescent vegetation grew in geometric patterns too perfect to be natural.

      "Excalibur is still on the surface," Norsp confirmed, monitoring the tactical display. "They appear to have landed approximately half a kilometer from the castle entrance."

      "They've left themselves exposed," Turquine observed, a sharp smile spreading across his scarified features. "Target their ship. Destroy it before they can escape."

      "Weapons locked," Norsp replied, his claws hovering over the firing controls.

      The moment they came within range, Norsp triggered Visceral's main batteries. Energy beams lanced through the alien atmosphere, streaking toward the silver vessel.

      "They've launched!" Norsp reported, the ship rising from the surface with startling speed.

      Turquine should’ve guessed Excalibur wouldn’t remain a sitting duck. But no matter. Moments before the beams scorched the ground, leaving a steaming crater in the ship’s wake, Norsp was already adjusting targeting parameters to track the rapidly ascending vessel.

      "Pursue!" Turquine roared, the nanites screaming for the kill. The sensation of his prey once again escaping his grasp sent a surge of fury through his enhanced body, threatening to overwhelm rational thought.

      Mogris sent Visceral into a steep climb, following Excalibur's course as they shot toward the upper reaches of the fragment's thin atmosphere. Norsp continued firing, the energy beams slicing through the purple-gold sky in their relentless pursuit of the smaller vessel.

      Excalibur jinked and rolled, executing evasive maneuvers that should have been impossible for a ship its size. Several of Visceral's shots missed entirely, dissipating harmlessly against the backdrop of space. But others found their mark, glancing off the smaller ship's shields, causing them to flare brilliantly as they absorbed the energy.

      “They won’t get away,” Norsp said, his voice taut with concentration as he continued the assault. "Adjusting targeting algorithms to compensate for their evasive pattern."

      Excalibur suddenly reversed course, spinning on its axis with impossible grace to face its pursuer head-on. Blue energy gathered at its bow, a telltale sign of its own weapons preparing to fire. Turquine felt the nanites surge with anticipation, their song taking on a more aggressive harmonic as combat escalated.

      "Brace for impact!" he ordered as Excalibur unleashed its counterattack.

      Blue energy beams lanced toward Visceral, striking her shields with devastating precision. The entire ship shuddered, the bridge lighting momentarily flickering as Norsp diverted power to maintain the defensive systems.

      "Shields holding," Vorlok reported from engineering, his fingers dancing across his console as he monitored the ship's systems. "Their weapons are impressive, but our shields can withstand the assault."

      "Continue firing. Don’t let them escape," Turquine ordered, smiling diabolically, his voice a low growl of anticipation. Visceral's defensive systems had been significantly upgraded during their time under his command, the enhancements reflecting his preference for overwhelming force.

      The two ships exchanged salvos as they climbed higher, their battle illuminating the strange sky above the fragment with competing flashes of red and blue energy. Excalibur's maneuverability gave it a distinct advantage in avoiding direct hits, but Visceral's superior firepower meant that even glancing blows carried significant impact.

      And there was something else about the ship this time, compared to their interaction near the rebel base. Excalibur was still agile, but the last time it had felt to Turquine as though the pilot knew, milliseconds ahead of them, where they were going to shoot before they even fired. Now, the pilot’s reactions were less crisp, less refined.

      That didn’t stop Excalibur from firing at them, more energy beams crashing into their shields. Norsp returned fire, tracking the vessel as it dove for the surface before swooping up again. Red bolts pounded the sleek ship’s shields, leaving them flickering.

      "Their shields are struggling,” Norsp announced after another particularly effective volley caught Excalibur during a complex evasive maneuver. "One more direct hit should⁠—"

      Suddenly, Excalibur executed an impossible maneuver, flipping end-over-end while simultaneously accelerating faster than Visceral could hope to match. It launched up through the arcane energy field, escaping Visceral's weapons lock.

      "Shall we pursue, My Lord?" Mogris asked.

      Turquine considered for a moment, surprised when his nanites hungered instead for the castle. "No," he decided. "Let them run. The artifact remains on the surface; that's our priority now. Excalibur will return for it eventually, and when they do, we'll be waiting."

      "As you command," Mogris acknowledged, adjusting their course. "Resuming descent to the surface."

      As they approached the castle, Mogris identified a suitable landing zone—a flat expanse of stone near where Excalibur had landed—that offered both solid ground for the ship and strategic positioning for their on foot approach to the castle.

      The warship settled heavily onto the alien surface, its landing struts absorbing the impact. Outside, the strange purple-gold sky created an ethereal backdrop for the looming castle, its towers etched with glowing runes that pulsed like heartbeats.

      Turquine rose from the command chair, towering over the other Flayers as he issued his orders. "Norsp, Dralk, Vorlok and Karvax—you will accompany me and Halvy to the castle. Mogris, remain with the ship, maintaining combat readiness. You know what to do in case Excalibur returns."

      “Yes, My  Lord.”

      Turquine turned to the young Druid, whose eyes remained fixed on the castle with almost reverent fascination. "Can you sense the artifact's exact location, little wizard?"

      Halvy nodded, his expression distant. "It's at the center of the castle, like a beating heart sending pulses of arcane energy throughout this entire fragment. I can feel it calling to us."

      The others fidgeted slightly at this revelation, their own enhancements resonating in confirmation. Turquine felt it too—a subtle pull, an invitation that promised power beyond imagination to those who claimed it.

      "Then let us answer that call," he said, his voice rumbling with anticipation.
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      Thomas stared at the spectral form of Arthur Pendragon, unable to fully process what was happening. The legendary king stood before them, not as some ancient corpse or preserved body, but as a being of pure magical energy shaped into the form of a man. His armor gleamed with an inner light that flowed from within rather than reflecting from without, giving him an otherworldly appearance both beautiful and terrifying.

      The spectral king's face—strong-jawed and noble, with piercing eyes that conveyed both wisdom and iron will—was just as Thomas had seen in the historical records stored in Excalibur's database. His beard was perfectly trimmed, his hair falling to his shoulders in a style that spoke of practicality rather than vanity. Even as a spectral being, he carried himself with the unmistakable bearing of royalty.

      "My King," Merlin replied, his synthesized voice carrying more emotion than Thomas had ever heard from it. The GOLEM remained down on one knee, its mechanical frame trembling visibly. The blue light of its sensor strip flickered erratically, as if the digital consciousness was experiencing some kind of emotional overload. It finally looked up at Arthur. “Welcome home, my liege? But how are you here? How can this be possible?"

      Arthur's spectral face broke into a smile that transformed his austere features. Where before he had seemed imposing and otherworldly, now he appeared almost human—a simple man pleased to see an old friend after a long absence.

      “Do you not recognize Camelot, old friend?” Arthur replied. “It isn’t like it was then, but I thought you of all would see through the patina of time and space.”

      “Camelot?” Merlin replied, head sweeping the throne room. “I should have known. The majesty and splendor are here, with you, while the castle beyond threatens collapse. The essence is here, but the appearance has changed.”

      “Indeed. And I’ve been expecting you," he said simply. "For longer than you know.”

      His gaze shifted to Thomas, eyes falling immediately to the shield on his arm. The soul stone pulsed in response to Arthur's attention, as if recognizing something kindred in the spectral king.

      “You must be Excalibur's new commander," he said, studying Thomas with unmistakable interest. "The one who found my sword-ship and brought Merlin back to Avalon."

      Thomas felt rooted to the spot, unable to move or speak as the legendary figure addressed him directly. The weight of the moment—standing before the Arthur of legend, the High King whose dream had shaped an entire galaxy—was overwhelming.

      Merlin recovered first, rising to his feet with mechanical grace. The GOLEM's posture straightened further, as if Merlin was making a conscious effort to present his best self before his king.

      "My Lord, this is Thomas Drake of Earth," Merlin said formally. "He is indeed Excalibur's commander, chosen by the ship itself. He bears the title Daeardrayke.”

      “Earth Dragon,” Arthur said. “Of course.”

      Something in Merlin's introduction broke the spell that had held Thomas immobile. "Your Majesty," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. He stepped forward, then dropped to one knee before the spectral king, his head bowed in respect. "It's an honor beyond words to meet you.” The soul stone in his shield flickered as it neared the floor, responding to the ambient magical energy that saturated the chamber.

      “Stand, Thomas Drake," Arthur commanded, though his tone remained gentle. "You are no subject of mine. Please, rise."

      Thomas got to his feet, still holding his shield and sword, uncertain of the protocol for meeting a legendary figure who was supposed to have been dead for a century but now stood before him as a spectral entity.

      "I know you by reputation even on Earth," Thomas said, finding his voice at last. "Your legend has persisted for thousands of years there. Stories of Camelot, the Knights of the Round Table, Guinevere, and your quests are still told to children and studied by scholars."

      Arthur's expression showed genuine surprise at this. "Earth? Interesting. I know nothing of what happened to me after I arrived here. This version of me was created over a hundred years ago. Before my disappearance.”

      "This version of you?" Kaelithan asked, stepping forward cautiously. "What exactly does that mean, Your Majesty?"

      Burl moved closer as well, his face a mixture of awe and suspicion. "Are you saying you're not really Arthur, but a copy?"

      Arthur turned his gaze toward the massive sphere of golden energy floating above the dais.

      "The Wastes are not merely a region of space, wizard," Arthur explained. "They are the center of magic, where all time and space, good and evil, converges."

      He gestured expansively, encompassing the castle and the shattered world beyond. "This planet, this castle—they are constructs, representations of light and dark, push and pull." His voice took on a rhythmic quality, as if reciting words he had spoken many times before. "Only those of the greatest honor or evil are guided to this place, delivered here to be replicated and become caretakers, not of the galaxy, but of all things, past, present, and to come.”

      “I don’t understand,” Thomas said. “How can you be taking care of everything if Morgana is running the show?”

      “He means magic, Thomas,” Cartigan replied ahead of Arthur. “This place is, almost literally, the source of all magic in the universe.”

      Thomas stared at the golden sphere, trying to wrap his mind around its purpose. It looked like a sun, but instead of creating heat, it truly created raw, arcane energy. Of course, something like that would need someone, or something, just as powerful to protect it.

      "Replicated?" Merlin asked, the GOLEM taking a hesitant step forward. "Are you saying you've been to the Wastes before? When? Why can't I remember this? I was with you from the first time you merged with Excalibur.”

      Arthur's spectral form stepped closer to his old friend, a look of gentle understanding softening his features. "Yes, Merlin. We’ve been here before, as has Excalibur. Once I had visited this place, after we returned from the Wastes, I deleted all history of our trip and reset your systems, wiping your memory core.”

      Merlin’s GOLEM somehow reflected the shock of what he clearly saw as betrayal. “How…how could you do that to me?”

      "Some things are better left forgotten, old friend. Some burdens are too heavy to bear across the centuries. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice,” Merlin countered.

      Arthur grinned. “Of course you would say that. You’re right, my friend. I did have a choice, but I don’t regret the one I made.”

      “You can’t regret it, because you don’t know what happened afterward,” Merlin argued.

      “Of course, I do. What happened afterward is the reason I made the choice in the first place.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Not yet, but you will.”

      Thomas looked between Arthur and the sphere of energy, his mind racing to connect the pieces. The ambient light in the chamber shifted subtly, highlighting the spectral king in a way that made him appear more substantial yet more otherworldly at the same time.

      "Morgana has been seeking this place," Thomas said. "Searching for a powerful artifact. Is the sphere the artifact? If not, then what is? What could be so important that she would send so many to die looking for it?"

      Before Arthur could respond, Merlin answered, his synthesized voice carrying a tone of dawning comprehension. "The members of the Hunt are like me," he said, the GOLEM's glowing sensor strip brightening with realization. "Each a consciousness, but not digital. Magical."

      He turned to face Thomas directly. "Consider what Morgana might do with a magical copy of Arthur, or worse." His gaze shifted to one of the other spectral figures standing nearby—a tall, skeletal figure who wore robes in place of armor, and looked down on them with visible disdain. "I should have suspected you were involved, Klingsor, when the dead returned to life. Your expertise in necromancy was always disturbing, even in life."

      The spectral figure Merlin had addressed inclined his head slightly, but remained silent. The runes etched into his dark robes pulsed with a sinister energy, creating an impression of barely contained malevolence.

      "Klingsor?" Thomas asked, recognizing the name from Avalon’s historical records. "The dark wizard who nearly conquered Avalon long before Morgana did? He's part of the Hunt?"

      "I am King of this court," Arthur stated firmly, drawing Thomas's attention back to him. "And the others are bound to me, regardless of their nature in life. But should I be destroyed..." He left the implications hanging in the air, the unfinished thought more disturbing than any direct threat.

      “If that’s the case,” Taliesin said softly. “Then, like Merlin is stored on Excalibur, these replicas must be stored within the castle itself."

      Thomas felt a surge of excitement as the pieces began falling into place. "So we can bring Arthur back," he said, his voice rising with hope. "The real Arthur. We can use this artifact to restore you to physical form, bring you back to Avalon to lead the resistance against Morgana."

      Arthur's expression turned sorrowful, the light that composed his spectral form dimming slightly. "No, Daeardrayke. It was never my fate to return to power. That was the choice I made.”

      "What do you mean?" Thomas asked, the brief flare of hope already fading at the resignation in Arthur's tone.

      "Nimue saw what was to come of Avalon," Arthur explained. “She laid out two potential futures. The first, to stay and rule in peace for a hundred years, after which Avalon would fall to ruin forever. The second, to abandon the field and allow Avalon to fall, with the potential for it to rise again." His eyes met Thomas's directly. "I chose the latter."

      Both Merlin and Thomas stood in shocked silence, the implications of Arthur's words sinking in slowly. The other companions exchanged confused glances, trying to process what they were hearing.

      "You knew," Thomas finally said, his voice barely above a whisper. "You knew you were flying into a trap."

      "I didn't just know it," Arthur corrected with gentle firmness. "Lancelot helped me set the whole thing up, on one condition."

      Thomas didn't need to hear the condition; it had already crystallized in his mind. "He wanted his memories of what he did erased."

      "Yes," Arthur confirmed. "He couldn't bear the thought of what he had agreed to do. The guilt would have consumed him entirely. Nimue took the memories from him, leaving only confusion in their place. Though, knowing Lancelot, the questioning has caused him more strife than the truth ever would have.”

      Merlin's GOLEM took a stumbling step back, as if physically struck by the revelation. "All this time," he said. "All this time, I thought—we all thought—that Lancelot betrayed you. Gave you up to Morgana for his own ends.”

      "He was the most loyal of all my knights," Arthur said softly. "Loyal enough to bear the shame of appearing a traitor, if it meant Avalon might someday be free again."

      Kaelithan shook his head in disbelief. "But why? Why sacrifice everything you built? Why allow Morgana to take control?"

      "Because some threats cannot be defeated through direct confrontation," Arthur explained. "Nimue foresaw that Morgana's path would likely lead to destruction—not just of Avalon, but potentially of magic itself across the entire universe. By stepping aside, by sacrificing my kingship, my legacy, I created the opportunity for lasting freedom.”

      "You played the long game," Thomas said, a note of grudging admiration in his voice. "Sacrificed a century to save eternity."

      "And now here you are," Arthur said. "Proof that the sacrifice was not in vain. Excalibur has chosen a new commander. The resistance grows. Hope returns to Avalon."

      “But I’m not you,” Thomas said. “I’m not the leader you are. I’m not the warrior you are. I…I’m nobody.”

      “No!” Arthur snapped, anger coloring his tone for the first time. “You are not now, nor have you ever been a nobody, Daeardrayke. The potential always resided within you. But you needed to be taught how to see it.” His voice calmed. “No one expects you to be me. But just because you can’t replace me, doesn’t mean you can’t prevail. You aren’t me. You’re you. And that’s the entire point.”

      Thomas shook his head, struggling to accept what he heard. “None of this makes sense. Fate is one thing, but the future isn’t written yet. It’s not immutable. What if your sacrifice had all been for nothing? What if Merlin never returned, and Morgana claimed the artifact?”

      “A risk I was willing to take,” Arthur replied. “We were at war with the Draconite, and while Merlin will argue this, the truth is that we were already losing before I disappeared.”

      “You’re wrong!” Merlin cried.

      “Do you not see?” Arthur said, amused. “I’m sorry, old friend, but it is the truth.”

      “Okay,” Thomas said. “But we went through the wringer to reach this place. It took everything we had, all of our skills, plus the benefits of Excalibur and your shield, just to make it this far. I don’t understand why we’re here. We came to protect the artifact from Morgana, but having seen our competition out there, I don’t think anyone else will make it this far.”

      “I’m afraid that’s where you’re mistaken,” Arthur replied, his gaze shifting toward the massive doors through which they had entered. With a gesture of his spectral hand, they began to swing open once more. "For others have arrived to claim it."

      The doors parted to reveal a nightmarish figure that Thomas recognized instantly. Turquine's massive frame filled the doorway, his mutated, midnight-black scales glistening in the golden light of the chamber. Behind him stood four Flayers, each bearing a similar build and predatory stance as their master. But it was the small figure at Turquine's side that drew gasps of shock from Thomas and his companions.

      "Halvy?" Burl exclaimed. The young Druid they had known stood beside Turquine, his youthful face unmarked by the horror of his company. But there was something wrong about him, something in his eyes that sent chills down Thomas' spine.

      "That's not Halvy," Kaelithan said, his voice tight with anger and grief. "Not anymore."
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      Thomas stared at Halvy standing beside Turquine, unable to fully process what he was seeing. The young Druid who had helped them save the collectors on Avalyeth, one of Grenyth’s most promising students, now stood willingly with their most dangerous enemy. His face remained unchanged, still bearing the same youthful innocence Thomas remembered, but his eyes...those were wrong. Where once they had shown strength and determination, now they carried a flat, almost mechanical quality that reminded Thomas unsettlingly of the monster beside him.

      “Isn’t this the most perfect of occasions,” Turquine said, his voice filling the vast chamber with its rumbling bass as he stepped forward. "I had a feeling I would find you here…Sir…Dragon,” he used the title with utter, mocking disdain. “You, the traitor, and the artifact, all in one convenient location.” Turquine’s vertical pupils contracted into thin slits as they fixed on the traitor.  "Hello, Cartigan." His features spread into a grotesque smile that revealed row upon row of razor-sharp teeth. "I've been looking forward to our reunion. We have so much to discuss—slowly, painfully, with exceptional attention to detail."

      The wizard stiffened, taking an involuntary step backward, betraying his fear despite his attempt to maintain a composed expression.

      “What? Nothing to say for yourself?” Cartigan remained mute, his jaw clenched. “Ah, well, I’ll have you screaming in due time.” Turquine's gaze shifted to the spectral form of Arthur, and his smile widened further, transforming his scarified features into a mask of cruel delight. "And the legendary Arthur Pendragon himself," he said, offering a mock bow that carried more insult than respect. "How fortunate. I never had the chance to kill you during the war. It seems fate has granted me the opportunity to correct that tiny oversight."

      Arthur remained unmoved by the taunt, his spectral form maintaining its regal bearing as he regarded the monstrous Draconite with calm assessment rather than fear. "So this is what the Draconite have become," Arthur said, his voice carrying notes of both pity and disgust as he disparagingly shook his head. "Morgana's experiments have pushed you far beyond what nature intended. You are more machine than dragon now, twisted by the very nanites that were meant to heal."

      "Evolved," Turquine corrected with a snarl, scales shifting with his agitation. "Perfected. The true culmination of Draconite potential, freed from the weakness of flesh alone."

      Thomas glanced between Arthur and Turquine, then at his companions. Burl and the twins had positioned themselves protectively near Kaelithan and Cartigan. Merlin's combat GOLEM stood ready, its damaged chassis reflecting the golden light in fractured patterns. Taliesin’s silver fur rippled as he prepared for whatever might come next.

      "Arthur," Thomas said quietly, his hand tightening around his sword hilt, "are you going to help us fight them?"

      The spectral king turned to him, regret clear in his ethereal features. "We cannot," he said. "Just as you defeated the dark knights, so did Turquine. We are bound by the same restrictions. You proved yourselves worthy of reaching this chamber. Now your fate—and the fate of the artifact—rests in your hands."

      "How convenient," Turquine mocked, taking another step forward.  "It's all up to you, whelp, and your pathetic friends. Against the perfected evolution of Draconite. First you, then Morgana. I will be the next King of Avalon." His chest swelled with a deep inhalation as he prepared to charge. "You don't stand a chance."

      "Perhaps not on their own," a new voice declared, rich with authority and power. “But they aren’t on their own any longer.”

      Thomas's heart leapt as a familiar figure entered the chamber behind Turquine. Lancelot strode forward, his silver and gold eyes gleaming with resolved purpose. The ancient knight wore his shimmering chain armor, which caught the golden light of the sphere and reflected it back in dazzling patterns. His ageless face carried a determined expression.

      “I may have betrayed you once, My King,” he said, looking at Arthur. “But I will not betray your memory.”

      “You didn’t betray him,” Thomas declared. “You helped him, and then asked him to erase your memory so that you wouldn’t be burdened with the guilt.”

      “Is that so?” Lancelot replied, daring to believe.

      “It is,” Arthur answered.

      All traces of the confusion and uncertainty Thomas had witnessed during his last encounter with Lancelot vanished, the old knight’s posture becoming more resolute. His eyes shifted to Turquine, drawing his sword with a whisper of steel against leather. “It is your time to atone for your evil deeds, Turquine.” He turned his hand over and his gauntlet-clad fingers twitched, beckoning Turquine to fight him.

      Turquine’s entire body surged as if struck by an electric current, his scales flaring outward as every muscle tensed simultaneously. Whatever strategic thinking had guided him only moments before vanished as blind rage consumed him. "I'll tear you apart with my bare claws!” he roared in pure hatred.

      Launching himself at Lancelot with explosive force, he covered the distance between them in a blur of motion impossible for a being of his size. His clawed hands stretched out, going directly for the knight's throat.

      Lancelot sidestepped with millimeter-perfect timing, pivoting on his heel as Turquine shot past. His blade lashed out, scoring a line across the Draconite's armored scales that drew first blood. The wound should have been devastating. Instead, it closed almost instantly, nanites working to repair the damage even as Turquine spun to face his opponent once more.

      The battle exploded across the throne room. Turquine's Flayers charged forward at some unspoken command, while Halvy gathered magical energy between his palms, the power manifesting as a sphere of crackling green light shot through with threads of darkness.

      "Defensive positions!" Thomas shouted, raising his shield as Halvy released his attack.

      The magical projectile streaked across the chamber with impossible speed, trailing tendrils of corrupted energy in its wake. Thomas braced himself, anchoring his feet against the stone floor as he positioned Arthur's shield directly in its path. The impact sent shockwaves up his arm, the force threatening to drive him to his knees despite his readiness.. The soul stone flared brilliantly, absorbing the corrupted magic and converting it to pure energy that filled the shield with power.

      Kaelithan and Cartigan responded immediately, their hands weaving complex patterns as they gathered their own magical energies. Taliesin darted forward, a silver blur that confused the Flayers'  as the wizards unleashed their counterattack. Multiple bolts of blue-white force struck the advancing Flayers, temporarily slowing their charge as the magical missiles left deep gouges in their scales.

      Thomas had no time to think as one of the Flayers—a hulk with dark green scales—recovered and charged directly at him. The Draconite warrior moved with frightening speed toward Thomas, his massive blade whistling as he swung it through the air.

      Thomas caught the blow on his shield, the impact driving him back several steps. He countered with a strike of his own, the fayrilite blade seeking a gap in the Flayer's armor. The sword connected, biting into the scales at the enemy’s side. Nanites surged to repair the damage, tiny machines working in perfect harmony to knit flesh and scale back together almost instantly..

      Across the chamber, the battle had devolved into a chaotic melee. Burl engaged a crimson-scaled Flayer, doing his best to keep up with the Flayer’s powerful attacks, blocking one after another, but with his concussion, he was slower than normal to counter.

      Nearby, the twins moved in perfect synchronization, confusing a dark brown Flayer with their coordinated and agile attacks. They managed to stay one step ahead of him, his blade whistling just past one or the other as they sliced into him with their daggers, yet their attacks struggled to defeat his simple armor.

      Merlin's combat GOLEM had intercepted the fourth Flayer—his scales a deep blue. Its mechanical precision matched the Flayer’s enhanced reflexes as they traded blows that echoed through the chamber like thunder.

      The dark green Flayer’s sword whistled past Thomas’ head, close enough for the flat of the blade to scrape his helmet. He countered with a thrust aimed at the Flayer's throat, hoping to hit a vulnerable point, but the Flayer twisted away at the last moment. The fayrilite blade scored his scales without penetrating deeply enough to cause significant damage.

      Despite their skills and coordination, Thomas could see they were all outmatched. The Flayers were simply too strong, too fast, their nanite-enhanced bodies able to withstand punishment that would have killed normal opponents many times over. Each time one of his companions landed a decisive blow, the Draconite nanites would quickly repair the damage, leaving the Flayer free to press their advantage with undiminished strength.

      A scream momentarily drew Thomas's attention. Burl had gone down, a massive wound across his chest where the crimson Flayer's blade had torn through his armor. He tried to rise, blood already running down his armor, his legs failing to support him.

      Meanwhile, the brown Flayer Tivan and Garant fought came at them with dizzying speed, his blade a blur as it darted toward one twin and then the other. While he showed no signs of slowing, the brothers did, their blocks and evasions growing slower  until the inevitable occurred. Lunging forward with unnatural speed, the Flayer’s blade caught Garant in the side, his energy shield deflecting some of the edge, but not the force. The blow lifted him from his feet and sent him crashing into one of the towering columns. Garant slid to the floor, leaving a smear of blood in his wake.

      "Brother!" Tivan cried out, trying to reach him, but the Flayer blocked his path, forcing him back with a series of brutal strikes that left him no choice but to retreat or die.

      A metallic shriek cut through the chaos as Merlin's GOLEM took a devastating hit. The mechanical frame buckled under the force of the blue Flayer's attack, its armored plating giving way. Sparks erupted from the damaged chassis as the GOLEM staggered back, its sensor strip flickering erratically.

      "Merlin!" Thomas called out, desperate to reach his friend, but his attacker pressed him relentlessly, giving him no opportunity to disengage.

      The GOLEM managed to land one more blow before the Flayer struck again, this time driving his blade directly through the mechanical’s central power core. Blue light erupted from the breach as the GOLEM collapsed, sensors going dark.

      Though he knew Merlin’s essence remained safely housed on Excalibur, Thomas felt a surge of rage at losing the GOLEM’s sword and support in the battle at hand. He gathered his strength, instinctively channeling the energy stored in the soul stone into his next attack. The fayrilite blade glowed with borrowed power as he swung at the Flayer with everything he had.

      The enhanced sword cut through the Flayer's defenses, slicing right through his attempt to parry and striking him directly in the chest. The blade continued deep into the Draconite, magical energy disrupting the nanites' healing abilities long enough for the blade to continue cleanly through his opponent, cleaving him in two. The Flayers eyes widened as his upper torso separated from the rest of him, his blood twinkling with a metallic glow as it poured from his mortally-severed body.

      With only one down, there was no time to relent. Thomas spun, quickly reassessing the deteriorating situation. Burl lay motionless in a pool of his own blood. Garant remained slumped against the column, conscious but clearly too injured to rejoin the fight. Tivan fought desperately against the brown Flayer, but Thomas knew he wouldn’t hold out much longer.

      Kaelithan and Cartigan stood back-to-back, surrounded by a shimmering barrier of magical energy that kept the Flayers at bay. But only barely. Each impact from the Draconite warriors caused the barrier to flicker and weaken.

      And then there was Halvy. The young Druid stood apart from the main battle, gathering corrupted energy between his palms. His eyes fixed on Kaelithan with predatory focus, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

      Across the chamber, Lancelot and Turquine continued their deadly dance. The ancient knight was clearly the superior fighter, his advanced training and experience evident in every move he made. Each exchange ended with Lancelot landing another strike, his blade finding gaps in Turquine's defenses with unerring accuracy.

      But it didn't matter. The Dranconite’s nanites repaired every wound almost instantly, allowing Turquine to press his attack with undiminished strength. It was a war of attrition that Lancelot couldn't hope to win.

      "Tal!” Thomas cried out. “Help Kaelithan and Cartigan! We need their magic to counter Halvy!"

      The silver werefox acknowledged with a quick nod, abandoning his harassment of the Flayers to dart toward the embattled wizards. But before he could reach them, Halvy released his gathered power.

      The corrupted energy shot toward the magical barrier, striking it with devastating force. For a moment, the barrier held, the competing magic creating a brilliant display of light as they met. Then, with a sound like shattering glass, the protection collapsed.

      Kaelithan staggered back from the backlash, momentarily stunned. Cartigan recovered more quickly, gathering his own power for a counterattack, but one of the Flayers was already moving to exploit the opening. The enhanced warrior burst through the space where the barrier had been, blade raised for a killing blow.

      Taliesin reached them just in time, colliding with the Flayer's legs and tripping him up. The blow went wide, missing Cartigan's head by inches. The shapeshifter's victory was short-lived, however, as the Flayer recovered and kicked him with nanite-enhanced strength, sending the silver fox flying across the chamber to crash into the far wall. He slid down it, out cold, landing in a heap of fur. Tivan was down, as well.

      Thomas tried to reach Cartigan, desperate to protect his friend, but the brown Flayer suddenly cut off his advance with a series of powerful strikes. Each blow forced Thomas further back, the shield absorbing impact after impact as he fought for survival.

      Halvy strode toward Kaelithan, who had managed to regain his feet but still looked dazed from the magical backlash. The young Druid gathered more of that corrupted energy, this time shaping it into tendrils that lashed out like striking vipers.

      Kael tried to defend himself, raising a hasty barrier, but the corrupted magic tore through it as if it were made of parchment. The tendrils wrapped around the wizard's limbs, lifting him from the floor as they constricted. His screams of agony echoed through the chamber as the corrupted magic burned into his flesh and tightened around him, breaking ribs and squashing the air from his lungs.

      "Halvy, stop!" Thomas shouted, desperation lending his voice a commanding quality it rarely possessed. "This isn't you! Fight the nanites!"

      For the briefest moment, Halvy's concentration wavered, his eyes flickering with something that might have been recognition. But it passed as quickly as it had appeared, replaced by that same mechanical flatness. The tendrils tightened further, drawing another cry of pain from Kaelithan before they released him, letting him fall unconscious to the stone floor.

      With Kaelithan down, Thomas knew their situation had become even more desperate. Drawing on the fresh energy stored in the soul stone, he launched a counterattack against the brown Flayer, forcing him back with a series of powerful blows that left no opening for recovery.

      The fayrilite blade glowed with borrowed power as Thomas struck again and again, each hit landing with enhanced force. The brown Flayer’s defense grew more frantic as the nanites struggled to keep pace with the damage Thomas inflicted. Finally, with a thrust that bypassed the Flayer's guard entirely, Thomas drove his sword through his opponent’s throat, taking off his head. The brown Flayer collapsed, blood spreading in a widening pool.

      Furious, Thomas whirled, searching for his next target. A roar of triumph stole his attention to where Lancelot and Turquine fought. The massive Draconite had finally managed to gain the upper hand, catching Lancelot's blade between his armored claws and wrenching it from the knight's grasp. Before Lancelot could react, Turquine's other hand shot forward, massive claws punching through the shimmering chainmail as if it were cloth.

      Lancelot gasped as Turquine lifted him from the ground, impaled on those terrible fingers. Blood spread across the knight's armor, dripping to the stone floor in steady plops that were unnaturally loud in the suddenly still chamber.

      "I've waited so long for this moment," Turquine growled, his scarified features twisting with savage pleasure as he leaned in close to Lancelot's face. "To feel your life drain away by my hand. It's even more satisfying than I imagined."

      Lancelot remained defiant despite the pain that clearly wracked his body. "You've won nothing," he gasped, blood speckling his lips as he spoke. "The Daeardrayke will stop you."

      Turquine laughed, the sound echoing through the chamber like breaking stone. "The Daeardrayke? That pathetic excuse for a knight? He couldn't stop a child, let alone me." He twisted his claws, drawing a grunt of pain from Lancelot. "Die knowing that everything you fought for was in vain. Avalon will be mine.”

      With a contemptuous gesture, he flung Lancelot's body aside. The ancient knight crashed to the floor, leaving a trail of blood as he rolled to a stop. He tried to rise, but his strength failed him, and he collapsed, unable to rise again.

      Turquine turned and strode toward Thomas with lethal glee.
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      "Stand down," Turquine commanded his remaining Flayers, who had been pressing their advantages against the surviving members of Thomas's group. "I want to deal with the whelp myself."

      The enhanced warriors immediately disengaged, stepping back to form a loose circle around the combatants. Cartigan helped a bleeding Tivan to his feet, both of them looking battered and exhausted. In human form, Tal joined them, though he now had an obvious limp.

      Turquine turned his full attention to Thomas, eyes narrowing when he saw the two dead Flayers near him. "So here we are at last," he said, spreading his arms wide in a mocking gesture. "Just you and me, Sir Dragon. A title you hardly deserve. But you won’t carry it for much longer.”

      Thomas raised his shield and sword, trying to ignore the tremor in his arms from exhaustion and strain. “I already defeated two of you,” he said, forcing confidence into his voice that he didn't entirely feel. “I can go for one more.”

      Turquine's laugh sounded like stones grinding together. “I’ll admit, it’s more than I expected from you. But that will only make your screams more pleasurable.”

      Without further warning, Turquine attacked. Despite his massive size, he moved with a speed that defied physics. One moment he stood several meters away, the next he was directly in front of Thomas, sword slashing down with enough force to shatter stone.

      Thomas barely managed to sandwich the shield between them, the impact driving him back nearly six feet despite the soul stone's absorption of the kinetic energy. Before he could recover, Turquine's other hand lashed out. Arthur’s energy shield flared, slowing the attack, but even with the protection, the Draconite’s claws slashed him across the ribs. The blow that would have cut him in half if not for his armor, but Thomas felt something crack inside him. Pain lanced through his chest with each breath as he staggered back, desperately trying to create distance.

      Turquine gave him no respite, pursuing with relentless determination. Thomas counterattacked, his fayrilite blade catching the Draconite across the chest. It drew a line of blood that sealed almost instantly. The Draconite didn't even flinch, pressing his assault with a series of devastating strikes that forced Thomas back on his feet.

      Each impact against the shield sent shockwaves up Thomas's arm, the soul stone flaring brilliantly. There was a limit to how much it could take, and Thomas could feel that limit approaching rapidly.

      "You fight well," Turquine mocked as he hammered against Thomas's defenses, "but you're still just flesh and bone. Weak. Fragile. Easily broken."

      A particularly powerful strike knocked Thomas off-balance, creating an opening that Turquine immediately exploited. His clawed hand shot out, catching Thomas by the throat and lifting him from the floor. The pressure against his windpipe cut off his air. Turquine shook him like a rag doll. "The great Sir Dragon," he sneered, bringing Thomas's face close to his own. "Excalibur's chosen commander. Look at you now. Helpless. Defeated."

      Despite the black spots beginning to dance at the edges of his vision, Thomas struck out with his sword, the fayrilite blade slicing across Turquine's armor. The metal parted under the edge, drawing another line of blood that did nothing to loosen the Draconite's grip.

      In desperation, Thomas brought the shield up, pressing the soul stone directly against Turquine's scales. The stone flared with blinding intensity, releasing the stored energy in a wave of pure magical force.

      Turquine roared in pain, releasing Thomas as he staggered back. The soul stone had disrupted the nanites, creating a wound that didn't immediately seal. Blood oozed from the injury, throwing the nanites, usually so quick to repair his wounds, into chaos.

      Gasping for breath, his abused throat protesting every inhalation, Thomas had only moments before Turquine’s nanites reorganized and repaired the damage. Taking advantage of his temporary vulnerability, Thomas scrambled forward, his strength and speed all but sapped. But this was probably his last chance to bring Turquine down. He aimed his sword at the wound the soul stone had created.

      The fayrilite blade struck true, sinking deep into Turquine's chest where the nanites still struggled to repair the previous damage. Blood spurted from the wound as Thomas drove the sword deeper, pushing with all his remaining strength.

      For a heartbeat, victory seemed within reach. The blade had penetrated far enough to damage vital organs, a blow that would have been instantly fatal to any normal opponent. Turquine's eyes widened with shock, his pupils dilating in response to the injury.

      Then his expression transformed, shock giving way to a terrible smile. "Nice try," he growled, his voice carrying no hint of pain or weakness despite the sword embedded in his chest.

      Before Thomas could react, Turquine's clawed hand shot out, closing around the top of the shield. With a savage twist, he wrenched it from Thomas's arm, the straps breaking his arm before giving way under the Draconite’s enormous strength. At the same time, Turquine gripped the hilt of the fayrilite sword and pulled the blade free of his body.

      The wound in his chest was already closing when the tip left his body, nanites working overtime to repair the damage. The bleeding stopped almost immediately. Within seconds, the injury that should have been fatal was reduced to a fading mark on his midnight scales.

      "My turn," Turquine said, and before Thomas could step back to retreat, the Draconite's clawed foot lashed out, catching him directly in the chest.

      The impact sent Thomas flying across the chamber, his armor doing little to absorb the tremendous force behind the kick. He crashed into one of the towering columns, stone cracking and pain exploding throughout his entire body as his bones—his right hip and thigh, more ribs, his other arm, and his back—broke from the impact. Something else inside him—an organ rupturing—twisted his gut in agony. He slid to the floor, every nerve ending screaming in protest as he tried and failed to rise.

      Turquine approached with unhurried steps, examining Arthur's shield with open curiosity. "So this is the legendary shield of Arthur Pendragon," he mused, turning it to catch the golden light of the sphere. "A pretty trinket, but its power lies solely in this…"

      With terrifying ease, he pushed one massive claw through the shield, metal shrieking in protest as he pried the soul stone free. The shield itself crumpled like paper in his grip, the once-proud symbol of protection reduced to twisted scrap.

      "The soul stone…” Turquine held it up to study it more closely, “...is something I’ve always wanted.” He closed his fist around it, the stone vanishing from Thomas’ view. "Thank you for the gift, Sir Dragon. I'll put it to good use."

      Thomas lay on the floor, every breath sending fresh waves of agony through his broken body. Several of his broken ribs shifted with each inhalation, blood bubbling up his throat and spurting from his mouth with each exhalation, letting him know at least one of them had torn through a lung. More blood, wet and warm, gushed up his throat and down the front of his armor.

      Across the chamber, Arthur and the spectral knights continued to watch, their expressions showing varying degrees of anguish and resignation as they observed the battle's grim outcome.

      "Bring the traitor to me," Turquine commanded, gesturing toward Cartigan with a casual flick of his bloodstained claws.

      Two of the Flayers moved to obey, crossing to Cartigan where he stood with Tivan and Taliesin. The wizard straightened, drawing what dignity he could muster as he moved away from Tivan and Tal to face his former master.

      "I won't give you the satisfaction," he said, his voice remarkably steady despite the fear that must have been coursing through him.

      Before anyone could react, Cartigan's hands moved in a complex pattern, gathering magical energy not for an attack, but for something far more personal. Golden light enveloped his body for a brief moment, his eyes meeting Thomas's across the chamber. There was peace in that gaze, acceptance of what must be.

      "I'm sorry, Thomas," he said softly. “Thank you for setting me free.”

      Then the spell took effect.

      Magical energy began dissolving Cartigan's body, flesh and bone alike, from the inside out. "No!” Turquine's bellow shook the entire chamber. Dust fell from the ceiling, his scales flaring out in anger. The process that looked painless but utterly final took only seconds.  "He was mine!” Turquine roared as the fine ash from Carigan’s body scattered across the stone floor. “Mine to destroy!" His fists raised and shook with rage.

      He spun to face his remaining Flayers, fury still radiating from him in almost tangible waves. “With me,” he growled. “We’ll find the artifact!” The enhanced warriors converged on him as he turned to Halvy. "And you, little wizard,” he said. "Finish them. All of them. I want nothing left but corpses when I return."

      “Of course, Master,” Halvy replied, that same mechanical flatness in his eyes as he turned toward Thomas. He raised his hands, corruption-laced energy gathering once more between his palms as he prepared to deliver the killing blow. Turquine and the remaining two Flayers passed right through the spectral Hunt and circled the sphere, hunting for their prize.

      Thomas tried again to rise, to find some way to defend himself, but his body refused to cooperate. The pain from his injuries was overwhelming. With the slightest movement a study in agony, he was amazed he was still conscious, though just barely. He knew he was dying. He could only lay there and watch Halvy approach, the young Druid's expression devoid of any emotion that might suggest he recognized his former friend.

      "Halvy," Thomas managed, each raspy word a struggle to push through his damaged throat. "This isn't you. Remember…who you are. Remember…Ryn."

      At the mention of the elf's name, something flickered in Halvy's eyes. A momentary hesitation, a crack in the nanites' control. The corrupted energy between his palms wavered slightly, its pattern shifting as if responding to some internal conflict.

      "Ryn died…protecting…what he believed in," Thomas continued, seizing on that brief flicker of recognition. "He died so you could live…free of the Flayers…free of Turquine. Don't let…his sacrifice…be for nothing."

      Halvy's expression shifted, the mechanical flatness giving way to confusion and pain so intense it twisted his youthful features. The energy between his palms fluctuated wildly, corruption and purity battling for dominance as the boy's true self fought against the nanites' control.

      "I...I c-can't..." Halvy whispered, his voice barely audible. "They're too…strong..."

      "You're…stronger," Thomas insisted, fighting the drain of energy that was dragging him into unconsciousness and death. "Fight them, Halvy. For…Ryn. For your…self."

      The energy in Halvy's hands continued to shift, green corruption gradually giving way to a cleaner, brighter blue as the boy's true nature reasserted itself. Tears welled in his eyes, tracking down his cheeks.

      For one hopeful moment, Thomas thought Halvy might win the internal battle. Then the boy's face contorted in sudden agony, his back arching as the nanites punished his rebellion. The energy between his palms shifted back to corrupted green.

      "I'm sorry," Halvy whispered, the brief moment of clarity already fading as the nanites reasserted control. "I can't…stop it..."

      He released the gathered energy, the magic streaking toward Thomas. There was nowhere to run, no shield to hide behind, no strength left to dodge. Thomas could only watch as death approached, a brilliant flash that completely filled his vision.

      The last thing he saw before consciousness fled was Halvy's face, tears still tracking down his cheeks as the onrushing magic grew large enough in Thomas’ vision to blot out the boy’s image behind it.

      Then there was only darkness and the surcease of pain as the spell struck home.
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      Sir Turquine stalked through the ancient castle's corridors, his body still thrumming with the fury of Cartigan stealing his vengeance from him, and the satisfaction of finally defeating Lancelot and the troublesome so-called Sir Dragon who had eluded him for so long. He had to give the whelp credit. He had killed two of his Flayers, no easy task at all. It had made his victory all the sweeter. The memory of the Daeardrayke’s broken form sent another surge of pleasure through his massive frame, drawing a low rumble from deep in his chest.

      Behind him followed Vorlok and Norsp. Their scales gleamed in the strange light that permeated the castle, the nanites within them resonating with his own in perfect harmony. They had lost Dralk and Karvax, but such was the price of worthwhile combat.

      "My Lord," Norsp called from behind him. “What are we looking for? How will we know when we find it?”

      “We’ll know,” Turquine answered, sensing that the nanites would tell him. Even now, he felt a pull to the doors behind the dais. He followed his instinct, passing through the doors to a corridor with a spiraling staircase at one end that he sensed would lead him  deep into the castle's foundations.

      They moved downward, the ambient light dimming with each level. The walls here were different—rawer, more primal—than the ornate structures above. The stone was roughly hewn, the stairs uneven in size and shape. His large form barely fit down them, his half-shredded armor scraping the walls in places. Still, he persisted, certain he was on the right path.

      At the bottom of the staircase, they found a massive iron door engraved with runes similar to those that decorated the castle's exterior. The symbols pulsed with golden light in rhythmic patterns that matched the sphere in the throne room.

      "Can you open it?" Turquine asked, studying the door.

      Norsp stepped forward, running his clawed hand over the runes. "There appears to be no conventional locking mechanism, My Lord. The door is sealed by magic rather than mechanics."

      Turquine snorted, his patience already wearing thin. "Stand aside."

      The tactical officer complied immediately, moving clear as Turquine approached the door. The nanites beneath his scales churned with anticipation as he placed his newly acquired soul stone against the cold metal. He could feel the magic within it, a barrier designed to keep intruders at bay—but he was no ordinary intruder.

      The doors resisted at first, the magic intensifying despite its absorption into the stone. Pain began coursing up from Turquine’s arm as the enchantment attempted to force him loose. He held fast, pressing the stone against the doors, attempting to drain them of all magical energy. It was an impossible task, but he didn’t need to bleed them fully dry.

      With a growl, Turquine unleashed the soul stone’s power back into the door. A thunderous crack echoed through the stairwell as the door tore free from its frame, moorings shrieking in protest before giving way entirely and crashing inward. He stepped through the opening into the circular chamber beyond. Its walls were composed of that same strange stone shot through with luminescent crystal. But what dominated the space, what immediately captured Turquine's attention, was the arrangement at its center.

      Positioned in a perfect circle stood eight pillars, each nearly as tall as Turquine himself. They resembled obelisks, though their surfaces were not flat but faceted, catching and reflecting the ambient light in hypnotic patterns. Somehow, a crystalline sphere balanced at the pointed top of each pillar, all but one of them emitting its own distinctly colored glow,creating a kaleidoscope of color that filled the chamber with shifting patterns of light. One, made of a dark, opaque obsidian, did not glow..

      Within each glowing crystal, a small, shadowy humanoid figure hung suspended in translucent material. Turquine immediately recognized Arthur's profile in the golden crystal, the king's features frozen in an expression of pure serenity.

      “They’re replicas,” he breathed with realization, the nanites singing with triumph as he circled the arrangement. “Magical replicas. Artifacts. But which one is the one Morgana has been seeking?"

      Norsp approached one of the crystals—a deep green one containing what appeared to be a knight in elaborate armor. “They’re exquisite, My Lord.”

      “Their beauty is irrelevant," Turquine cut him off, already moving to the golden crystal that housed Arthur's form. "All that matters is that we've found them. And now we can destroy them."

      "My Lord," Vorlok interjected cautiously, "shouldn't we contact Queen Morgana before proceeding? She may wish to study the artifacts before their destruction."

      Turquine's head snapped toward the engineer, a snarl forming on his scarified features. "Queen Morgana? You still think she deserves your loyalty? Your obedience?" He stalked closer, looming over the smaller Draconite with menace radiating from his every nuance. "She would have us remain her lap dragons, carrying out her orders while she hoards power for herself."

      Turquine’s nanites surged with each word, their chorus growing louder in his mind. "No. We will not contact her. We will not bow to her. We will take these crystals and use their power ourselves." He turned back to the golden crystal. "Or perhaps we'll destroy them. Either way, the decision is ours, not hers."

      Vorlok lowered his head in submission. “Of course, my Master.”

      Turquine ran his claws along the surface of Arthur's crystal. The contact sent a shiver through his hand, a mixture of pleasure and revulsion at touching something so purely magical.

      He wrapped his massive hands around one of the golden crystal, preparing to wrench it from its mounting. The moment his claws closed around the faceted surface, a jolt of pure magical energy shot up his arms. The nanites screamed in his mind, caught between hunger for the raw power and confusion at its unfamiliar nature.

      Gritting his teeth against the sensation, Turquine pulled. The crystal resisted at first, then gave way with surprising suddenness. It came free from its base, again with that peculiar sound of breaking glass, though its structure remained intact. The moment it separated from the obelisk, the glow within intensified briefly before settling into a steady pulse.

      "Norsp, Take the dark purple one and the crimson," he commanded, holding Arthur's crystal in his hand. "Vorlok, bring along the green one and the Obsidian one. We’ll take these five to the throne room. I want them to see their precious king's face when I crush his prison."

      Norsp and Vorlok moved to obey.Together, they made their way back up the stairs, retracing their steps toward the throne room. Oddly, the crystals grew heavier with each step, as if resisting their removal from the chamber. The Flayers, however, possessed an abundance of strength.

      As they approached the throne room, a surge of anticipation coursed through Turquine. The knowledge that he was about to destroy something ancient and powerful—something that Morgana desperately wanted—filled him with savage pleasure. His nanites sang with it, their harmonics taking on a triumphant quality that resonated through his entire being.

      The massive doors stood open just as they had left them. The scene that greeted him was exactly as he had expected—Excalibur’s crew, along with Lancelot, dead on the floor, while Halvy stood apart, observing calmly, though there was a strange hint of redness in his eyes.

      What surprised him was that the spectral forms of the Hunt remained visible though noticeably dimmer than before. They stood near the golden sphere that dominated the center of the chamber.

      As Turquine entered, carrying the crystal that contained Arthur's true form, the spectral king turned to face him. There was no fear in those ethereal features, only a profound sadness that somehow pierced through even the nanites' constant song.

      "So you've found them," Arthur said, his voice carrying the same impossible authority despite his weakened state.

      "Indeed," Turquine replied, holding up the golden crystal so that Arthur's spectral form could see his own replicated personage within. "Fascinating magic. How does one earn a place among you?”

      “You’re well on your way, Turquine. As is my sister.”

      “Your sister won’t live long enough to join you here. Not that you’ll be here to meet her anyway.”

      He set the crystal down in the center of the throne room, handling it with mock reverence. Norsp and Vorlok followed suit, arranging the five crystals in a rough semicircle between them and the spectral images.

      "What will you do now, Turquine?" Arthur asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

      Turquine laughed, the sound echoing through the vast chamber like breaking stone. “I will be the next, and final King of Avalon. All will bend a knee to me. All will adore me as the most powerful entity in the galaxy.” He lifted his left foot, placing it on top of Arthur’s crystal. “Before that, I think I’ll destroy you.”

      "If you destroy those crystals, you will doom more than just us," Arthur warned. “The entire galaxy will fall to ruin.”

      Turquine’s features split into a predatory grin. “Isn’t that the point?” He pressed down with his foot, exerting immeasurable pressure on the sphere. He felt it flexing, the structure beginning to fail. Eyes on Arthur, the serenity of the spectral replica was enough to make him howl with the effort it took for the crystalline sphere to finally shatter.

      Arthur’s specter instantly vanished.

      Turquine’s roar turned to one of victory and amusement. The nanites sang with pleasure, spreading warmth through his massive frame. Giddy, he moved to the purple sphere and placed his foot on it, ready to crush it.

      “Wait, Master!” Halvy said before he could.

      Turquine turned toward the young Druid, his vertical pupils contracting with interest. “What is it, little wizard."

      "These crystals are the caretakers," Halvy explained. "They maintain the balance of magic throughout the universe. Without them, the source…” he gestured toward the golden sphere floating above the dais. “Magic will fade from the universe. It will be lost. Forever.”

      "And?" Turquine pressed, already losing interest.

      "And that's exactly what Morgana wants," Halvy said, his voice dropping lower, more urgent. "She seeks to destroy all magic, because it gives her more control. More power. But if you destroy all magic, I will be powerless. So will the soul stone you captured from Sir Dragon. You have more to lose than to gain, Master.”

      Turquine's claws flexed unconsciously, scraping against the purple crystal's surface. "How do you know this?" he demanded, studying the young Druid.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Halvy replied. “Excalibur is formidable as a blend of magic and technology. Sir Dragon killed Dralk and Karvax with the help of Arthur’s enchanted shield and the soul stone.”

      Turquine considered this explanation. It aligned with his own experience. Magic had allowed Excalibur to enter the Lair. Grenyth’s magic had helped them escape. Magic had also helped defeat him on Falias. Perhaps by unraveling the source, he would inadvertently even his odds against Morgana.

      And, as much as he hated to admit it, he would miss his little wizard.

      "If what you say is true," Turquine said slowly, "then what would you suggest? That I leave these crystals intact? Return them to their chamber below?"

      "No," Halvy replied immediately. “Not all are needed to maintain the balance.”

      “Then who shall I destroy?”

      “A better question may be, who shall you take, Master.”

      Turquine’s eyes swept across the specters. “Well? Your King is gone. Long live the King.” He rumbled with laughter. “Which of you most deserves to serve me?”

      “I do, my lord.”

      Turquine looked at the speaker. He stood cloaked in robes as dark as the void between stars, the fabric shifting like a living shadow around his gaunt frame. His face, lined with the weight of centuries, bore a cruel elegance—cheekbones sharp as daggers, a mouth curved in perpetual disdain, and eyes like embers. A silver circlet, tarnished and twisted with age, rested upon his brow, half-hidden by strands of ashen hair that fell like tattered thread.

      “And you are?” Turquine asked, intrigued.

      “Klingsor, My Lord,” he replied. “If you appreciate magic, especially the dark arts, then surely, you’ll appreciate me.”

      “I already do,” Turquine said. “Which crystal are you?”

      “The purple, My Lord.”

      Turquine lifted his clawed foot from it, careful not to damage it. “Very well.”

      “Who else?” Turquine asked.

      “I will join you, Sir Turquine,” another voice said.

      Turquine looked in that direction. The knight before him loomed like a living war engine, his massive frame wrapped in plate armor the color of fresh-spilled blood. His helm, shaped like the snarling maw of a beast, concealed all but his piercing wolfish eyes. A thick crimson cloak, tattered at the edges, draped over his broad shoulders, its weightless flow at odds with the sheer brutality of the warrior beneath it.

      “What is your name?” Turquine asked.

      “I am Sir Ironside,” he answered. “But I was better known in life as the Red Knight.”

      “I’ve heard of you,” Turquine replied. “You slaughtered many knights, didn’t you?”

      “More than I can count.”

      Turquine nodded. He liked the sound of that. But he didn’t pick up the red crystalline sphere quite yet. “Anyone else?” When the other four specters remained silent, he claimed the sphere. “I’d very much enjoy destroying the rest of you. Be grateful my little wizard cares for your existence. Norsp, Vorlok, return the other crystals to the chamber below. Maintain their arrangement exactly as we found it. We take only these two."

      The Flayers moved to obey, gathering the remaining crystals with careful hands. While he waited for their return, Turquine crossed the floor to where Lancelot lay broken, his sword nearby. He eyed the weapon, noticing the soul stone missing from the pommel. Why had the ancient knight removed it? What did he know? What might the Lady of the Stars have told him?

      Turquine shook off the questions. It didn’t matter. He had the soul stone from Arthur’s shield, along with the two replicas. He wasn’t sure what to do with them right now, but turning his attention to the mechanical that had come with Sir Dragon gave him some ideas.

      By then, Norsp and Vorlok had returned. He motioned for his two Flayers to follow him back to the ship.

      As they left the throne room, Turquine with the red and purple crystals in hand, Halvy walking silently beside him, and the two Draconite Flayers at the rear, his mind raced with possibilities. With Klingsor's knowledge of dark magic, Ironside’s combat expertise, and Halvy's enhanced abilities, he could build something truly formidable—a force that combined the ruthlessness of the Draconite with magical power that could challenge even Morgana and Mordred.

      Another hunt successfully completed.

      A new one—the grandest of them all—was about to begin.
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      "Thomas.”

      The voice came from somewhere distant, familiar yet impossible. Thomas tried to focus on it, to follow the sound back to its source, but the darkness continued to press in around him, heavy and oppressive.

      "Thomas Drake. Sir Dragon. Can you hear me?"

      That voice again, closer now, more insistent. He knew that voice. Lancelot. He frowned. But Lancelot was dead…wasn’t he? Turquine had impaled him on his massive claws, draining his life force away on the throne room floor just as Thomas' own life should have been snuffed out by Halvy's magical attack.

      "Wake up, Thomas. You're not finished yet."

      Something touched his face—fingertips, cool against his fevered skin—the contact sending a jolt through him, shocking his system back into awareness. With tremendous effort, Thomas forced his eyes open.

      Light flooded in, painfully bright at first, then resolving into the familiar golden glow of the throne room.

      "Lancelot?" Thomas managed, his voice emerging as a ragged whisper that scraped painfully against his throat. The old knight’s face hovered above him, his features locked in a concerned expression. He looked whole, uninjured—not like the broken, bleeding figure Thomas had last seen. "How…? Are we both dead?"

      A smile touched the knight's lips, transforming his features. "Not dead, Daeardrayke. Though it was a near thing for both of us."

      Thomas tried to sit up. His body immediately punished him with such intense pain that black spots danced across his vision. Lancelot placed a restraining hand on his shoulder, gently but firmly pushing him back.

      "Don't try to move yet. Your injuries were severe. I've managed to stabilize the worst of them, but you're far from fully healed."

      "How?" Thomas gasped through the pain. "I saw you...Turquine, he..."

      "Yes," Lancelot acknowledged grimly. "He did quite a number on me. It would have been fatal, too, if not for this."

      He opened his hand, revealing a small, dark crystal that pulsed with inner light. "My soul stone," he explained, his fingers closing around the crystal once more. “I removed it from the pommel before Turquine ran me through, and hoped he wouldn’t search me for it. The magic these stones collect isn't only useful for killing. It can preserve life as well, when properly channeled."

      Thomas tried to process this information through the fog of pain that still clouded his thoughts. "You...healed yourself?"

      "And you, as much as I could.," Lancelot confirmed. “Enough to keep you alive and stabilize the others."

      Thomas's gaze shifted beyond Lancelot, taking in the throne room for the first time since regaining consciousness. The golden sphere still rotated slowly above the dais, its mesmerizing patterns unchanged. His companions lay where they had fallen, though their wounds appeared less severe than he remembered. Burl's chest rose and fell with steady breathing despite the savage stab he'd sustained. Garant remained slumped against the column. Tivan sat nearby, conscious but clearly exhausted, keeping watch over his twin.

      Kaelithan was similarly awake, resting beside Taliesin. Merlin's damaged GOLEM lay motionless, its sensor strip dark and lifeless.

      “Excalibur?” Thomas asked. "I thought..." He trailed off, trying to make sense of his fragmented memories.

      “Excalibur launched before Turquine could destroy her," Lancelot explained. “I’m not sure where they are now.”

      “How…how long was I out?”

      “It’s been nearly three days.”

      The news jolted Thomas. “Excalibur is gone,” he said. “I…I told them to leave if we didn’t come back after six hours.”

      Lancelot put up a calming hand. “It’s okay. All will be well.”

      “How…how did you get here?”

      “I came across a large merchant vessel deep inside the Wastes. I observed it maneuvering into a perplexing position and approached it at high speed. I docked Arondight to her, snuck on board, and found Turquine’s ship in the hangar bay. From there, I boarded Visceral and waited. When we landed, I followed Turquine and his Flayers out unseen.”

      Thomas tried to smile, but it hurt too much. “You’re amazing.”

      “No. I’m determined.”

      “Wait a minute. A large merchant ship,” Thomas’ stomach sank. “Caress?”

      “I don’t know the name of the ship.”

      “Did it have hidden gun ports?”

      “It did.”

      “Did Turquine leave any of the crew alive?”

      “There was no one else onboard.”

      Thomas’ face twisted into a mournful scowl. “Turquine killed them all.”

      “Who did he kill?” Lancelot asked.

      “The Sidhe resistance. Almost all of what remained of it. Captain Pyym and the others. Damn him.”

      “I’m sorry, Thomas.”

      Something else nagged at Thomas's memory, a critical piece that remained just out of reach. Then it hit him with devastating clarity.

      "Halvy," he said. "His attack. He was going to kill us, but..."

      "But he didn't," Lancelot finished for him. "Whatever you said to him, it reached something inside him that the nanites hadn't completely corrupted. He softened the blow at the last moment, deliberately pulling his punch, as they say. That's the only reason any of you survived long enough for me to help you."

      Thomas absorbed this, a small measure of hope flaring amidst the darkness that had settled over him. If even Halvy, so thoroughly under Turquine's control, could find the strength to resist the nanites' influence, perhaps not all was lost.

      “What about Arthur?” Thomas asked suddenly, turning his head too quickly to look for the specter. He became dizzy and unable to focus, putting his head in his hand.

      “Slowly,” Lancelot said. “You need to rest. Arthur left Avalon long ago. I found the spheres containing the magical replicas. Arthur's was destroyed. Two others are missing. Turquine must have taken them. The rest were returned to the chamber below. It seems even he wasn’t foolish enough to leave this place without at least some of its caretakers. "

      Thomas let his head fall back against the stone floor, a wave of despair washing over him. He had failed. Failed Arthur, failed his crew, failed the resistance. Turquine had gotten what he wanted, destroyed Arthur's replica, and left them broken and defeated.

      "He won," Thomas whispered, the words tasting bitter on his tongue. "We came all this way, fought so hard, and Turquine still won."

      Lancelot's expression hardened. "Did he? Arthur's replica is gone, yes. But the magical source remains intact. Most of the caretakers are still here, maintaining the balance. And we're still alive, Thomas. As long as we draw breath, we can continue to fight."

      "With what?" Thomas demanded, anger flaring through his pain. "Look at us, Lancelot. We're half-dead. Turquine took my shield, shattered it like it was nothing. He has two powerful replicas and his own soul stone now. How are we supposed to stand against that?"

      "The same way Arthur stood against overwhelming odds," Lancelot replied steadily. "With courage, determination, and faith in something greater than ourselves."

      "And what good did it do him?" Thomas countered bitterly. “He couldn’t stand against Morgana. We can’t stand against Turquine. It’s over, Lancelot.”

      "Is that what you truly believe?" Lancelot asked, his voice suddenly sharp. "Because if so, then Turquine has indeed won. Not because he destroyed a crystal or took two replicas, but because he broke your spirit. And that, Thomas Drake, would be the truest loss.”

      The words struck home, cutting through Thomas’ self-pity with brutal clarity. He had come too far, sacrificed too much to surrender now. His crew—his friends—had followed him into the heart of the Wastes, facing death at every turn because they believed in him, in what he represented.

      "No," Thomas finally said, his voice stronger despite the pain that still wracked his body. “You’re right. I can't give up. Not now. Not ever. And we have you back with us now."

      The ghost of a smile touched Lancelot's lips. "There's the Daeardrayke I know. Rest while you can. We have a long journey ahead of us."

      Thomas nodded, his gaze drifting to where the golden sphere continued its eternal rotation, undisturbed by the violence that had unfolded beneath it. The source of all magic in the universe, Arthur had called it. The wellspring from which everything flowed.

      As long as it remained intact, hope remained with it. Hope for Avalon, hope for the resistance, hope for a future where Morgana's tyranny was nothing but a distant memory.

      "Turquine thinks he's won," Thomas said softly, more to himself than to Lancelot. "But this isn't over. Not by a long shot."
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      Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed the book! For more information on the next installment in the series, please visit mrforbes.com/thestarshipinthestone5
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      When Ben Murdock receives a text message offering a fully operational starship for sale, he’s certain it has to be a joke.

      Already trapped in the worst day of his life and desperate for a way out, he decides to play along. Except there is no joke. The starship is real. And Ben’s life is going to change in ways he never dreamed possible.

      All he has to do is sign the contract.

      Joined by his streetwise best friend and a bizarre tenant with an unseverable lease, he’ll soon discover that the universe is more volatile, treacherous, and awesome than he ever imagined.

      And the only thing harder than owning a starship is staying alive.

      

      
        
        Wraith (The Convergence War)

        mforbes.com/wraith

      

      

      A retired captain. An experimental starship. A war like no other.

      When the research starship Galileo vanishes without a trace, the powers-that-be are quick to bury the incident, eager to prevent escalating tensions that could lead to war. As a former POW, Soren refuses to give the ship up for lost.

      His daughter is one of the missing.

      Taking matters into his own hands, Soren starts pulling strings and calling in favors, determined to launch a clandestine mission to bring Galileo home. When an old friend offers him a ship for the operation, he expects a rusty relic headed for the scrapyard.

      Instead, he's given the Wraith—an unfinished, experimental starship with plenty of potential and just as many problems. A marvel of engineering…if his crew can keep her running. 

      They’d better. 

      Because Galileo’s disappearance is just the beginning. War is coming to the Federation from the most unlikely of places.

      And Soren may be the only one who can stop it.
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      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.
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      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.
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      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.
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