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      With one last rattle and clank, the Kalnythian Wilds completed its docking seal and began testing the atmos of the derelict mining station on the other side.

      “Scans show seven troglodans aboard, Huntress,” came Soladi’s attentive voice from the forward deck.

      Ser Iveera Katanaga absentmindedly dismissed her seat restraints—serpentine jin rising from her head to flick the command gesture almost of their own accord—and stood, peering out the viewport, wondering one last time what crucial piece of this puzzle she might have missed.

      There was nothing.

      Nothing but the obvious part, at least.

      This was a foolish idea.

      The troglodans were barbarians, in many ways no more advanced than the inhabitants of the forgotten backwater planet whose very fate they were meeting to discuss. Moreover, Ser Groshna, the so-called Dread Knight she was going to meet, was probably the worst of them.

      Of course, there were those among the Alliance who would’ve said much the same about Iveera’s own people, the gorgons, and their reticence to let go of their ancestors’ tribal roots and obsessive bond with all things green and wild.

      Personally, Iveera had spent too much time abroad as an Excalibur Knight to truly maintain that aspect of her heritage. Allowing her crew to keep the ship lush with tansin vines and Kalnythian florals was one thing. The deep sense of oneness her younger crew harbored for those plants, though, and indeed for all of nature… Such mentality was not commonplace among the many species of the Galactic Alliance.

      For a time, Iveera had resented the galaxy’s ignorance, and their willingness to dismiss her people as savages even as they fondled their own obsessions with technology and power, and their never-ending schemes of using one to procure more of the other. For a time after that, she’d found herself slowly coming to understand that cancerous point of view, and the Alliance’s dismissive derision for her people.

      The years had stretched on. She returned to her homeworld just often enough to witness two more generations of her tribe grow old and wither in time-lapsed flashes while her Excalibur, Calitha, kept her alive and well. At some point, she’d begun to find herself longing for something she hadn’t had words to describe. Something she’d lost along the way. That sacred connection to something larger than herself. Larger than the Alliance. Something truly universal. 

      Something other than the long-since faded promises of a long-since missing Merlin.

      It had been different when the ancient wizard had first recruited her. Her purpose had been clear, her role in the coming war understood. But generations had passed, and war had not come. The Merlin had disappeared to Lady only knew where. The Excalibur Knights, once regarded with nothing but the utmost respect and gravitas, had somehow become little more than glorified errand runners for their respective species, quelling uprisings here and settling petty border disputes there, always with an eye on the distant horizon. Always wondering when the darkness would rear its fated head and come for them in the War to End All Wars—the very reason for their existence.

      Not yet, she lamented, staring out at the derelict Golnak mining station C-73. Because here she was, meeting with a Knight she did not respect to discuss a treaty she did not agree with.

      What was she doing here? Never mind that her people should have known better than to trust the troglodans with anything other than mindless killing. Never mind that the Alliance itself had signed off on this course of action, and that there would’ve been nine hells of political ramifications to pay had she refused to pander to the outraged Atlanteans, the smugly dismissive eldari, and everyone else who’d stepped up to have a squawk.

      The simple fact was that a Beacon awakening was no business at all of the gorgons, or the Alliance, or even the Council, in their infinite wisdom. An awakened Beacon was the jurisdiction of the Excalibur Knights, and no one else.

      That, and that alone, was the reason Iveera had agreed to play along with this farce and confer with Groshna when every instinct told her she should’ve taken her crew and left for the Beacon the moment she’d felt its subtle call spark into existence. She needed to know what the Dread Knight was going to do. She needed to be ready for anything.

      “Huntress?” came Namini’s soft voice, tinged with a gentle undertone of concern.

      With an equally gentle thought, Iveera released the tension that had agitated her jin to a light flutter, and turned to her waiting second-in-command. “Continue monitoring the system for unannounced guests, and keep the ship ready for anything.”

      Even without looking at their jin, Iveera knew her crew well enough to see the muted flicker of unease that passed through the bridge at her words. A slight wrinkle in Soladi’s perfect brow. The parting of Korda’s lovely lips, and the straightening of Inomi’s slender spine and elegant neck. All of them on edge at the thought of their beloved Huntress walking in to meet the monstrous troglodan Knight alone.

      “As you will it, Huntress,” Namini said, knowing better than to argue the point.

      Iveera stroked Namini’s soft green cheek, sending a current of warm reassurance trickling into her beautiful subordinate. “Do not fear for me,” she said, looking around the bridge, holding each of their eyes for a moment.

      “They are brutes, my Huntress,” Soladi said.

      “That they are,” Iveera agreed, allowing herself a small smile more for her crew’s benefit than anything else, “and also far too hopelessly slow to catch me by surprise in there.”

      That, at least, eased a fraction of the tension on the bridge. They all knew how fast she was. Their ease only grew as the familiar glint of copper shimmered into existence across Iveera’s chest and began unfurling from the spot, twisting and flowing from e-dim until she was covered from neck to toe in Calitha’s time-tested battle armor.

      “Keep the ship warm,” she said, ready to be done and over with this entire affair. “And have the q-drive routes plotted and ready. Crusher drive courses too. Just in case.”

      Her crew’s respective jin all snapped to attention so sharply that she could actually hear it as she turned and stalked out of the bridge.

      In truth, there was really no need for them to do anything at all. In essence, the Kalnythian Wilds was merely an extension of Iveera’s Excalibur, Calitha. Which was to say it was designed, and rather intended, to be operated by a lone Excalibur Knight. Technically, the ship’s limited synthience construct, Kaldo, responded to Iveera’s will, and to hers alone. He was perfectly capable of remotely handling whatever ship-related functions Iveera required—in many ways more capable than her own crew. Especially when it came to interfacing and communicating with Calitha. But there were more than a few reasons to keep some loyal eyes and sentient minds watching her back.

      Namini and the others helped keep the ship in order. When circumstances permitted, they even fought by Iveera’s side. The most important function of the crew, though—the one they never really spoke of but all clearly understood—was that they kept Iveera sane. They were her family away from home. Her only family, truth be told. Just as the last crew had been. And the others, before that. The closest thing to a tribe Iveera had left, save for the eternal company of Calitha and their ship.

      I want you both monitoring the Golnak Beacon for any erratic activity, she thought to her constant companions. Most likely they’d already glimpsed as much from her mind, but it rarely hurt to be certain.

      YES, HUNTRESS, came Kaldo’s mechanical reply, his excitement to serve tangible as always.

      Of course, added Calitha in her far more dignified and lifelike tone.

      Iveera strode into the loading bay of the Kalnythian Wilds and approached the sealed boarding hatch, expecting the worst, but hardly afraid of it. Perhaps the awakening of this new Beacon was different. Perhaps it marked the beginning of the end—the coming of the galaxy’s long foretold descent into darkness.

      Perhaps Iveera would have been wise to feel at least a pinch of fear at that thought. Or at the depths of whatever violent depravity Ser Groshna might currently be harboring in that gargantuan head of his. But she could not stir herself to fear over any of it. Could only seem to arrive with solemn, dutiful peace at the final thought that followed.

      Perhaps this fated war would finally rear its head and take her.

      Not without me, Huntress.

      She nixed her indulgent flirtation with self-pity and reached for the manual hatch controls, glad as ever for Calitha’s presence. Nor would I dare dream it, old friend.

      Comfortable in the embrace of that old friend’s armor, and confident in the Excalibur’s waiting power, Ser Iveera Katanaga pulled the hatch seal open and boarded the derelict mining station, ready for anything. 
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      To call Golnak mining installation C-73 a derelict was an exercise in specificity—true enough of the small station’s innards, yet lacking in accuracy when one considered the lone treasure within, and the unprecedented influx of life, tech, and industry its discovery had whisked into a system that had previously been unheard of, save to a few backwater miners seeking the mineral riches of its asteroid belts.

      Lady only knew whether it had been their drills or just happenstance timing. All Iveera knew, all the histories recalled, was that some four-thousand years ago, svartalf miners had cracked open a benign-looking asteroid only to find the illustrious glow of an awakening Beacon within. Almost before they could even begin dreaming of the potential riches their unexpected and thoroughly misunderstood discovery would bring, the squabbling factions descended—gorgons and troglodans first by merit of their relative proximity, and the indignant svartalf nation close behind, crying afoul of theft and tyranny before they’d even made it through the hatch with both feet.

      So had begun the so-called Golnak War—the first of its kind (interstellar; interspecies) for each of their three proud peoples. Three bloody years of struggle later, a strange wizard called the Merlin had arrived with one impossibly powerful Knight to explain that their grand war was merely a blip in the background of a much larger one, and that, unless they wished to see their three great nations devoured like so much space dust, they’d do well to come to a truce and lend him all possible aid before the darkness known as the Synth could come to claim the Beacon for itself.

      So allies their three peoples had become, if never again friends. The colossal Golnak relay had been built, harnessing the power of the Beacon to open the gates to the Merlin’s so-called Galactic Alliance, and a thousand years later, it was all naught but a historical footnote. Gorgons, troglodans, and svartalfs alike had joined the Alliance, and gone straight back to their petty squabbles the moment the Great War was won. All of it millennia before Iveera’s time.

      In the centuries since she’d been knighted, Iveera would’ve liked to think she’d helped with some measure of the peacekeeping, but she had no delusions. If a time had ever truly existed when the authority of the Excalibur Knights held any real weight, that time had surely passed long before she’d taken up Calitha. Now, the only respect anyone seemed to harbor was for the power of the Alliance fleet, as evidenced by the several capital ships stationed around the Golnak system, guarding the relay with enough firepower to level an entire planet a hundred times over.

      As if that would be enough to stop the Synth.

      Many, though, would have scoffed even at that sentiment, either out of some borderline religious belief in the might of the Alliance, or due to the newer and seemingly spreading belief that the Synth would simply never return—that perhaps the threat had been badly skewed by the lens of time, warped into something that was much more fiction than fact by the accounts of those who’d naturally been wont to embellish their struggles so as to make a satisfying impression on history.

      Of course, that hadn’t stopped anyone from keeping all those destroyers and their cruisers nearby, patrolling the dark spaces between the semi-permanent troglodan and gorgon outposts and the unassuming little mining station that lay at the center of the only practical gateway to the rest of Alliance civilization.

      Hardly derelict, in other words. Except for where the station’s interior was concerned.

      Inside, where only Excalibur Knights and sufficiently weighty Alliance officials were permitted to enter, the mining station looked exactly like what it truly was: the place where the once humble dreams of some backwater svartalf miners had caught an updraft of boundless ambition, caught fire, and ultimately died a painful death, inciting the most bloody war their people had ever known.

      Perhaps that was why the eerie miasma of their embittered spirits still seemed to permeate the rusted wall panels and poorly recycled air here. The place would have felt positively haunted, if not for the soft call of the nearby Beacon—the subtle and steady trickle of Lady’s Light that bathed the entire Golnak system in its quiet, loving embrace. Beacon song never failed to set her jin pleasantly abuzz, calling to mind ancient memories of her broodmothers crooning soft lullabies.

      Pity there were only eight of the beautiful artifacts in existence.

      Pity the eighth had had to awaken into a galaxy where its fate was to be immediately and aggressively bickered upon by politicians and so-called leaders while it rose from its slumber out in the backwater reaches of the Orion Spur, calling to its siblings from somewhere suspiciously near the old relic of a planet the humans called Earth.

      Calling into the darkness.

      All that remained was who else had heard it, and what they were going to do about it.

      Judging by the aggressive arrogance in Ser Groshna’s stance below, as Iveera stepped onto the catwalk overlooking the expansive cargo bay, she was guessing the troglodan’s answer to the latter was not going to involve sitting around and waiting for approval—hers, the Council’s, or anyone else’s—like a good bull.

      Even by troglodan standards, Ser Groshna was a massive beast to behold. He stood near the Beacon, thick arms akimbo, enormous fists planted proudly on his hips, battered crimson Excalibur armor in full display. The scuffs and scars on Groshna’s armor said as much about the troglodan as did his territorial stance and ever-present leer. With little more than a word or a thought, he could’ve had his Excalibur restore the damaged sections back to perfect shape, yet the marks of battle remained—a small promise to any who laid eyes upon the Dread Knight as to what would befall them should they incur his dread wrath.

      Much as she detested the troglodan, Iveera couldn’t say she particularly blamed him for the sentiment, or even for his evident desire to move on the newly awakened Beacon, toddling Alliance Council be damned. What she couldn’t suffer were the rumors she’d heard whispered both behind closed doors and across the relay nets. Rumors of significant fleet movements deep within troglodan space. Whispers of quiet discontent, and of rogue armadas eyeing planets they had no business eyeing—a position she especially did not envy as she stepped to the railing, and Groshna fixed that beady-eyed, ever-present leer on her.  

      For a stretch, no one spoke. The Beacon’s insistent call tingled in her head, the artifact itself suspended on its own power in the center of the bay, not far from where Groshna stood, casting a nebulous swirl of azure light and less tangible energies from its ever-shifting metallic surface. Iveera was acutely aware of each and every one of Groshna’s smaller—though still quite gargantuan—underlings creeping their dark-armored bulks into position around the bay, all the better to catch her in a cross fire should it come to that. It scarcely worried her at all compared to what the Dread Knight might do.

      “No pretty little flowers with you?” Groshna finally called in his low, booming voice. “Pity. I told my bulls they would be getting a good look at the finest your kind has to offer.”

      He spat on the rust-tinged deck then, just in case the derision in his rumbling tone had somehow been mistaken for any kind of genuine admiration.

      It hadn’t. At least not by Iveera.

      Groshna’s brutes, on the other hand, were all craning their shoulders and torsos—they didn’t really have necks to speak of—trying not to drool, she could only imagine, as they strained to catch sight of the pretty little gorgon lasses who would not be joining them for exactly this reason. Iveera would’ve sooner taken Groshna’s super-heated battle axe to the chest than expose her crew to the troglodan’s depraved cross-hairs. She’d heard the stories.

      “Let us have done with this business, Ser Groshna,” she called, vaulting the railing and easing on her gravitonics to soften her landing on the deck twenty meters below. “I tire of dancing about petty arguments and troubling whispers. Do you conspire at invasion, or not?”

      “Conspire…” Groshna echoed, sampling the word carefully as his beady eyes roamed her approaching figure. He bared his dirty yellow teeth to show her what he thought of both. “Your words do not flatter, Ser Katanaga.”

      “Nor do your teeth, Groshna Bloodborn,” she said, deliberately using his birth clan name in place of his current and infinitely egotistical clan title—Groshna, Clan Groshna—or his preferred Dread honorifics. Rankled hides were more prone to careless tongues, after all.

      Plus, she somewhat enjoyed it.

      “The question remains,” she pressed on, drawing to a halt a conservative twenty meters short of the behemoth. “Where does your armada sail if not to war for the Beacon?”

      Groshna took his time answering, stomping a few lumbering steps closer in an obvious bid to emphasize their size discrepancy, all the better for him to look down at her from his big dumb mountain of muscle and armor. “Who said my people were sailing at all?”

      Iveera searched the troglodan’s sneering face. She hadn’t truly hope to catch him accidentally revealing vital information, but she also didn’t cherish the reminder that Groshna wasn’t nearly as stupid as he looked.

      There is something wrong with his Excalibur, Huntress, came Calitha’s voice in her head, slightly peaked from its customary calm. Groshna was watching her expectantly, no more than a sharp ten meter lunge away. Excalibur Knights were never really out of attack range. 

      “I did not come here to bend words and gossip,” she said, mindful to keep her swirling jin from betraying the ripple of surprise and suspicion Calitha’s warning had churned up.

      Wrong how? she added silently to Calitha before continuing on out loud.

      “I came here to have the facts. If your free armadas truly remain in troglodan space, and intend to continue doing so, then all that is left is for us to discuss how we might best collaborate in the recovering of this Beacon, as per the Council’s requests.” 

      I am still trying to discern how, Huntress. This phenomenon is unprecedented in my records. His Excalibur appears to be… corrupted in some way.

      Corrupted? Corrupted by what?

      In all her long years, she had never heard of such a thing. And for good reason, too, if even Calitha didn’t know about it. 

      “Yes,” Groshna was saying, leaning in just a bit closer, as if he intended to spring forward and snatch her in his thick arms. “I do have a few ideas about how the two of us might… collaborate.”

      She was too busy glancing at the Beacon for some explanation to pay much attention to the barbaric implication in the troglodan’s tone. Even so, part of her—and not a small part—found itself longing to smite his over-sized carcass through the cargo bay doors and out into the black embrace of space.

      Not that the cold emptiness of space posed much threat to a Knight. Her peers were not so easily defeated. Not even close. Which was why the sensible part of her insisted she either keep him talking and learn more, or get back to the Kalnythian Wilds before he could spring any corrupted surprises on her.

      “And what of the others?” she asked, not yet ready to give up. “When did you last speak with the Merlin?”

      That, at least, caused a real reaction. Groshna bared his teeth in an aggressive sneer, huffing out a guttural noise that no species could’ve mistaken for complimentary. “The Merlin,” he all but spat. “Your Merlin abandoned us long ago, gorgon. You are the only Knight among our seven who still fails to grasp the obvious.”

      For the first time, the troglodan’s words actually succeeded at sparking a note of dread in her chest.

      The only Knight? Was this corruption not an isolated event, then? Had something happened to her Excalibur brethren?

      No, it wasn’t possible. She would have been aware that something was awry before now. Wouldn’t she? She’d seen Viktos only a few span ago on a routine border dispute. Calitha, at least, would have detected any such anomaly. She felt her Excalibur stirring to confirm as much when Groshna spoke again.

      “I have a new friend, Iveera. One I think you will be very interested in meeting.”

      Huntress, I recommend we return to the ship until we ascertain what has happened to him. 

      Iveera wasn’t going to argue. Calitha did not call for retreat lightly. Or at all, as far as fair fights were concerned. Something was wrong here. Something—

      She’d barely begun to think about taking her first step back when the Beacon flared bright at the center of the bay, and something struck her chest like a rush of combat stims and the first breath of air after drowning. The air thrummed with quiet power. She forced the breath, reaching deliberately for her battlefield composure, dimly noting that Groshna appeared to be doing a much poorer job at the same task.

      He’d felt it too, then. Of course he had. But he was also surprised. That was probably good, she decided as her senses equilibrated and she caught the ethereal hint of a familiar presence.

      “My Lady?” she whispered, so quietly she barely heard it herself.

      Could it be?

      The air by the Beacon shimmered so subtly she wasn’t sure at first whether it had happened at all. But there, somewhere between Iveera’s physical senses and the very reaches of her spirit… The glint of those godly beautiful eyes. The fluttering of that pure starlight dress. And there was something else there, too. An ambiguous flash in her mind’s eye of dark hair and lanky limbs. 

      Human? Maybe.

      It vanished as quickly as it came, right along with all traces of her beloved Lady.

      Iveera stared at the once-again docile Beacon, trying to process what she’d just seen.

      “It has already happened,” Groshna murmured to himself.

      “What has happened?” she asked, though she was pretty sure she already knew the answer. 

      What she truly wanted to know was why Groshna, the second most junior and easily the most irreverent of their order, spoke as if he’d already known not only that a new Excalibur Knight would be chosen despite the Merlin’s absence, but that, as far as Iveera could tell in that place between the edges of sense and instinct, their missing Eighth Excalibur had just surfaced on the same backwater planet where the Beacon had awoken.

      Because that was what she’d just felt, wasn’t it?

      She didn’t know. All she was sure of, as Groshna turned back to face her across the rusty deck, was that the Dread Knight knew entirely more than he should have, and that, in that moment, for reasons she did not yet understand, he was no longer her ally in this fight. The troglodan, seeing that the deception was past, leveled his thick right arm at her, his fist disappearing, engulfed as the armor shifted to form a wide-barreled cannon, already charging to life with an ominous blue glow.

      “Power down and come with me.”

      If her head was spinning, it was not with fear, but with questions. Questions about what was happening on the planet they called Earth. Questions about what had become of the Merlin and what, or whom, had befallen Groshna and his Excalibur. She had to get out of here. Back to the ship. She had to find answers.

      “This is your only chance, Iveera.”

      She looked calmly from the glowing cannon barrel to his beady little eyes. “I would sooner eat slag.”

      A fierce grin split his wide troglodan face.

      “I was sort of hoping you’d say that,” he rumbled.

      Then he opened fire.
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      Even with such savage beasts as Groshna and Dalnak among their ranks, Iveera had never truly expected to fight a fellow Excalibur Knight in earnest. Excalibur Knights didn’t fight one another—had been explicitly forbidden to do so, in fact, ever since Dalnak had lost his temper with Viktos on a mining rights dispute call a few centuries ago, and ended up turning an entire moon into a shiny new asteroid field over the affair.

      Excalibur Knights didn’t fight.

      It was simply too dangerous.

      Somehow, though, she doubted there was a single data-pushing bureaucrat in all the many Alliance nations who would’ve pointed that little fact out to the Dread Knight right just then.

      Iveera didn’t think about moving. Didn’t have time. She just moved, hard-wired reflexes calling her long gaija staff to her right hand from e-dim even as she amped the gravitonics through her raised left, skewing Groshna’s roaring blue cannon blast wide. She didn’t have to turn to know the blast had torn clean through the bay wall behind her. The explosive sounds of sheering metal and wind-whipping decompression made it clear enough.

      Iveera’s helmet snapped to existence around her head, cradling her in breathable air as she darted forward, gaija held ready to thrust through Groshna’s oversized heart and at least slow him down for a moment. But Groshna was already moving too—far more quickly than any beast of his size had any business doing. So it went with Knights.

      Iveera was still faster. 

      Groshna barely twisted clear of her blade’s thrust, his eyes betraying his surprise in the moment before his crimson helmet clanked to life around his big head. From there, he regained his confidence, swinging his hefty cannon arm at her with a mighty roar, and following with a devastating overhand swing of the ridiculously large battle axe he conjured from thin air. Iveera stepped clear of the axe swing just as deftly as she’d ducked the cannon bludgeoning, tightening the crackling line of her gaija, which Groshna either hadn’t noticed her breaking apart, or simply hadn’t cared about. Iveera didn’t particularly care either.

      She blurred past the troglodan as his axe punched another hole in the bay deck, and heaved with all her considerable strength.

      Weighing the discrepancy in their natural sizes against those in their skill and their time spent with Excaliburs, Iveera honestly wasn’t sure whether she could have hoped to outmatch Groshna for raw physical strength. As it was, the combination of leverage, speed, and surprise did the job well enough.

      The glowing blue gaija lines she’d speedily looped around Groshna’s swinging arms and sweeping tree trunk leg all caught, straining with Lady only knew how many tons of tensile force. Groshna went flying across the cargo bay like a mountainous discus, roaring all the way.

      One second had elapsed since Groshna had fired, give or take. 

      Which was why it was only then that the rest of the troglodans managed to catch up, adjust their aims, and open fire. Iveera darted clear of the kill zone, broke her gaija in two, and dropped two shooters with a pair of tandem blaster bolts. A third, she clubbed hard enough that she felt his thick skull shatter even through his dark plate armor. She leapt for the nearest balcony, using gravitonics to fight the screaming gale of the station’s outpouring air, and focused on Groshna as the Dread Knight crashed through multiple layers of scaffolding and ended his flight by cratering the bay doors fifty meters ahead.

      Huntress, Calitha said in her warning tone, if I might recommend against charging the savage giant with the corrupted Excalibur…

      It was only the last part that gave Iveera pause. She wasn’t afraid of the giant. Far from it. But if something had affected his Excalibur… something that might ostensibly be capable of doing the same to Calitha…

      She couldn’t risk it.

      “Namini,” she said, trusting Calitha to make the necessary comms connections. “Undock and meet me”—she dropped the nav point with a careful thought, distantly aware that Groshna’s underlings were drawing into position to regain their lines of fire—“here.”

      “Yes, Huntress,” came the reply, tense with concern, but understanding from experience that now was probably not the time for questions.

      Iveera shot a look back at Groshna, pulling himself out of the wreckage, then the first few heavy troglodan slugs pelted into her kinetic barriers, reminding her that now was not the time for indecision, either. With a hard thrust on her gravitonics and a modest blast from the tip of her gaija, Iveera blew through the cargo bay ceiling and into the corridor above. She gunned her gravitonics and took off down the dim, rusted hallway, aiming her gaija at the far wall.

      A burst of speed and another gaija blast later, she emerged into open space, propelled both by gravitonics and by the venting of what little atmos remained in the open areas of the station. 

      There would be nine hells to pay for this once all was said and done. So much so that Iveera barely even paused to question the next part. The damage was already done, save for the additional wrinkle that the troglodan empire might well decide to take what she was about to do as an act of open war. Lady knew the barbarians would be looking for an excuse.

      Whether it was intelligent to leave the troglodan Knight here with a Beacon, or even to leave him alive at all, Iveera honestly didn’t know. All she knew was that she needed to find the Merlin and get to the bottom of this mess. And the longer she could keep Groshna out of the picture, the better. So she sped around the mining station on her gravitonics, and set her sights on Groshna’s docked ship, the Crimson Tide, reminding herself that the damage was already done—the first strikes already delivered.

      Then the ship opened fire, and whatever hesitation she’d been harboring bled away as the first of the twin lances of plasma splashed across her shoulder, overloading her shields and burning through the armor. Calitha was on top of the damage almost instantly.

      Deploying defensive—

      “No,” Iveera hissed through the pain, weaving clear of the next several shots as her armor sealed itself. “Lance. Full power.”

      Calitha didn’t argue or try to resist, just helped Iveera funnel all their considerable power into the coming attack. Either Groshna had radioed ahead to his ship, or the Dread Knight had come into this meeting fully expecting a fight. Either way, Iveera was done holding back.

      She thrust her gaija forward and gunned her gravitonics for all they were worth. The vacuum of space shimmered around her with the growing nimbus of her power, forming like a missile on the tip of her raised spear. Faster, and faster. Plasma bolts streaking past, tempting her to think about the searing pain across her chest and shoulder. 

      She flew faster, concentrating her energy, aiming for the thinnest point of the troglodan ship’s midsection.

      Faster.

      Then impact. 

      Jarring, sheering impact. One blinding, nearly overwhelming moment of it, ripping through the core of her in a storm of screeching metal and rushing air. Then there was nothing. Nothing but that searing pain, and the starry expanse of dark space all around her. Iveera rolled around to inspect her work and was met with the sight of Groshna’s well-endowed ship venting atmos and spews of debris, flickering with more than a few flames as it broke neatly in two, drifting apart in the dead silence of space. 

      That would certainly slow the troglodan down.

      For a moment, Iveera almost felt a small measure of satisfaction at the rather impressive feat of having cleaved a Knight ship in two. Then Calitha buzzed a wordless warning, and Iveera caught sight of the Dread Knight himself rocketing toward her, a crimson mountain of rage, with his glowing battle axe held ready to strike. 

      Iveera forced a breath and unfurled her gravitonic whip from e-dim, preparing to fight on. Groshna didn’t bother changing course or even trying to dodge it as she lashed out with her whip and caught him around his enormous midsection. She deflected his hasty barrage of cannon fire with a gravitonic shield on her left forearm, preparing to thrust over his incoming axe sweep and catch him in an underjaw choke hold with her gaija line.

      Only he didn’t swing the axe. 

      At the last instant, he dropped the massive weapon, his arm cannon folding back as he reached for her in a brutish two-handed grab. On a surface level, it actually came as a surprise to see the hulking troglodan going for anything other than the obvious attack. On a much more deeply ingrained level, though, it hardly mattered what Groshna did, or what Iveera thought about it. Her body simply reacted to the new development, triggering her gravitonics and twisting easily clear of the oddly clumsy grab. Or starting to, at least, before the brush of his armored fingers sent an unexpected spasm racing through her body.

      Huntress!

      It was the tone of Calitha’s voice that startled Iveera more than the odd sensation. It sounded off. Afraid. And as soon as Iveera registered that, she realized it wasn’t her body that was seizing, but her armor. Groshna was doing something to her Excalibur, and it only seemed to worsen as the Dread Knight pivoted around and caught hold of her wrist.

      With a razor sharp force of will, Iveera broke free from the lock, flipped around, and drove her armored boots into Groshna’s chest. Hard.

      They sailed apart, buying her precious moments to think. At least until Groshna caught onto the trailing line of her grav whip and yanked her to a halt some sixty meters out.

      “Not so fast, gorgon,” his deep voice rumbled in her helmet. “I told you I have someone I want you to meet.”

      She was about to trigger the gravitonics on her whip and send him to go meet the stars instead when a strange rush of light and power surged from the mining installation, snapping her attention back to the gaping exit hole Groshna had torn through the bay doors, her optics zooming across the distance to the Beacon inside, and to the towering dark figure who’d just appeared beside it.

      The warrior was big enough to pass for a troglodan in his fearsome black armor, but something about his build, his stance, and the wicked greatsword strapped across his back all struck her as distinctly human. If she hadn’t known better, she might’ve even thought he looked something like a Knight. But that was impossible. The human Knight, the one they’d called Arthur, had been dead for over a thousand years, his Excalibur held safe with the Merlin.

      A sharp yank on the grav whip in her hands shook all thoughts of the Merlin and the Black Knight from her mind. Groshna had tugged her line, and she had a fraction of a second before she’d be back in range of his corruptive touch. 

      She gunned her gravitonics hard, then used her gaija to cut the line on her whip when Groshna fought back. He lashed out with his own crackling net. Iveera blasted it away with a grav pulse and spun clear of the charging troglodan behind it. Groshna pivoted on his own gravitonics, bellowing a roar that Calitha mercifully killed the comms on. He charged again. Iveera held her ground, preparing to take her chances and deal him a blow he wouldn’t simply shake off.

      Then the searing orange trail of a tracer slug streaked by, taking Groshna along with it in a hail of heavy gunfire.

      The Kalnythian Wilds had arrived. And it wasn’t the only one.

      Alliance fighters were pouring in from all directions now, their dreadnought motherships not far behind them. Iveera glanced from Groshna’s sailing crimson form back to the wrecked heap of the mining installation, her mind racing to determine whether now was the time to flee, or the time to press her advantage, beat Groshna into submission, and call the reinforcements in on their mysterious new arrival. Her mind went blank before she could decide.

      Back in the bay, the Black Knight was reaching for the Beacon. Reaching casually, like he wasn’t the least bit afraid of its bottomless power. Reaching like he intended to simply take it.

      She didn’t see how that was possible for a non-Knight, nor did she understand where the blackened fiend had even come from in the first place. She just gunned her gravitonics, desperate to stop him, numbly awed—maybe even horrified—by the audacity of this dark stranger as he reached closer, the Beacon pulsing brighter in response, reaching right back with swirling tendrils of light. It wasn’t possible.

      Then, with a thrumming rush of azure light and power, the Black Knight was gone, and the Beacon remained, humming happily on as if nothing had happened.

      Shock ripped through her like an electric wave, leaving her blank mind ringing. It didn’t make any sense. No one, not even the Merlin, as far as she knew, could just…

      On her left flank, she was dimly aware of Groshna recovering from his ride on the river of gunfire, shielding himself and preparing to attack her ship just as she’d done to his. Too late, she aimed her gaija to stop him, and watched in helpless horror as the crimson-armored behemoth unleashed a blinding lance of cannon fire that washed the Kalnythian Wilds clean from sight. When the firestorm receded, the ship was glowing red hot where the blast had overloaded the shields and punched neatly through its breast.

      Only then did the searing rage rise above the shock. Rage that Groshna could turn against his own order. Rage that he would dare to harm her crew. Rage that hit him with a blast of its own, as her numb hands obediently pointed the gaija staff.

      The shot sent Groshna careening toward the oncoming fleet rapidly enough that he probably pinged on their low velocity ballistic scanners. Iveera turned and hit her gravitonics hard, mildly hoping countermeasures would be deployed, then pushing it out of mind completely as she thrust for the loading bay of her ship, demanding status updates from Calitha and Kaldo.

      No casualties, they reported, as she soared into the loading bay of the Kalnythian Wilds almost too fast. She gathered herself, firmly stomping out the squirming nest of creeping apprehensions seeking to escape and run wild.

      No casualties, and thank the Lady and all her stars for that. Critical damage to nav and q-drive systems. Life support and maintenance systems fully operational. Sublight and crusher drive systems more or less intact. It was enough for now.

      They needed to get out of here.

      She ordered Kaldo to withdraw the Wilds to the edge of the system, certain of nothing in that moment, but trusting the deep pang of instinct and intuition.

      Eventually, after Lady only knew how many spans of Alliance questioning and threats, she imagined she might be able to explain what had happened here well enough to escape any lasting charges of treason or the like. But the sacred Beacon installation was in tatters, and matters of fair self-defense aside, she’d broken at least half a dozen Alliance regs and slagged a fellow Knight’s ship. And Groshna and that Black Knight…

      Something was happening here. She was certain of it. Something sinister, and tremendously dangerous if what she’d just witnessed had been anything more than an immaculately well-manufactured illusion. And Council’s righteous wrath be damned, she couldn’t just sit around waiting to be tied up here for who knew how many span by the bureaucratic madness that was about to descend on this place. 

      She needed to find the Merlin. She needed to do it now.

      And she was pretty sure she knew where to start.
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      “Please, Huntress,” Namini said for what must’ve been the fifth time, making yet another attempt for Iveera’s chest with the med-mister she’d pointedly loaded with a burn solution the moment she’d gotten a good look at Iveera’s wounds.

      Iveera looked down at her own bare breasts and decided she might have underestimated Groshna after all. Once a smooth, floral green, the skin across her left breast and shoulder was now blackened and charred, and oozing unpleasant fluids in places. But the damage wouldn’t last. And as for the pain…

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, taking Namini’s hand in both of her own, and giving it a light squeeze. “You know you needn’t worry about such things.”

      Gently, she guided Namini’s hand to her left breast, where the blackened skin was already beginning to mend itself under Calitha’s influence.

      “I worry for more than mere flesh, Huntress,” Namini said, more harshly than she’d intended, if the subsequent flattening of her jin was any indication. She traced her delicate fingers lightly over Iveera’s breast before folding her hands back in her lap. “I was frightened for you, Iveera,” she whispered, glancing toward the bridge to hide her face. “We all were.”

      Iveera followed her second-in-command’s gaze toward the bridge, less than eager to admit that she, too, had been afraid for a moment there. Still was, maybe, though disquieted was probably a better way of putting it.

      They were still adrift at the edge of the Golnak system, cloaked and watching from afar as Alliance, troglodan, and gorgon ships alike all converged on the not-so-derelict mining station, preparing to demand answers from Groshna and his beaten crew.

      Lady only knew what an enjoyable exercise that would prove for everyone involved, but at least the fact that the troglodan hadn’t opened fire on the converging forces seemed to indicate that he wasn’t yet ready to do anything drastic and take his treachery public.

      Now that she’d had a few minutes to think about her next steps, Iveera couldn’t help but worry that she should go back and make sure the assembled forces heard the correct version of events, and that Groshna wouldn’t be allowed to twist the facts to serve his purposes. Even as she thought it, though, she knew she couldn’t go back.

      Whatever was happening, and whatever manner of blackened demon Groshna had allied himself with in there, her only advantage right now was that she had a mostly-intact ship and a head start.

      She looked to Namini and took some small courage from the certainty that her second-in-command and the rest of their crew would follow her to the ends of the galaxy, no matter what she decided.

      Of course, that didn’t mean she couldn’t accidentally lead them all over a sharp cliff to certain death… But she was the Excalibur Knight. It was her decision. And there was only one clear choice right then.

      She didn’t have to ask Namini or anyone else if the q-drive was still down. She needed only listen a moment to feel Kaldo’s pain nearly as clearly as her own, and to know that it was going to be some time in repairs. That left them with only crusher drives, as far as intersystem travel was concerned. Painfully slow by comparison, but it would have to do.

      “Tell the others to prepare for a crusher jump, Namini. We are leaving.”

      “But Huntress, the elders will—”

      “The time for politics has passed,” Iveera said, stroking Namini’s lovely green cheek one last time before she stood to get dressed. “Calitha will send you the relevant logs of what just happened here. See to it yourself that they are relayed to Elder Teedath, and tell Soladi to double check Kaldo’s coursework.”

      “Yes, Huntress,” Namini said with a slight bow of her head, her jin aflutter with racing thoughts. “Huntress?” she added, jin pausing mid-swirl. “Which coursework should Soladi check?”

      Iveera summoned a fresh tunic from e-dim, cognizant of the burning pain the settling fabric woke in her chest and shoulder, far more aware of how deeply tired she suddenly felt. Tired to the bones.

      “Tell Soladi to set course for the Sol system,” she said, standing and straightening the tunic with only a minor grimace. “We fly for Earth.”
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      “Come on, boy.”

      Panting, Nate Arturi reached past the rust-red rain gutter and took hold of the rooftop edge with his fingertips. Rough, dark shingles dug into his palm like sandpaper. He was officially sweating now. And also officially at the part of the climb that scared the living shit out of him.

      “Come on, Copernicus,” he pleaded. “What are you doing up here, boy?”

      A few yards ahead, at the peak of the angled porch rooftop, Copernicus the corgi turned and barked a chipper greeting, wagging his stumpy little tail as if to say, Ah, good, you made it! Thank you for coming.

      Despite everything, Nate couldn’t help but smile. “Do you know why I gathered you here this morning, boy?”

      By way of reply, Copernicus barked once more then resumed his winning doggy smile, tail-a-wagging.

      “Is he talking up there?” someone asked down below. Then, much louder, Emily’s unmistakably exasperated voice called, “Are you talking up there, IT Guy?”

      With a sigh, Nate adjusted his already tenuous footing and leaned out just far enough to see that a small crowd was gathering in Emily’s front yard to watch him flounder.

      Fantastic.

      Emily Atherton herself was scowling up at him in her skimpy pink bathrobe, looking like she’d been interrupted midway through an epic battle with her makeup and hairdryer—and admittedly still looking like a brunette goddess despite the fact.

      “Will you be careful up there?” she called. “I don’t wanna pay for you breaking something!”

      Him be careful?

      “Yeah, sure!” he called down, shooting her a thumbs up before turning back to the roof to mutter, “As soon as you be careful letting your dog run away every goddamn morning while you pretty up. Not that I blame you, boy,” he added when Copernicus cocked his head curiously, his tail stopping in place at Nate’s irritated tone. “You’re just an adventurous little spud, aren’t you?”

      At that, Copernicus resumed his tail wagging with gusto. Down below, in the Land of the Careless Assholes, Nate was pretty sure he heard someone murmur something along the lines of, Oh my god, why is he such a weirdo?

      He did his best to ignore it and turned his attention back to the coming rooftop mount—the coup de gras of the little climb he’d already made three times too many in one lifetime. It was the part where he took the plunge, thrust off of his last footing, and pulled himself up onto the rooftop like a professional rock climber. If professional rock climbers were scrawny, uncoordinated Penn State information and technology majors with hearts of gold, that was.

      Whatever. He’d done this just enough times now to know he needed to move before he could psych himself out and really give the peanut gallery below something to laugh about.

      With that in mind, he tightened his grip, tensed his legs, and—

      “Nate?!”

      And psyched himself right the hell out, a second too late.

      It happened like one of those stupid cat videos where the little guy goes for a jump—a jump he clearly could’ve made if only he’d followed through—and instead falls adorably into the chasm between the bed and the dresser.

      Hilarious.

      Except that Nate wasn’t a freaking cat.

      He had a single instant to register that alarming fact, right along with the gut-wrenching understanding that he’d just made a fatal error, and that there was nothing his shocked brain could do about it.

      Then the world lurched.

      He caught one last glimpse of Copernicus, sprinting down the angled rooftop toward him. Cloudy gray sky replacing dark shingles in his vision. Voices crying. Something thumped into his chest. Then the Hand of God itself punched him in the back about eight thousand times harder.

      The ground, some numb corner of his brain pointed out as the world began to resolve from the singular sensation of dark, overwhelming impact into sights, and sounds, and the deep, breathless ache of whatever had just broken inside him.

      “Oh my god, Nate!” a familiar voice cried. The same voice that’d just made him slip.

      So he hadn’t imagined it. Gwen was here. And just in time to watch him break his own spine trying to save another girl’s corgi.

      It just got better and better.

      Something shifted on top of him, digging into his chest on pointy claws. He blinked down past his nose, scared to move his neck at all, and found Copernicus hovering over his face, panting excitedly.

      “Good boy,” he rasped, wincing at the fire the effort woke in his lungs.

      Copernicus barked and gave his face a friendly lick. Tail-a-goddamn-wagging.

      Then someone plucked the dog carefully off his chest, and the next second a blonde angel appeared over him, her blue eyes wide with concern, and no less radiant for the throbbing pain at his core or the gloomy morning sky overhead.

      Gwen.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” Nate forced out past his stunned diaphragm, hoping he could still somehow manage to sound cool. Even if he was paralyzed now.

      “I think I’m dying,” his traitorous mouth added of its own accord.

      And that pretty much nailed it for the sounding cool part.

      “Is he alive?” someone called.

      Gwen rolled her eyes at the heckler, not bothering to answer and instead leaning in closer to inspect the damage.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, laying a gentle hand on his chest. “Can you feel this? And what the hell were you thinking, by the way?”

      “I think I broke something,” Nate said, remembering the sickening crunch he’d felt on impact and not sure where else to start with her rolling questions.

      Her eyes widened a little. She looked so worried. So worried that, for a second, it almost felt worth it all just to see her looking at him like that. At least until his mind drifted back to the way his hips and back seemed to be laying horribly misaligned, as if…

      As if he’d landed straight on his backpack, he realized, finally lifting his head enough to look down. The same backpack he’d set down before beginning his heroic ascent, right where he’d been sure it’d be out of the way.

      Score another win for Nate.

      “Come on, babe,” called a voice that instantly set Nate on edge. “He’ll be fine. This algebra test isn’t about to study itself.”

      Todd.

      Freaking Todd. Of course he was here too.

      “Just a minute,” Gwen called without looking back. She leaned down and pinched Nate’s ankle. “Can you feel that?”

      “I’m fine,” Nate huffed, trying to sit up and immediately regretting the decision as his nerve endings dutifully shouted a full-body damage report.

      “You’re not fine,” she said. “You just fell off a roof. I should probably get you to the hospital.”

      “I don’t know,” Nate grunted, trying more carefully this time to get an arm under himself and work his way up. “Sounds like you’ve already got a pretty serious situation over there. I didn’t realize they even taught algebra in college.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, but he didn’t miss her grin as she took his arm and helped him up into a sitting position. “Well, at least you’re feeling well enough to mock the troglodytes.”

      He looked up at her, and his mind went blank. Her face was only inches from his. Close enough that he could smell the lavender. Close enough that he would’ve taken a roof dive a day to stay in this place another few seconds.

      “Did you, uh…” he heard his voice mumbling somewhere in the distance, “… just call your boyfriend a troglodyte?”

      Why?

      Why for the love of the Sith would he say that?

      And more importantly, why was Gwen’s lip suddenly quirking in that clever little cockeyed grin that drove Nate crazy every time he saw it?

      “Pretty sure I’m just repeating your words,” she said, backing up a few inches to give him space.

      Nate tried to let out his built up breath calmly.

      “That doesn’t sound like something I’d say,” he mumbled quietly, glancing over her shoulder at the crowd, and at the troglodyte himself.

      Todd Mackleroy was pretty much the spitting image of the stone-jawed Prince Gallant from every fairy tale under the sun. Except with way better abs. And way more Greek-lettered tank tops, apparently. He and his surgically attached bundle of frat bros were mingling with the crowd, most of them looking bored.

      Except for Todd, who was chatting up a suddenly quite friendly-looking Emily, practically undressing her with his mindless grin and his hungry eyes. Not that her bathrobe left much to undress.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      Gwen’s voice snapped Nate back to the moment. She was watching him with that concerned look, apparently oblivious to her shining knight’s wandering eyes.

      “Seriously,” she said. “I’ll call Kells and get us to the hospital right now.”

      Nate tried to run through a quick mental inventory but instead found himself searching Gwen’s perfect face, wondering how anyone could ever be distracted by another face again when they had this one giving them smiles and kisses and…

      “Nate?”

      He swallowed against a dry throat and shook his head. “I’ll be fine. Thanks, though.”

      He made to stand, and she scrambled to help him, stabilizing him on the way up and then holding on after the fact, not trusting he wouldn’t fall straight back down.

      “Okay,” she said, glancing uncertainly back toward Todd and the rest of the crowd.

      “Gwen?”

      She turned back to him, eyebrows raised, her face attentive.

      “It was… good seeing you.”

      “Yeah,” she said, frowning at the rooftop. “We’ll have to do it again sometime.” She took his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’ll text you later, okay?”

      Nate nodded and bent to scoop up his backpack as she left to rejoin her group.

      Todd slung an arm over her shoulders like it was mechanical reflex, like she simply belonged there, nestled in. It turned Nate’s stomach, watching the grinning mountain of man muscle pull Gwen in for a kiss even as Emily stood there, all but baring herself for him.

      Gwen said something to Todd, and next thing he was looking over at Nate, throwing him a sleeveless salute like they were old pals. “Yo, party tonight, IT Guy. Come drink it off.”

      Todd didn’t wait for a response. Just turned and sauntered up Allen Street with Gwen, his posse trailing faithfully behind.

      Part of Nate wished he’d had the courage to at least flip the mindless barbarian the bird behind his back. The rest of him, though, was too preoccupied wishing he could be the one sliding his well-muscled arm around Gwen’s slender waist, swaggering off to greet the day. And probably to fail an algebra test. But who gave a shit about that? Class was…

      Class.

      He needed to get to class.

      Still moving tenderly, Nate slung his backpack over one shoulder and limped toward the dispersing crowd. Copernicus, whom no one had seen fit to keep track of, trotted in from the sidewalk and looked up at him with his winning doggy grin.

      “Oh, Copernicus,” Nate said, bending carefully down to pat the corgi’s head. “That’s twice this week,” he added to Emily, who was watching Todd and the rest of the Alpha-Sig-Sigs saunter off.

      “Yeah, thanks I guess,” she said, like she’d barely heard him.

      “Maybe you could get a collar he can’t slip out of.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Or block off wherever he’s climbing up,” Nate added, frowning at the bars on Emily’s window above and wondering, not for the first time, how the hell the little corgi kept managing to get up there at all.

      “Yeah, uh-huh.”

      Nate turned back and realized Emily was on her phone.

      “Or,” he said, ninety-five percent sure she wasn’t hearing a single word he said, “you could, you know, just keep an eye on him or something.”

      She let out an explosive huff and whirled on him. “Dude, I said thanks. What, you want me to blow you or something just because you stopped to help again?”

      Nate actually recoiled a few inches. “I—What?”

      “Whatever,” she said, shaking her head and looking off after Todd’s retreating bro-fest again. “Whatever.”

      And with that, she turned and headed for her door at a brusque march.

      Beside Nate, Copernicus watched her go in silence, then looked up at Nate, his tail picking up in a tentative wag.

      “Go on, boy,” Nate said, waving after Emily. “Go tell her how good she looks or whatever the hell she does with you.”

      Nate wasn’t sure if he imagined the corgi’s ears drooping slightly, but the dog certainly didn’t look happy as he slunk across the yard after his half-primmed owner. Emily slammed the apartment door closed as Copernicus reached the porch steps.

      The corgi looked back at Nate, head cocked quizzically, tail picking up. Then the door opened, and Emily called, having finally remembered her dependent companion. Ears definitely drooping this time, the corgi marched into the apartment and disappeared as the door swung shut again.

      “Goddammit,” Nate muttered to no one in particular.

      He turned to retrieve his bike from the tree he’d leaned it up against, positive that he was not up to riding it the rest of the way to campus right now. He was already going to be late to Structure and Design anyway. But that was okay. Professor Hillman probably wouldn’t give him much grief, as long as he turned in his…

      Shit.

      How had he forgotten?

      With a sickened feeling, Nate slid his bag off his shoulder and dropped to one knee. He reached for the middle zipper, already knowing what he’d find, and trying to hold on to hope anyway.

      The zipper rumbled across shiny black teeth, parting the middle pocket open until Nate could see the intricate wood, wax, and wire model he’d been working on all week. The model he’d spent hours and hours shaping and carving and shaping some more. More hours still with the paint, until it was perfection. Until it looked like an honest-to-god little alien Promethean dude, ready to spring to life and conquer Earth, one ant hill at a time.

      And now the ten-inch figurine was smashed to hammered shit at the bottom of his bag.

      He looked up, not knowing what to do, which way to even turn. Looked up and found Copernicus watching him from Emily’s window, the curtain draped over his smiling little corgi head, his upper body visibly shaking with the energy of his no-doubt-wagging tail.

      “Goddammit, boy,” Nate sighed, turning for campus with his bike in tow. “Someday, we’re both gonna get away from this bullshit.”
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      Across South Allen Street, in the rooftop nook of an old, creaking gray house that was currently the residence of no less than five of Emily Atherton’s neighbors, an old man shifted beneath his threadbare blanket and reached into his robe for his cup, watching as the lanky child below mussed his dark hair, gathered up his pack and bicycle, and limped off up the hill, toward the university. 

      “Am I hallucinating again,” the old man croaked in a voice that suggested long bouts of disuse even beyond the troubled sleep he’d just been yanked out of by the commotion across the way, “or are you referring to that jittery runt down there?”

      He glanced up at the overcast sky, back down to the boy in question, then smirked, as if someone had said something amusingly naïve.

      “You do remember what they are meant to do, don’t you?”

      He cocked his head, listening, but no one was there. Just an old, ragged-robed man, and his cup of ale, mysteriously full, though he’d only just pulled it from his pocket.

      “Very well, very well,” he grumbled, taking a long pull from the cup and shaking his mangy gray mane in reserved exasperation. “Insufferable spirit.”

      He stood, and very nearly pitched off of the rooftop when his head went spinning harder than expected. He sniffed, gathering his balance and taking another swig. Something told him there’d be significantly less commotion were he to go falling from a rooftop. No lovely blonde lasses pampering him. But then again, he also wasn’t quite so fragile as to worry about a little fall.

      “Are you certain about this?” the old man asked, watching the boy limp out of sight in the distance and knowing even as he spoke the words aloud that it was pointless to question the way of things—that this was exactly why her infernally unerring whispers had led him here, to this happiest of valleys.

      He listened intently to the silence, and added his own sigh to the stirring wind once she’d made her reply. It was time, then.

      “Very well...” He downed the remainder of his ale breakfast. “But I’m going to need a drink first, M’lady.”
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            Just Another Friday

          

        

      

    

    
      “Catch, Broku Brodinson!” was the first thing Nate heard when he arrived home and cracked open the door. He caught the strong waft of fresh pizza next. And the shiny rim of a beer can lofting straight for his chest.

      Nate tried to stow his phone, fumbled the catch, and ended up juggling phone, beer can, and backpack for what seemed like a logically impossible amount of time before finally tripping off of the shoe mat and straight onto the faux wood floor between the couch and their extensive gaming setup.

      By sheer nerd reflex, they all gasped and whirled around, all having experienced one too many times the horror of a console yanked from the shelves or a controller yanked from the hand by the clumsy idiot who decided to go tripping over the cables. Only their nerd reflexes were outdated.

      “Ahh,” Zach purred when the inevitable crash didn’t come, his eyes returning to his round of Battle Royale. “The joy of wireless controllers.”

      “Tomorrow,” Kyle added, adopting an ambiguous fantasy accent from where he was perched on the back of the couch like a sage, albeit overweight, sword master, “you will catch the beer.”

      “I thought we all agreed not to join a frat,” Nate groaned from the floor.

      “Bro…” Kyle said.

      “Bro!” Zach agreed, not looking away from his game.

      “You guys are starting to freak me out now.”

      Marty, as he so often did, stepped in to restore balance to the Force. Emerging from the kitchen in typical Meek Marty manner, he scooped the jostled beer can up, went to restock it safely in the fridge, then leaned back out, hefting a fresh beer in one hand and a bottled water in the other, a silent question written on his brow.

      Nate pointed at the beer.

      “Bad day?” Kyle asked as Marty shelved the water and brought Nate his first round.

      “Give him a break,” Marty said, handing Nate the can. “It’s Friday. And you’re already four deep. At 5 PM.”

      By way of reply, Kyle burped and cracked open the new can he’d had ready and waiting. “Five, brochacho.”

      Marty just shook his head, then added to Nate, in a conspiratorially low voice, “Bad day?”

      Kyle splayed his meaty hands in dramatic indignation. “We’re sitting right here, Marty.”

      “And speaking of which…” Zach said in the flat tone that told Nate without even looking at the TV that his friend had just entered the thick of digital combat, and was now too occupied to finish his request.

      Not needing any clarification, Nate rose and followed Marty out of the gamer’s critical line of sight and into the adjoined kitchen and dining space of their happy little Penn State house.

      “So what happened, brohan?” Kyle asked through the wooden framework that acted as both Lo-Fi shelf and honorary divider between the living room and their cramped dining area.

      Nate set his bag down on the table and cracked open his beer, absentmindedly watching Zach shoot it out with some random online opponent while he thought about where to begin. He took a sip of his drink, tasted the welcome bite of hops, and finally looked at the can. Founder’s All Day IPA. Collectively—with the exception of Marty, whose parents were loaded—they probably couldn’t rightly afford to be drinking anything better than the finest discount pilsners. But they’d come to the agreement that they were a household of marginally higher taste, as evidenced by the extensive and varied collection of empty craft bottles lining the divider wall and the other shelves throughout the living room.

      If they couldn’t get the girls, they figured, they might as well get the good beer, at least.

      Nate took another sip, a sip that turned into a long pull and maybe even a bit of a glug, as he reflected on the day’s steady-fire stream of injustices.

      “Goddamn Todd,” he finally gasped at the end of his glug.

      His roommates traded a dark look. Zach even looked away from the TV for a moment, only to be rewarded with a swift in-game death.

      “Goddamn Todd!” he shouted, tossing the controller down on the couch beside him. “It was down to the final five!” Then, remembering himself, he grabbed his own beer off the coffee table and turned to Nate. “So, what happened?”

      “Copernicus got on the roof this morning.”

      “Again?” Zach asked.

      “Dude,” Kyle said, extending beer hand and open palm like he was fixing to reveal the mind-blowing secrets of the universe. “Ladders. Just sayin.”

      “Isn’t that like the fourth time this week?” Zach asked.

      “Second,” Nate corrected, “but he’s definitely seemed kind of… I dunno, agitated lately.”

      “Yeah,” Kyle said. “Because of the alien mind control rays.”

      “That’s not a thing,” Marty said.

      Kyle rocked back on his couch perch, eyebrows reaching for the ceiling.

      “Not again,” Marty muttered, opening the fridge to grab a beer.

      From his couch back perch, Kyle held up three thick fingers.

      “He’s doing it,” Zach said before taking a long sip of his own drink.

      “Here we go,” Marty said, cracking open his can.

      “Three weeks,” Kyle said, wiggling his raised fingers for emphasis. “Three weeks since NASA, CNSA, and no less than eight major observatories around the world all started reporting”—he made dramatic air quotes—“‘peculiar activity’ in the ‘background radiation.’”

      “Yeah?” Zach asked. “What else, Dr. Evil?”

      “At the same time,” Kyle said, jabbing a finger at Zach. “Namor and the oceanographers pop up to tell us there’s some strange seismic activity going down in the great blue yonder, and no one’s sure why. Meanwhile, reports of odd and unusual animal behavior are on, and I quote, ‘an unprecedented rise,’ according to the National Wildlife Federation.”

      At that point in the speech, Kyle paused to take a hearty swig of his beer. “This isn’t just another ‘storm Area 51 now’ poseur-fest, gentlemen. Three weeks.” Another swig. “Three batshit weird signs.” Another swig.

      “Now I ask you, gentlemen…” Zach picked up in a decent imitation of Kyle’s throaty voice.

      “If that doesn’t sound like aliens to you…” Marty added, his imitation passable if not quite as good.

      Kyle unleashed a mighty burp and crushed his finished can. “Then what the fuck would?”

      Nate took another sip of his beer, feeling oddly perturbed by his friend’s bogus conspiracy theory. Chalk it up to too much doom and gloom in one day.

      Kyle turned back to him. “So what happened with Copernicus?”

      “I fell off the roof trying to get him.”

      Zach’s eyes widened mid-sip.

      “Dude…” Kyle said.

      “Are you okay?” Marty asked.

      “Is the dog?” Zach added.

      “Oh, Copernicus is great,” Nate said, smiling a little at the memory of the corgi, then quickly sobering. “But I landed on my backpack and crushed the Promethean…”

      “Nooo,” Marty groaned.

      “… And Gwen and Todd just happened to be walking by in time to see the whole thing.”

      “No!” Zach said.

      “So, yeah,” Nate said. “I got to play helpless invalid to Gwen. Meanwhile, Todd’s all but getting it on with Emily Atherton right behind her back.” He shook his head, too frustrated to find adequate words.

      “Sounds like good news to me,” Marty said. “Todd is obviously a dick, and Gwen obviously cares about you. Win-win.”

      Nate sipped his beer, considering Marty’s wisdom. “She did offer to drop everything and take me to the hospital.”

      “See?” Marty said, cracking a smile. “That’s great, man. She cares.”

      “Yeah, because we’re fucking BFFs,” Nate muttered, but he found himself smiling too. Maybe it was partly thanks to the beer he’d downed rather hastily, but Marty’s smile always seemed to have that effect on him.

      “Sooo,” Kyle said, leaning forward excitedly. “Was Atherton wearing the bathrobe again?”

      “Dude,” Zach said, elbowing Kyle’s knee. “Not important right now.”

      “Emily was wearing the bathrobe, yes,” Nate said, glad for the chance to turn the spotlight off of his own public embarrassment. “Pink and skimpy. Practically falling out of it.”

      “See?” Kyle said, splaying his hands at Zack. “How is that not important? Imagine…” He ran his hands through the air, tracing unseen curves, then cracked open a fresh beer and took a sip, shaking his head longingly. “Almost makes me wanna start waking up before noon.”

      “Yeah,” Zach said. “Emphasis on the almost, right?”

      Kyle shrugged and sipped his beer.

      “Dude, have some pizza and forget about the whole thing,” Marty said to Nate, flipping open the topmost box of the Bell’s pizza stack on the table.

      “We’ve got noobs to slay and beers aplenty!” Kyle agreed, raising his can in cheers.

      Stomach rumbling at the sight of cheesy goodness, Nate took a slice and dug in without argument.

      “What did Hillman have to say about the Promethean?” Marty asked.

      Nate shook his head and tried to talk around a full bite. “I think I’m dropping his class.”

      That caused another round of startled looks.

      “It’s just too much to juggle,” Nate said, immediately feeling defensive. “It’s an elective anyway.”

      Zach cocked his head. “But it’s like…”

      “The only class he cares about?” Kyle asked.

      “Yeah, that.”

      Nate shrugged. “No software firm is gonna care if I took some art classes.”

      Merciful Sith, he sounded like his dad.

      “I don’t need the credits anyway,” he added to wash the thought away, but his roommates’ skeptical stares persisted. He turned and found the same look mirrored on Marty’s face.

      “What?” He pushed past Marty to grab a plate from the kitchen cupboard and returned to the table to load on a few more slices. “I can just make useless shit on my own time, can’t I?”

      “That he can,” Kyle said with a clap of his hands. “Now get your beers and start your rigs, ladies and gentlemen,” he added, pointing first to Marty, then to Nate, then to the bottom two flat screens of their Cartesian quadrant style Mother of All Gaming Shrines.

      “Tonight, we game!”
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      A few hours and a few beers later, Nate was finally starting to feel comfortable with the idea that normalcy had returned. Sure, it had been a shit day. And sure, he might’ve nixed what little bit of his prematurely failed art career he had left—not to mention further buried his chances with Gwen. But he had his friends, and he always would. And they had their games. And he had his buzz.

      Things could’ve been a whole hell of a lot worse.

      In fact, he decided, after another beer and an unexpectedly spectacular Battle Royale victory, he wasn’t really sure they could’ve been any better than they were just like this. Things were exactly as they were supposed to be. He was sure of it. So sure that he was preparing to make it known via a grand—and possibly slightly drunken—declaration when his phone vibrated on the floor ahead of him.

      He traded an arched eyebrow with Marty, who was sitting cross legged on the floor beside him, as was their custom—Zach and Kyle both perched on the couch behind them where they could see over their heads.

      “Hold up,” Nate said, ducking his in-game character safely into a corner and reaching for his phone. His heart fluttered at the name on the screen.

      Gwen: “How are you feeling?”

      He unlocked the phone, game temporarily forgotten as he tried to compose an adequately cool response.

      “Who dat?” Zach asked, craning curiously from the couch.

      “It’s Gwen,” Marty said with a knowing smile. “That’s the Gwen face.”

      “Ah, She of the Many Cliques,” Kyle said. “How is ol’ Gwenneth?”

      “I don’t know why you insist on calling her that,” Marty said. “Having other friends isn’t a crime, you know.”

      “Other friends?” Kyle asked. “I’m sorry, did I miss the part where she’s still our friend?”

      Nate swiped out his reply and hit send.

      Nate: “Feeling great… but sorry, who is this again?”

      He wasn’t surprised at the bitterness in his friend’s tone. Once upon a freshman dorm, Gwen had been their on-again, off-again fifth controller jockey, and Kyle in particular had never seemed to forgive her for having slowly vanished into the college ether.

      “She still asks about you guys,” Nate said, returning to the ongoing game. He didn’t mention the part where his own chances to see her had grown decidedly less and less frequent with each passing semester. “And to answer your original question, Kyle, aside from having caught a bad case of steroid fever, I think she’s pretty—”

      The phone vibrated in Nate’s lap.

      That was fast.

      “Yeah, we know you think she’s pretty, buddy,” Zach said. “Now if you could kindly hide the erection, we’ve got an enemy team at…”

      But Nate was already glancing down at the phone with a single-mindedness that would’ve made Pavlov proud.

      Gwen: “Har har, Mr. Concussion. I probably shouldn’t encourage you to drink, considering, but come hang out tonight if you’re up for it?”

      Excitement rose in Nate’s chest, tinged with a twist of apprehension and joined shortly by the churn of guilt in his gut. Did he really want to—

      “Nate!” Kyle cried, snapping him back to the war room. “Get your rockets out here and—Well, shit. Never mind. Because now we’re dead. Go team.”

      Nate looked up from his phone and vibrating controller just in time to watch the enemy team finish sweeping the floor with their digital bodies. “Sorry, guys,” he said with a guilty grin, brandishing his phone. “But yeah. She’s good, I think.”

      The look on his face must’ve said the rest, because Zach and Kyle both went from looks of suspicion to ones of accusation in a flash.

      “Dude, it’s Friday night squads,” Kyle said. “You can’t bail to go hang out with the original squad bailer. She of the…” He frowned, having apparently stumped his drunken self.

      “You need to stop with the nicknames,” Marty said.

      “And every night is squads night for us,” Nate added.

      Kyle shook his head, holding up a single meaty finger. “Not true. Zach and I totally played duos the other night when you and Marty were”—he made air quotes—“watching Prometheus.”

      “So spooky,” Zach said in a mock whisper. “Hold my hand!”

      “Well…” Nate said, swiping out a reply to Gwen.

      Nate: “Might have jumped the gun on the drinking thing. Where would I find you if I were up for it?”

      “… Maybe you guys have a Battle Royale problem,” he concluded, looking up at Kyle and Zach.

      “And that was also three weeks ago,” Marty pointed out. “Just for the record. Pretty sure we haven’t missed a night since.”

      Kyle and Zach shared a look of genuine surprise.

      “Out-nerded?” Zach murmured.

      “Three weeks,” Kyle echoed, looking moderately disturbed by that news. “Goddamn aliens.” He shook his head clear, his usual vigor returning. “Well in that case, I should probably make sure I fed Hector.”

      Gwen: “Follow signs of troglodytes. Big, big footprints. Many keg tracks.”

      Nate smiled down at his phone then almost dropped it as the couch creaked and Kyle thudded down to the floor. Their plus-sized roommate stopped to catch his balance, clearly feeling the effects of the innumerable beers he’d pounded since he’d last left his seat, then he steadied and jabbed a finger at Nate.

      “And once I’m sure Hector’s not dead, then it’s Friday night squads! You wouldn’t wanna make your pals go dropping in with some rando fourth, would ya?”

      When Nate wasn’t quick with a response, Kyle marched off down the hallway, muttering something about randos and kids these days and the humanity, gods the humanity! They listened to him bang open the metal door and thump into his room down the hall.

      “If you’re gonna go,” Marty said, “could you come have a look at my Arduino first? I hit a little snag.”

      Zach, who’d been watching the two of them expectantly, took that as a sign to fire up a solo round. “Yeah, go look at his Arduino, Nate,” he said, smirking a little drunkenly and looking at a sincere loss between finishing his pizza or his beer while the game loaded.

      Nate grabbed one last slice of pizza and followed Marty down the hallway to his friend’s room. Without question, Marty’s room was the tidiest in the house, and he was undoubtedly the MVP when it came to keeping the rest of the house in order as well. Between that fact and the concerned look Marty turned on Nate the second he closed the door behind them, Nate couldn’t help but wonder for the thousandth time if maybe his own mother didn’t secretly have Marty on payroll as her designated worry-wart by proxy.

      “Why are you dropping Hillman’s class?” he asked.

      Nate looked around the room. “The old can you take a look at my Arduino trick, huh?”

      “Gets ’em every time,” Marty agreed, sitting down at his computer desk and waking the sleeping beast. “I have been getting an error all afternoon, though. Driving me crazy.”

      Nate stood there while Marty pulled open the code he’d been working on for his utterly unnecessary and wonderfully nerdy automated bedroom wakeup system. Adjustable lights, music, motorized window blinds control, and retro LED message board—all controlled by a handy little Arduino.

      Marty loved these kinds of projects. It was the kind of stuff Nate highly appreciated as well but never tended to initiate himself, preferring instead to spend most of his leisure time either gaming or sketching up his concept art alongside that little voice in his head that said maybe, just maybe if he kept it going he could one day find work as a real living, breathing video game concept artist. One day.

      His phone buzzed in his hand.

      Gwen: “So what do you say, sailor? Just like old times?”

      He tucked the phone in his pocket, suddenly feeling a little sick for reasons he couldn’t identify. Probably just the onslaught of pizza and beer, he supposed, but…

      “I couldn’t show it to him, Marty. The Promethean, I mean. It’s stupid, but after all the work I put into it… I just couldn’t show Hillman what was left. Not even to prove my story.”

      Marty frowned, clearly trying to understand. “So what? He threatened to fail you or something?”

      Nate shook his head. “No. He just said he understood and asked me if I wanted to try again.”

      “But… That’s good, right? Why don’t you just, you know… try again?”

      Nate leaned in to inspect Marty’s code more to change the subject than anything else, taking the mouse to scroll through the lines.

      “You love that stuff, Nate,” Marty said quietly. “You don’t have to drop it all just because…”

      He trailed off, either unsure of what to say, or just unwilling to point out the truths that Nate already knew: that he wasn’t a concept artist, and that he probably never would be. That there just weren’t that many reliable, obtainable jobs out there in the field, as his parents had been quick to point out back when the college talks had started. And sure, that didn’t mean he had to drop the art. But it also didn’t mean there was any point pretending he was something he wasn’t.

      “You transposed this matrix in the wrong spot,” he said.

      “What?” Marty said, turning back to the monitor.

      “The way you’re opening this spreadsheet and accessing the… Never mind. Just, this matrix needs to be transposed every iteration, see? So it needs to be nested one loop deeper.”

      “Oh.” Marty squinted at the screen and bobbed his head as he saw it. “Ohhh. Yeah, that’s… that makes sense.” He looked up. “That was quick, dude. You are really good at this stuff, for what it’s worth.”

      Really lucky, was more like it. He’d just happened to start reading at exactly the right spot. But he still appreciated Marty’s compliment. For a second, he thought about asking his friend to come with him, even though he knew the answer would be a solid thanks, but no thanks… unless you need me to.

      “I still think you should stay in Hillman’s class,” Marty added, still looking at the monitor. “For the record.”

      “Duly noted,” Nate said, patting his friend on the back. “Maybe I’ll try to take a page from your wall display’s book.”

      Nate opened the door and slipped out of Marty’s room to go investigate his clean shirt situation, sure that behind him, Marty was meanwhile turning to look at the retro LED display on his nice, tidy wall.

      “ERROR,” it read. “INPUT INVALID.”
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      Finding and following signs of the troglodytes, it turned out, wasn’t all that hard, what with the earth-shaking bass beats and the extensive collection of frisbees, wiffle bats, crumpled red cups, beer cans, and even one passed out pledge all scattered across the lawn. And somehow, staring at the decimation that’d already occurred, all Nate’s buzzed mind could seem to think about—for the hundred-and-eighty-second time—was whether he should’ve changed his shirt after all.

      Jeans and plain black t-shirt was a timeless classic, right? Maybe. But he was also the guy who thought people should maybe try listening to real music at these parties for a change, and whose own book of timeless classics consisted of such chestnuts as Mario Kart and Ocarina of Time. What the hell did he know about clothes, aside from that his gray zip-up hoodie was clearly at odds with the Greek cutoffs and Team America trunks of the Alpha-Sig-Sigs who were hanging on the front deck?

      The sight almost made Nate shiver. But the Alpha-Sig-Sigs were either too cool to be affected by the early October chill, or too drunk. Probably both. Maybe Nate should’ve had another drink himself before he left. He was still buzzed, but it was in danger of fading, and gods forbid he had to brave the next hour on his wits alone.

      “You will never find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy,” he mumbled to himself in a bad excuse for an Obi-Wan impression.

      See? Hopeless.

      On the way past Emily’s, he’d half-considered going to sneak a quick doggy paw bump with Copernicus through the window to drink up some of the little guy’s incorrigible energy. But even on a Friday night, with a roughly hundred percent chance the corgi would be home alone while Emily and her roommate tore up the town, that plan had felt just a little too creepy, even for him.

      Besides, if her texts were any indication, Gwen was waiting for him.

      Waiting for him at her boyfriend’s douchey Alpha-Sig-Sig party, Nate reminded himself, also for the hundred-and-eighty-second time.

      He started down the entry path from the sidewalk, reflecting that he should probably stop it with the Alpha-Sig-Sig thing for the evening too, lest he slip up and land himself as target for an entire household’s worth of roid rage. Alpha-Sig-Sigs were just what Nate and his oh-so-clever roommates called stereotypical frat bro types. Which was probably stupid to start with. Calling someone a Greek A.S.S. wasn’t exactly subtle, and even if it had been, spiteful name-calling wasn’t really his style. Alpha bros had just always had a way of hitting a nerve for Nate and his nerdy brethren.

      The actual lettering on the side of the huge house read “Iota Nu Nu House,” which was almost as funny anyway, even if they had missed their chance to call it “The INN Inn.” In the daylight, minus the thumping music and drunken sundry, it was the kind of old house one might’ve described as rustic—from the outside, at least.

      “What’s up, bro?” someone called as Nate finished parting the drunken sea of the front yard and mounted the deck steps.

      He looked up and found three of them watching him from their dominant, triceps-heavy leans on the banister above. Not blocking his way, but definitely giving off a whiff of the who are you and what do you want vibe.

      Fair enough. Nate had been here before, multiple times, but he wasn’t exactly memorable, and he didn’t recognize these three Adonises-in-the-making either. He wondered if he should mention Todd’s name, or Gwen’s—reticent to even imply any kind of kinship with Todd, but also less than eager to let these guys think he’d come sniffing after their Alpha’s mate.

      Goddammit. They weren’t werewolves.

      That you know of, whispered his unhelpful brain.

      He cleared his throat. “Hey guys.”

      Great start.

      “Uh, Gwen told me I should stop by.”

      Okay, on second thought, maybe they were werewolves.

      “Gwen Pearson,” he clarified, probably unnecessarily judging by the metaphorical bared fangs. Desperate, Nate pointed down Allen Street toward Emily’s and added, “Todd Mackleroy invited me this morning over at—”

      “Oh hey! IT Guy!” someone called from the door.

      They all turned, and Nate breathed a small sigh of relief at the beaming face of Brad, one of the few Iota Nu Nus he sort of knew—and actually, in this case, even sort of liked, from what limited interactions they’d had.

      “Heard you had a wicked fall this morning?” Brad called, still beaming.

      Had he heard? Great.

      “Yeah,” Nate called back, cautiously climbing the last steps to the deck and approaching a glassy-eyed Brad. The Greek werewolves stood back, watching suspiciously. “Yeah, that… that happened. At least the dog was okay, though.”

      The intensity of Brad’s laugh caught Nate by surprise. “Long live Copernicus, dude! Come on in, let’s get you a drink.”
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      Inside, the party was, as they say, thumping. Loudly. And with all the writhing bodies and flashing lights of an epileptic’s worst nightmares. Nate wasn’t sure he would’ve made it more than a step through the sensory overload if Brad hadn’t looped an arm over his shoulder and pulled him along like they were age-old bros.

      “Ahh, IT Guy,” Brad said, patting Nate’s back. “Hell of a night to see you, Nate. Hell of a night.” Brad squinted over at him with a look of intense focus. “It is Nate, right?”

      Nate looked at his glassy-eyed guide in surprise. “Uh, yeah. Brad, right?”

      “So they say, man.” Brad shook his head. “So they say.” He frowned, looking around the flashing light chaos, and barely seemed to notice when a rather noticeable girl materialized from the crowd and began moving against him in time with the booming music. “What were we doing, again, IT Guy?”

      Figuring he was about to get ditched—and not really blaming Brad one bit for the fact—Nate was opening his mouth to ask his stalwart guide if he might know where Gwen was when Brad jerked upright and tugged Nate onward toward the kitchen with a cry of, “Drinks! We need to get you a drink! Fuck yeah!”

      Nate caught a fleeting glimpse of the indignant surprise from Brad’s would-be dance partner, then they were pushing on through the crowd, unmistakably on a mission.

      “I’m not gonna lie, IT Guy,” Brad said, patting his back again, “I’m trippin’ ALL the balls right now. But we’re gonna get this done. Like, a quest and shit.”

      “Uh thanks, man,” Nate said, not really sure how else to respond. “And while we’re at it, have you seen Gwen Pearson around here tonight?”

      “Another quest!” Brad cried, pumping a fist as they stepped out of the strobe-lit dance room and into the enormous and only slightly tamer kitchen. “Yo, someone get IT Guy a drink!” Brad called. “Dude fell off a windmill or something today.” He squinted over at Nate. “Right?”

      “Uh…” Nate looked around at the dozen or so faces that were now turned their way and gave them a little wave that he hoped said, Never mind us, we’re all good.

      Everyone in the kitchen went back to their conversations—or their heavy petting—as Nate guided Brad over to the side of the room, out of the main traffic flow. Brad didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he seemed pretty stoked about life in general at the moment. And he seemed to be blinking a lot, too. And had his pupils been that gigantic a minute ago?

      Nate was about to ask if he was all right when one of the younger Iota Nu Nus appeared beside them, offering Nate a red cup, filled to the brim with a neon blue concoction.

      “Here you go, IT Guy.”

      “Uh, thanks,” Nate said, too flustered and surprised by the service to do anything but accept the cup. Quick as that, the pledge who’d brought it was gone, leaving Nate staring down at the blue mystery drink.

      As a rule of thumb, he tended to avoid jungle juice. Especially from guys who called him IT Guy like it was his legal name. He wasn’t even rightly sure how that one had started, especially since there were at least two IT majors in Iota Nu Nu, and most of these people had no idea who Nate even was. Maybe he just had one of those IT Guy faces.

      Nate turned to Brad, thinking to thank him and ask where he should look for Gwen, but Brad cut him off, holding up both hands in a clear sign to wait. He closed his too-dilated eyes, still dancing to the beat, brow furrowing in paradoxical concentration. Furrowing, and furrowing, and…

      “Ah, you found us!”

      At the sound of Gwen’s voice, Nate turned faster than what could ever be deemed cool or collected. Beside him, Brad just clapped his hands victoriously, gave Nate one last friendly pat on the chest, and danced off chanting something about satellite minds.

      “Wasn’t sure you’d make it,” Gwen said, her smiling eyes flicking between him and Brad’s dance-retreating form.

      “Not sure what that was about,” Nate said, nodding after Brad, suddenly unsure what else to say as the rest of his brain shut down to drink her in and spill a nice migration of butterflies into his stomach.

      She was wearing faded jeans and a rose-red top with minimum frills and just enough of a cut that Nate might’ve pulled a muscle trying not to let his eyes wander if he hadn’t already been so riveted to her smile-crinkled eyes, which looked more green tonight than blue. He could never quite tell.

      Reflexively, he sipped at his drink to buy himself a second, all reservations about the neon blue mystery juice momentarily forgotten. “Brad was just, uh…”

      “Tripping balls?” she asked, her smile widening.

      “Something like that.” Nate cocked his head thoughtfully. “I think he might be psychic.”

      “He didn’t earn the name ‘Balls Brad’ by accident, I’ll tell you that much.”

      Nate smiled. “Is he gonna be okay?”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s probably the drugs that should be scared of him at this point.” She frowned across the room to where Brad was now strutting his dance moves for the refrigerator, clearly questioning her own confidence in the matter. Then Brad’s prospective dance partner from earlier came into the kitchen and dragged him back out to the dance floor by the hand, and Gwen relaxed and turned back to Nate. “How’s your brain doing, Mr. Concussion?”

      “Well, you know, it’s all a bit fuzzy,” he said, brandishing his red cup. “So if I say anything stupid tonight…”

      “Free pass,” she said, holding up her own drink. “Guaranteed. Cheers.”

      This time, it wasn’t that he was too flustered to remember his aversion to communal jungle juice. It was just that, touching cups with Gwen, caught in the shine of her infectious smile, he just didn’t really care anymore. Especially not when he noticed she was also drinking the mystery concoction.

      “Come on,” Gwen said, taking him by the arm and pulling him toward the back deck.

      At least if they died, they’d die together. And in that moment, arms interlocked, her favoring him with a happy grin, Nate couldn’t help but think that maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad way to go.
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      While not quite free of the October chill or the sleeveless werewolves, the enclosed wraparound deck out back was at least slightly less crowded, and the music volume slightly more amenable to speaking below a scream. There was even some moonlight striking through the glass panes—though that hardly put Nate’s mind at ease, what with all the werewolf analogies.

      Gwen led him to a couch that arguably had two open spots. Really, it was probably more like one-and-a-half, but they crammed in as best as they could. By the time they’d settled, Nate could only imagine his face had shifted to the rose-red of Gwen’s top, but at least the deck was dark enough to cover it up. To his surprise, Gwen shared his embarrassed smile, looking a little abashed by the contact herself at first, but she quickly shifted, draping her legs over his and putting her back against the arm of the couch to free up a little more lateral space.

      “Okay,” she said with a playful pat to his thigh. “Not sure either of us is getting out of here without a crane now, so I guess you might as well tell me how you’ve been.”

      Nate was still busy just trying to remember how to breathe with Gwen this close to him, but once he’d gotten past his reflexive, “Oh, same old, same old,” and Gwen sharpened her questions, they fell into an easy conversation about how both of their years had been going.

      She told him about her senior bioengineering thesis work in the enigmatic Millennium Science Complex, and he did his best to follow along, asking questions whenever she lost him with her talk of induced pluripotent stem cells. Even if he hadn’t found it all fascinating—which he did—he would’ve been tempted to pretend, just to see the way she lit up talking about it all. He knew how important this work was to her. Or had a strong idea, at least.

      Gwen had always been pretty close-guarded when it came to her family situation, but over the years, he’d come to learn that her brother suffered from some form of muscular dystrophy, and that his condition had played a huge role in Gwen’s path of study. She’d always dreamed that one day she’d be able to do something about it, and to listen to her talk, it was evident she had every intention of seeing that dream through.

      Similarly, it filled him with a soft, bittersweet warmth when she was every bit as mortified as his roommates about what’d happened to his Promethean art project earlier that day, as well as his decision to drop Hillman’s design course.

      It never ceased to amaze him, how he and Gwen could go months without a real conversation and then, right when he’d start convincing himself it had all been in his head, and that she’d only been showing him merciful kindness in the past, they’d fall straight back into it like two peas in a pod, and she’d be there asking him questions and listening to his answers like what he said truly mattered to her. Like she knew him every bit as well as he thought he knew her. Like the two of them simply belonged.

      It was so easy to forget this feeling when they were apart—to forget that someone so perfect could care so much about what he had to say. That underneath the beauty that even now made his palms sweat, she was just another person, just like him.

      Which was ridiculous, of course. Because look at her, and look at him. But still, it was a divine little fantasy. So Nate drank it in while he could, smiling and laughing with Gwen for he didn’t know how long, neither of them minding when their drinks ran dry, or when the deck began to get even more crowded with the thickening overflow from the booming party.

      It was only when their couch neighbors made a particularly frisky, lip-smacking claim for even more couch space, and Nate found himself with Gwen all but sitting in his lap, that their conversation hit a lull. Or screeched to a grinding halt, rather.

      In that moment, feeling her warm weight on him, smelling the electric blue jungle juice on her breath and the lavender in her moonlight-struck hair… In that moment, locked in the depths of her eyes, intoxicated with the closeness of her, and with gods knew what else, Nate thought in earnest about kissing Gwen—about reaching up, looping a stupid, sweaty palm behind her head and pulling her face to his, just like he’d seen at least one guy do at pretty much every shitty party he’d ever been to. Just like the neighbors who were practically dry humping on top of them now had no doubt done a minute ago.

      She was right there. She was watching him. Not shying away. Watching him. Searching his face for… for what?

      Just do it.

      His hand twitched like a defective toy on the arm of the couch.

      Gwen shifted ever-so-slightly on top of him, the slight movement sending ripples down to the core of his being. The oddest smile was tugging at her lips—sweet and yet somehow sad, vulnerable.

      Kiss her.

      He should do it. Was going to do it.

      Then he thought of Todd, and of the loyal goon squad that would no-shit happily murder Nate’s IT Guy ass for even sitting here with their Alpha’s girl like this—assuming they could even stop laughing at him long enough to bother…

      “I’m sorry,” Nate whispered, so quietly he wasn’t sure he’d made the sound at all. He was staring down at her thighs now, not even remembering having dropped his gaze.

      Jesus, why was he like this?

      He felt hollow. Clammy, almost.

      Then she laid a hand on his chest, and tremors ran through him at the touch.

      “Same old, same old, huh?” she said, almost as quietly.

      Before he could rally himself to do or say anything, she shifted again, and then she was climbing off of him, rising from the couch, and the moment was dead and gone.

      “Come on.” She offered him a hand. “Another drink?”

      Nate took her hand, too ashamed or embarrassed or whatever the hell he was to even meet her eyes. He should leave, some part of him knew. Save face. Run away. And yet he was too afraid of letting the space between them explode into a permanent rift to do anything other than hold on to her hand and follow along.

      They hadn’t made it more than five feet through the sea of party-goers—at least a dozen of whom were heavily making out, as if to mock him—when Gwen stopped and turned to face him again, getting close enough to be heard over the din.

      “Todd’s… not really my boyfriend, you know,” she said quietly in his ear before backing away a few inches and watching his face for his reaction, like she was in the lab studying some peculiar anomaly. What an odd little specimen he must be. And maybe it was the defensiveness that welled up at that thought, or maybe it was some combination of jungle juice and a higher propensity for Grade-A Asshole-ism than Nate had ever suspected resides within his nerdy frame, but he couldn’t stop the next words that spilled out of his mouth.

      “He’s just a guy who calls you babe?”

      He could’ve bit his own tongue off. Probably should’ve.

      Gwen didn’t snap back or slap him or anything dramatic like that. She just arched an eyebrow, her expression… what? Annoyed? Slighted? Or was it expectant? Or bemused?

      He would’ve taken a thousand falls from Emily’s rooftop to know what that eyebrow meant. And maybe a thousand more to sink through the floorboards and out of existence when a familiar voice cut through the din beside them.

      “Ah, IT Guy made it,” Todd Mackleroy said, sweeping in, hefting Gwen into his bulging arms, and pulling her into a deep kiss before either of them could say a word. It nearly turned Nate’s stomach to watch.

      “What’s up, babe?” their interrupting Adonis said, when he finally disengaged from her lips long enough to acknowledge her with words.

      “What’s up with you?” she asked, licking her lips and looking a little taken aback. “And his name’s Nate, Todd. You know that.”

      “Mmm,” Todd purred, juggling Gwen closer, his hands shifting decidedly asswards. “You know it turns me on when you say my name like that, babe.”

      Gwen rolled her eyes, but Nate didn’t miss the way her exasperation cracked to giggles when Todd nuzzled her neck and collarbone with kisses. Or the wink Todd shot him out of the corner of his eye.

      The bastard.

      “So you wanna play that game of pong or what?” Todd said, finally setting Gwen down. “Me and Bonzer just finished wiping the last of the challengers, and I figured you”—he booped her nose—“might want a shot before we turn the tykes loose on the table.”

      “Such a sweetie,” she said, patting Todd’s angular cheek.

      “You know it, babe. So what do you say?”

      For some reason, they both looked at Nate, as if the question was directed at him too.

      “Oh, he’s playing with Bonzer,” Gwen explained. “Can’t risk taking on a civilian and losing a game in his own house.”

      “I didn’t ask for these skills, babe, but I sure as shit gotta represent ’em.”

      “Which means that I need myself a sorry civilian partner,” Gwen concluded.

      “Oh,” Nate said. “I, uh…”

      Need to go, said the unhelpful voyeur watching from the corner of his brain.

      “Come on,” she said, taking him by the elbow. “One game, partner. What’s the worst that could happen?”
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      On a basic level, as a guy who loved games, Nate could understand at least some of the appeal of beer pong. You had a clear objective, and a mechanically satisfying task to repeat. Who didn’t love trying to land a ball in a cup? Plus, drinks. Fun times for all.

      So no, beer pong might not’ve been such an awful game.

      Losing beer pong to the muscle-bound not-quite-boyfriend of your four-year-crush-and-possible-soulmate, on the other hand, kind of sucked.

      “Just to clarify,” Gwen whispered in Nate’s ear, sliding a ping-pong ball into his waiting palm, “turns out the ball’s supposed to go in the cup.”

      His wounded pride momentarily forgotten, Nate turned to her with his best shocked face and mouthed, with all appropriate horror, “What?!”

      She laughed, snapping her fingers. “I knew we were forgetting something.”

      For a second, Nate felt his genuine smile flowing back across his lips, drawn to hers like a moth to the light. Maybe he shouldn’t care so much that they were getting stomped. Even if they had started with a handicap of four extra cups. Gwen clearly didn’t. In fact, with the exception of their momentary awkwardness out on the deck, her smile hadn’t left her face since—

      “Come on ladies,” Todd called from the other end of the table, yanking Nate straight out of the moment and back to their imminent loss. “Let’s wrap this up. Bonzer’s gonna pass out if we don’t get him a pizza soon.”

      Nate glanced at Todd’s teammate and was not at all under the impression Todd might’ve misspoken when he said a pizza and not a slice of pizza. Nate was still half-convinced this “Bonzer” creature was in fact a cave troll in human disguise. But Christ, could that troll sink some balls.

      “I believe, grasshopper,” Gwen said quietly to Nate, patting him on the back as he stepped up to the table.

      He took a breath. Lined up. Took his shot…

      And made a cup.

      “Yes!” Gwen shouted, bouncing excitedly and thrusting her hands out for a double high-five, which Nate returned with a stupid grin. It was only their first cup. Out of six. But a cup was a cup, he supposed, and Gwen’s energy was contagious.

      At least Todd wouldn’t have any grounds to try some kind of flawless victory hazing bullshit when they lost. That was something.

      Then Gwen took her shot, and Nate felt a disturbance in the Force.

      He could see from the moment the ball left her hand that the shot was going to go long. What he couldn’t remember was why that mattered in the context of Iota Nu Nu’s extensive list of household rules. Not until Todd screamed like a freaking Spartan king charging into battle.

      “SQUANTO!”

      Then he plucked the little white ball out of midair and whipped it straight at Nate’s face.

      Had Nate had time to use his rational brain, he might’ve stood there and simply taken it like a man. Maybe even slapped the shot away with his hand. It was a freaking ping-pong ball, after all.

      Instead, he ducked back out of panicked reflex, staggered by the stakes of the game and the sheer bro-tality of Todd’s war cry. The pong ball grazed the side of his forehead, then his foot caught on something, and he was falling. For the second time that day, he felt the air smacked from his lungs, and then he was looking up at a ratty chandelier and about two dozen laughing faces all around him.

      “Squanto for the win!” someone shouted.

      “Victory by Squanto!”

      “Dude, I think this bro’s dead.”

      “Nate?”

      This time, at least, he managed to sit up before Gwen could go full bioengineer nurse on him in front of the entire Iota Nu Nu house.

      “I’m fine,” he wheezed preemptively, scrambling to his feet.

      She took his arm, like she was afraid he’d fall over but said nothing, maybe because she could already smell the shame radiating off of him. Everyone in the room seemed to be looking at him. Laughing at him. He looked to the door, wanting nothing more than to be gone from that place.

      Before he could take a step, though, Todd swooped in on them and scooped Gwen up in both arms with a cry of, “Victooory!”

      “Todd,” Gwen said, in a tone that actually gave the Greek God pause.

      “Yo, you all good, IT Guy?” he added.

      “Fine,” Nate said, almost surprised to find himself turning for the door. “I’m fine.”

      And then he was walking—nearly running—for the door.

      “Nate!” Gwen called after him.

      “Good game, dude!” Todd called. “Careful with that noggin!”

      Gwen must’ve said something to him, because he kept going.

      “What? He says he’s fine. And you know what that means. Rules is rules, babe.”

      “Rules is rules,” someone else—Nate could only assume Bonzer—agreed in a low, rumbling voice.

      Nate kept walking. Out of the room. Through the raving dance mass. Toward the front door. He was done. Never should’ve walked out on Friday night squads in the first place. Never should’ve—

      “Nate!”

      His traitor legs stopped even as his head insisted he at least find the spine to storm out with dignity.

      “Are you okay?” Gwen asked behind him.

      With a breath, he forced himself to turn and meet her eyes. “I’m fine, Gwen. I’m just gonna go, okay?”

      “You’re upset,” she said, searching his face with that concerned look. “It’s okay. Everyone here is too shit-faced to care anyway, and it was just a game. You—”

      “I said I’m good. You’re right, it’s just a game, and I… well, maybe I’ve just had enough of them.”

      She recoiled a little at that, her eyes widening. “Nate, come on…”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I just… I should just go home, okay?”

      She nodded, biting her lip. “Okay. Well, can we talk again soon?”

      He nodded, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. “Yeah. Yeah, of course we can.”

      She wrapped him in a tight hug. “I enjoyed being with you tonight. Get home safe, okay?”

      “You too,” he said, returning the hug and turning to leave a little more reluctantly this time.

      “Heading out, bro?” someone asked as he reached the front door.

      Nate looked around and saw Brad watching him from nearby, where he had his dance partner from earlier pinned rather provocatively to the wall. And judging by the indignant impatience with which she was now eyeing Nate, he assumed they’d just been getting somewhere interesting.

      “Yeah, have a good one, Brad. Thanks for the drink.”

      “Rough night?”

      Nate hesitated, glancing toward the door and the cool, quiet evening that lay just beyond.

      “Dude…” Brad parted from his lady friend, and wobbled over to Nate, clearly less than sober. Even in the strobe-fest, it was evident his pupils were still enormous. He put one hand on Nate’s shoulder, and patted Nate’s cheek affectionately with the other. “You’re a good boy, Copernicus. Just don’t go chasing anymore windmills, eh? That’s the trick.”

      Part of Nate wanted to be outraged that even Balls-tripping Brad had more of a handle on his night than Nate did. Another part, and maybe not a small one, felt a strange urge to simply let it all out—to break down in Balls Brad’s arms and let the trippy bastard tell him how it was all going to be all right, even if he did apparently think Nate was a one-foot tall corgi.

      Mostly, though, Nate just wanted to leave.

      And he was ready to, until he caught the flash of bleached blond hair ascending the stairs across the room, followed too closely by a muscular back. Gwen. Being carried away by King Squanto himself, who had her secured by two generous handfuls of Gwen rump.

      For a second, Nate thought she looked unhappy about it. But then Todd jostled her around and gave her ass a firm smack, and she was laughing, clearly trying and failing to be stern with him. Clearly not needing Nate’s sorry ass to step in and embarrass himself again.

      “Fuck this,” Nate muttered.

      “Yesss!” Brad hissed, patting his shoulders enthusiastically. “That’s the spirit, Copernicus! Fuck those windmills, boy! I knew you had it in you! Go, boy…” He jerked his head towards the door. “Go make your mark on the world. I believe in you!”

      Unclenching one trembling fist, Nate gave Brad a pat on the shoulder. “You have a good night, Brad. Thanks for not being a dick.” He started to leave, then hesitated. “Also, you should probably drink some water.”

      Brad just beamed like it was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to him.

      Nate turned and slipped out the door, hurrying down the front deck steps and out to the sidewalk, feeling liable to explode at any moment. He never should’ve left his friends. Never in seven hells should have imagined there was any world in which he, IT Guy McFalls-A-Lot, could walk into Iota Nu Nu and just make off with King Squanto’s girl.

      What the hell had he even been thinking on that deck?

      Kiss her? Seriously?

      Whatever.

      He reached for his phone, thinking to check the time, and realized his pocket was wet. Completely soaked, in fact. Like someone had spilled a whole damn drink on him, and he somehow hadn’t noticed until now. Maybe because he’d been too rattled on account of the fact that he’d just bit it in front of Gwen and a hundred A-holes.

      Muttering a string of curses, he pulled his phone free and pressed the unlock button, expecting the worst.

      Nothing.

      Completely dead.

      “Fuck it all,” he growled, turning toward town and setting off at a brusque hate march.

      “Amen, bro!” someone called after him from the deck.
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      Nate stepped out of McLanahan’s and slid his dead phone into the bag of rice he’d just spent ten minutes begging the last cashier, who’d already closed down the registers, to let him buy. The day had gone from straight shit to a honest-to-god shit-nado, and as Nate stood there, watching his breath fog in the chilling evening air, he could only imagine he’d be struck down any moment by a falling jet engine, or maybe even take the mantle as State College’s first documented case of spontaneous combustion.

      “Why’d he have an open bag of rice in his pocket?” one of the coroners would ask as they inspected the remains.

      “Who cares?” would reply the other.

      At this point, the only reasonable move was to cut his losses, head home, and get a couple more hours of Battle Royale in with his friends before he turned in for whatever sorry sleep the day’s long list of embarrassments would see fit to allow him tonight.

      But for some reason, he couldn’t seem to bring his feet to turn right, back toward home. Back toward Iota Nu Nu, and Emily Atherton’s, and the growing list of the day’s failures. Back toward the booming party where Gwen might well currently be writhing beneath Todd, moaning that Greek God A-hole’s name and wondering to herself how she could’ve thought, even for a second, that an IT Guy like Nate could ever compare. Not that she had wondered that, he reminded himself. Not anywhere but in Nate’s own head.

      He could always circumvent the INN house. Go a few blocks either way. But somehow, he was pretty sure that would only make it that much worse, knowing that even in the midst of his sweet, sweet victory, Todd was still all but lurking over Nate’s shoulder, waiting to push him down the Fraser Street hill.

      And screw that.

      Almost by accident, he found himself turning left instead, drawn by the hoots and hollers of drunk Penn Staters having a good Friday night, inexorably wondering to himself what he might do—where he might go—if he weren’t Nate Arturi, but someone else entirely. Anyone else. What would he do if he were one of these people? What would he do if he were the guy who kissed the girl on the deck—and to hell with the consequences?

      For a second, he looked through the window of Pickles Taproom. Too crowded, he decided. Too visible. He walked a little further and descended the steps down to Zeno’s Pub, not really sure what he was after, but half-entranced by whatever had gripped him. He showed his ID to the doorman and stepped into the cozy little underground pub, looking around at the healthy but not quite overwhelming Friday night crowd. Friends laughing, talking about their weeks. There was music too—the exact same standard pop fare that always seemed to be playing at every single bar and party in Happy Valley—but at least it wasn’t aggressively loud.

      This would do just fine. Except he still didn’t know what it was he was doing. Never once since turning twenty-one had he just walked into a bar alone like this. But here he was, someone who could do exactly that, exactly as he pleased.

      He turned and headed for the bar, refusing to stop now.

      The bartender, a portly man with a silk vest and a matching flat cap, finished up with a pair of girls and turned to regard Nate with an indifferent air.

      “Can I help you?”

      Nate looked at the tap handles—Zeno’s had a great roster of taps—then stopped himself. Because Nate Arturi would order another IPA, just like any other night. But someone else…

      The image of Todd sprang to his mind’s eye—Mighty King Todd in the middle of their pong match, downing a hearty swig straight from a bottle of… what had it been?

      “Uh, can I get a whiskey?” Nate asked.

      The bartender arched a brow at him. “Jack? Jim? Johnny?”

      “Uh…”

      “Top shelf or bottom, kid?”

      Nate felt his face warming. “Is middle a thing?”

      The bartender, either sensing Nate was overwhelmed at this point or simply growing tired of the conversation, turned around and grabbed a short, square glass and a bottle with a white label, a red mark, and black lettering he couldn’t make out in the dim lighting.

      “Can you make it a double?” Nate asked.

      The bartender glanced dubiously up at Nate. “Can I see some ID?”

      Damn. He was just knocking this cool person act right out of the park, wasn’t he?

      After the bartender had double-checked the ID, he shrugged and handed the card back to Nate.

      “You know what?” Nate said, desperate to stop feeling like such an idiot. “Make it a triple.”

      So much for that effort.

      The bartender finished his pour and turned, shaking his head at Nate as if to say he was sure Nate wouldn’t recognize a double from a triple anyway. Which, in the bartender’s defense, he totally wouldn’t.

      “I think a double’s fine, kid,” he said, sliding the glass to Nate. “That’s ten dollars.”

      Nate reached for his wallet and fumbled the money out, wishing more than anything he’d just gone home. What was he honestly hoping to accomplish here?

      “Thank you,” he mumbled to the bartender, handing the money over.

      The bartender looked him over one more time then gave up and shook his head again. “Have a good night, kid.”

      Nate turned and scanned the room for an empty seat, inwardly wringing his own neck. The guy tells him he can’t even order himself a triple-whatever and what does Nate do? He says thank you. So much for transcending Mr. Nice Guy for the night.

      He spotted a small open table and shuffled over, frowning down at his double-whatever and wondering if he even had the stomach to down the stuff at this point. If his phone hadn’t been dead, he would’ve at least texted Marty—if for no other reason than to share a laugh about his sitting here in the dim corner of a pub he never would’ve come to alone, with a drink he never would’ve ordered.

      But he was here, wasn’t he?

      That was something. Not much. Basically nothing, really. But something.

      Trying not to wrinkle his nose, Nate took a sip of his rebellious drink, pretending he was someone who enjoyed whiskey—and was seized by a sputtering cough as dragon’s fire trickled down his throat and seared into every square inch of his mouth and tongue.

      Mother of Smaug, people did this for fun?

      It wasn’t like Nate had never taken a shot before. Basic proficiency at the skill was like an unspoken requirement for anyone courageous enough to brave a party in Happy Valley. He’d just never dared to let the dragon’s fire actually sit in his mouth, and now he had confirmation that his gut instinct had been in place for good reason.

      But some people did like whiskey, didn’t they? It was probably just an acquired taste. Just like hoppy beer.

      Still not really sure why he cared so much about making this happen, Nate glanced around, checking if the coast was clear for a second attempt. After the day he’d had, he half-expected to find half the bar pointing and laughing at his feeble attempt at whatever this was. In his mind’s eye, he even imagined Todd across the pub, raising his own glass of amber liquid in mocking cheers, Gwen curled up in his lap.

      But there was no Todd. And no one was watching Nate.

      No one, that was, except for the ragged-looking man Nate hadn’t noticed sitting at the next table over.

      The first thought that popped into Nate’s head was that the dude looked like homeless Gandalf. He had an enormous mane of long hair and a great bushy beard, both of which might’ve once been white or gray but had since grown too tangled and greasy to tell. His robe—and Nate was pretty sure robe was the right word here—seemed to have undergone similar abuse, having once maybe been a flowing garb of a subtle blue, but now looking more like a matted, dirt-caked assortment of hole-ridden grayish brown rags.

      To say the guy was in rough shape would’ve been an understatement.

      And he was staring straight at Nate. Staring without a shred of self-consciousness—not unlike one would stare at a painting in an art museum.

      “Can I help you?” Nate asked.

      Immediately, he regretted his choice of words. If this guy wanted money or something…

      “I sincerely doubt it,” the ragged wizard said. His voice was raspy, like it hadn’t seen much use in a while. With bushy eyebrows and hard, dark eyes, he frowned down at the clay cup Nate hadn’t noticed he was holding. “It’s actually an ongoing point of debate with my companion, here.”

      He spoke with an odd accent Nate couldn’t place. Maybe it was just because Nate was thinking about Gandalf now, but he couldn’t help but think the guy kind of sounded like he’d walked straight out of Middle Earth and into Zeno’s Pub.

      More importantly, though, what did he mean, ‘an ongoing point of debate with his companion here?’ His companion where?

      The guy was sitting alone, and quite frankly ragged enough that Nate was a little surprised Mr. Flat Cap behind the bar hadn’t called over Mr. Doorman to check on their wizardly friend. True, the guy had a drink, which implied he was a paying customer, but on second glance, Nate didn’t see another clay cup like his new friend’s anywhere else in the pub.

      Who the hell was this guy?

      “Well, have a good night, then,” Nate said, pointedly turning back to the privacy of his own drink and his own table.

      He was probably being a dick. The guy was probably harmless. But he couldn’t ignore the gut feeling that this was either a potentially unstable homeless man, or an eccentric local who liked to dress up on Friday night and put on a strange act for the drunk college kids, to who knew what ends.

      Whatever this was, Nate was pretty sure he didn’t want to be a part of it—was pretty sure, in fact, that he should probably just get up and walk out right then and there. Almost as soon as he thought it, though, he chided himself for being so paranoid and judgmental.

      So what if the guy was a little dirty? He was still human, wasn’t he? Nate was safe here in the pub. There was no reason he couldn’t finish his drink in respectful silence and make his leave without offending anyone.

      Except the guy was still staring at him.

      Unwavering. Un-freaking-blinking.

      It was creepy as hell, and Nate was fixing to throw all that moral high ground stuff out the window and to stand and beat a hasty retreat—feelings be damned—when the ragged wizard spoke again.

      “It appears you’ve sprung a leak.”

      Nate tensed. “What?”

      He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, exactly—maybe for the man to break into manic cackles, or to come lunging at him with a shiv. Instead, the ragged wizard just pointed to Nate’s hoodie, and Nate realized in a rush of embarrassment that the bag of rice had shifted in his pocket and that he’d already spilled a dozen or so grains on the floor.

      “Oh,” Nate said, carefully resealing the bag, doing his best not to spill any more. “Right. Thanks.”

      His ragged pal raised his clay cup in cheers. “The leaky pocket gets the rice.”

      “Yeah, I…” Nate looked up from his unfinished drink to the door and back to his leaky pocket. “I should go. Have a good night, uh, sir.”

      For some reason, he expected the strange man would try to keep him talking, but the ragged wizard only waved his clay cup in farewell. Nate headed for the door, feeling at once both disconcerted and also foolish for having allowed his jittery nerves at a harmless old man to affect him so deeply.

      Whatever. He never should have come here at all. It was stupid, trying to pretend like he could ever be anything other than Nate “IT Guy” Arturi—like he could just walk into a bar and suddenly become something more. That just wasn’t how things worked.

      Nate glanced back, afraid he might find his new friend following him, but the ragged wizard was still huddled over his table, muttering something into his clay cup. Nate turned back for the door, eyeing the doorman beside it. Hesitating.

      Had it all been in his head?

      Probably. But better safe than sorry.

      The doorman frowned a little as Nate approached him.

      “Excuse me. I don’t wanna sound like an alarmist or anything, but that guy with the beard back there was sort of giving me a weird vibe.”

      The doorman studied Nate for a second, then turned to survey the pub. “Which guy? Over there by the post, in the flannel?”

      “No, the one in the robe. Right…”

      Nate turned, trying to remind himself not to overtly point, and trailed off. Because there was nothing to point at.

      The ragged wizard was gone.
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      Nate might not have jumped at every flickering shadow on the walk home, but his racing heart sure as hell did. He did scan every nook and cranny of the buildings he passed, expecting any number of horrors to come leaping out at him.

      Christ, he wished his phone wasn’t dead. He’d considered asking to use one at Zeno’s before remembering he didn’t actually know anyone’s number by memory. Wonders of the digital age. Had his phone not been resting in peace at the bottom of a rice-filled pocket, he might’ve even broken the bank and ordered a rideshare—never mind that he’d just foolishly spent ten dollars he barely had on a drink he’d barely wanted. Saving a few precious bucks probably wasn’t worth more than his life.

      But his phone was dead. And he was just being paranoid, besides. He had to be. There was no reason to believe otherwise. No reason to believe this was anything more than another half-drunk walk home down Allen Street.

      And yet he couldn’t stop wondering: where the shit had that blinkless-staring, Gandalf-looking creepy bastard vanished off to?

      Probably to the bathroom, he thought for the hundredth time. Hell, for all he knew, the guy might’ve ducked under a table just to give Nate a nice strong case of the willies for the walk home. Nate had been too chicken to check for himself after the doorman had lost interest in the drunk college kid’s made-up dangerous wizard man.

      So Nate marched on, whispering to himself that he was being crazy, but also making a shameless point to stick to well-lit areas wherever possible. As much as he felt like he’d been through the wringer that night, it still wasn’t all that late, and he was glad for the fleeting company of multiple packs of passing students as he went. One cute redhead even smiled at him as he passed her group outside the library.

      On any other day, that smile might’ve made his night. That night, though, he just marched on, head on a swivel.

      It probably said something about his state of mind that he barely even remembered he was coming up on the dreaded Iota Nu Nu house until he was practically beside it. Nothing like a little madman scare to set his priorities straight. For the briefest of seconds, though, he couldn’t help but wonder what Gwen would have to say about the strange encounter.

      He crunched that thought against the pavement, marching on, into the darker downhill stretch of Allen Street. There was no way he was going back in that house right now. Even if there was a strange old wizard man prowling after him in the shadows.

      Which there wasn’t, dammit.

      He needed to stop watching so many creepy movies. But first, he just needed to get home and forget all about this night.

      He crossed Prospect Ave and stomped onto the even darker sidewalk of Emily Atherton’s block, wondering despite himself what Copernicus was up to right now—if he was peacefully asleep, dreaming doggy dreams, or if maybe he was alert and awake at his favorite front window lookout, awaiting the glitter and glam of his forgetful master’s return.

      Nate hoped it was the latter, if only so he could catch a glimpse of the little guy’s infectious smile, and maybe share a bit of telepathic solidarity. He kind of wished, not for the first time, that he could simply snatch Copernicus up and abscond into the night. It wasn’t like Emily was running a five star resort for the little guy.

      Approaching Emily’s plot on the dark sidewalk, Nate slowed. One of the upstairs lights was on. Emily’s room, he was pretty sure. Maybe she actually was home, then. Nate looked down to the dark ground floor windows, hoping to spot Copernicus anyway, but no such luck.

      Then a flicker of movement caught Nate’s eye above, right at the peak of the angled porch rooftop. For a second, there was nothing, but Nate thought he saw a slightly denser shadow there in the darkness. A small one. Then the shadow moved, and the faintest little whine carried down to his ears, removing any doubt.

      Copernicus was on the goddamn roof. Again.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Nate whispered, looking up and down the sidewalk.

      It was dead this far down Allen Street, and far too dark for a casual passerby to spot Copernicus. Not that it mattered. Even in the daylight hours, it wasn’t like anyone else ever stopped to get the corgi down. No one but Nate. But standing there in the considerable dark, still half-drunk and already having had two major falls that day, even he couldn’t help but think this might finally be the time he should throw in the towel.

      Still, he could at least go knock and let Emily know. Maybe they could call the volunteer fire department or something. Dammit, she really needed to get a ladder. Or learn to accept basic responsibility for another living thing. One or the other.

      With a sigh and one last wary glance at the shadows, Nate stepped into the pitch black yard—and froze as movement from the single lit window above drew his eye.

      Emily Atherton backed slowly into view, clearly topless, clearly wearing nothing but a little black thong. Nate stood frozen, instantly and embarrassingly aroused by the unexpected sight. Above, Emily padded on past the window, hips swaying seductively, her hand raised to someone else in the room, index finger curling with an unmistakable come hither.

      Nate tore his gaze away, the guilt at accidentally witnessing Emily’s private affair winning out over the torrent of other thoughts and feelings buzzing through his now fully wired body. For a second, he wasn’t even sure he should ring the bell and spoil the moment for her and whatever lucky bastard was up there with her. At that thought, though, his eyes flicked back to the window of their own accord. Just in time to see a shirtless Todd Mackleroy stride past the window after Emily, his styled hair ruffled, and a hungry grin etched across his mouth.

      “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.”

      Nate was walking into the pitch dark yard before he even knew it—definitely before he’d had a chance to come up with an actual plan. But it didn’t matter.

      He’d just had what might’ve been the worst day of his life. He’d fallen off of a roof, to the great amusement of his public audience. He’d literally crushed what little remained of his artistic aspirations. He’d abandoned his friends just to go embarrass himself again in front of the girl he was pretty sure he loved, only to watch her be hauled off by the ass cheeks and swept away on a one-woman flight to Todd’s Pound Town.

      And now that Greek God A-hole had the self-important nerve to come calling for round two with a different woman on the same goddamn night?

      “Fuck this,” Nate whispered, taking his first handhold in the increasingly familiar climb.

      Right foot up. Hand over hand. Left foot joins. Right foot to the power meter. Stretch for the windowsill fingertips.

      “Fuck your windmills,” he growled, not really sure what he or Brad had meant by that, and not really giving a shit.

      He just climbed on until he arrived at the sticking point—the oh-shit moment that had claimed his pride, his mini Promethean, and almost his spinal cord that morning.

      He reached over the rain gutter, past the shingles to the edge of the roof.

      “And fuck you.”

      He lunged from his foothold, at the same time catching the lip of the roof and pulling. He strained, and scrambled… and pulled himself safely onto the rough shingle surface of the rooftop.

      For a second, Nate felt a stir of victory in his chest.

      Then a faint feminine moan broke the silence from inside, and Nate wasn’t quite sure what he felt, other than angry—and maybe slightly confused in the nether regions as he turned and realized just how clearly he could see the scene through Emily’s barred bedroom window up here.

      The first thing he saw was Emily Atherton in all her naked glory, face down on a pillow, curvaceous hips raised high and ready. The second thing, to his horrid fascination, was the golden ass of Hercules himself, thrusting into her, his strong hands clamped down on her slender waist with an intensity that looked borderline violent.

      For a few seconds, Nate couldn’t look away. It was like staring into the goddamn sun. Then, with a light skitter of claws on shingles, Copernicus appeared beside his head and broke the spell. Tiny tongue a-lolling, the corgi stared through the barred window, then to Nate, then back to the window.

      “I know, boy,” Nate muttered. “That’s… that’s just not right.”

      Copernicus cocked his head, as if to ask why Nate was staring so hard then, or maybe what he was going to do about it. Both of which were damn good questions. Because much as he didn’t want to be seeing this shit in the first place, he had seen it. And he was pretty damn sure there was no unseeing it. The only question was what he was going to do next.

      Probably, he should start by getting off of the freaking rooftop. For a brief instant, wild ideas of breaking up their fun and setting Todd straight for this bullshit flashed through Nate’s head, but they were just as quickly followed by vivid imaginings of Todd ripping those iron bars off the window and busting out here to hurl Nate headfirst down to his death to keep Gwen from ever finding out. Or just for fun, take your pick.

      Yep. Step one, get the F out of here. Because as deeply pissed as Nate was at Todd’s boundless audacity, the one thing he knew for sure was that he needed to live long enough to make sure Gwen knew about this. Plus, the sight and sound of Emily Atherton getting pounded halfway through the headboard somehow made it kind of hard to picture him tapping on the window and putting Todd in his place.

      “Come on, boy. We’re gonna get you down and then—”

      Why Copernicus chose that moment to bark, Nate couldn’t have said. But the corgi did. And he did it loudly.

      “—fuck was that?” came Todd’s unmistakable voice from inside.

      “It’s nothing,” Emily groaned, turning her head enough to talk and pushing herself against him more insistently. “Don’t stop, babe. He’ll be fine. Just—god, don’t stop.”

      Nate lay perfectly still, his hand clamped over Copernicus’ muzzle, and watched as Todd took a few half-hearted thrusts, still peering suspiciously at the window, practically staring straight at them. If the lunk hadn’t been in a lit room staring out into the darkness, he would’ve seen Nate and Copernicus in a heartbeat. But he didn’t.

      Did he?

      Nate stayed frozen, feeling some of that anger trickling back in. Anger that he should be made to feel afraid in this moment, having caught King Squanto himself red-handed in the act. That any one man, even one so divinely gifted as Todd, could actually have the audacity to be so bored with the attention of not one, but two beautiful women in a single night that something so benign as a dog bark could actually pull him away from Emily Atherton’s gyrating pleas.

      Why couldn’t the chiseled prick just be happy?

      Why couldn’t he just turn around and forget about it?

      For a second, Todd visibly thought about doing just that. Then he pulled out of Emily and bent to pluck something from the floor, just out of sight.

      “Todd, what the fuck?” came Emily’s muffled voice. “I was almost there. What’re you—”

      But whatever else she said was lost to Nate’s numb brain as Todd appeared right in the window, glaring straight at them like a vengeful bronze god. For a second, Nate was too startled to move. Then Todd snarled and jabbed a finger at the window in a clear sign for, I’m gonna kill you, IT Guy, and Nate damn near rolled off the rooftop in his haste to flee.

      “Come on, boy!” he hissed, gathering up Copernicus, who was now growling and barking at Todd in earnest. He scooted them back to the edge and realized with a curse that Emily wasn’t here to do the chair-on-the-deck handoff they’d antagonistically perfected over the last few rounds of their begrudging alliance.

      He eyed the descent into darkness. The drop was close to fifteen feet, he knew, but at the crash of a slamming door and the sound of Emily’s startled, “Where are you going?” from back in the house, Nate decided a second fall was the least of the two evils.

      “We’re gonna roll, boy,” Nate whispered. “You understand?”

      By way of reply, Copernicus squirmed in his arms, legs kicking like he was trying to run in place.

      “Good enough, then,” Nate said.

      And with a silent prayer to the gods of parkour, he jumped.

      Cool, rushing air, and darkness swallowing him whole. He had all of a split millisecond to remember to keep his feet together like he’d seen in a video somewhere, then that rushing darkness kicked back. Hard.

      Nate let it take him, knees buckling, pitching forward, thinking rolling thoughts, and straining above all else not to land right on top of Copernicus. The world spun, utterly dark. Something slammed into his shoulder. He thudded to his back and coughed out the better half of his breath.

      And that was that.

      Nate lay in the darkness for a few shocked breaths, trying to wrap his head around the fact that he actually felt fine, albeit a little jostled, and that Copernicus was happily panting away in his arms. Then a door ripped open and slammed back shut somewhere behind, and someone came thudding across the porch.

      Todd.

      Cursing himself for having wasted precious seconds, Nate set a barking Copernicus down and rolled over, scrambling for his feet. He planted his hands in the grass, getting his legs under him, and—

      Impact ripped through his head, and the world exploded in a shower of pain and bright lights. Nate lay there, vaguely aware that he’d somehow ended up on his back, his vision swimming with a kaleidoscope of effervescent stars and iridescent blurs that he could only assume were the dying cries of concussed brain cells. In the darkness, Copernicus was growling.

      “Arturi!” someone hissed.

      Todd?

      “What the fuck are you doing here, you little freak?”

      For a second, Nate was so surprised to realize that, one, Todd Mackleroy actually knew his last name and that, two, the Greek God A-hole had just kicked him straight in the freaking head, that he almost forgot to be afraid. Then the shadows moved, something yanked him up by the chest, and the world lit up in a second eruption of bright pain.

      “I asked you a question, fuck-face. What’re you, some kinda perv? Or you just think it’s funny, fucking with another bro’s game?”

      Game? Nate’s twice-thumped brain tried to process. What the hell was he…

      “You…” Nate groaned. Why was it so hard to form words right now? “You call this… a game?”

      For some reason Nate couldn’t wrap his spinning head around, Todd chuckled at that.

      “Fucking virgins,” he muttered.

      Something constricted on Nate’s chest. Todd’s fist, he registered, yanking him up by the shirt again. Nate flinched, expecting another blow, but none came. Instead, Todd just patted his cheek in the darkness, leaning down close enough that Nate could just make out the dark shape of his face.

      “Let me put this in terms you can understand, choir boy. You never saw shit. And if you ever say otherwise—if I get even the faintest hint that my Gwenny Bear thinks I’m getting it on the side, I’ll fucking kill you, Arturi. I’ll bake you into a fucking pie, and I’ll feed you to Bonzer like the hundred pounds of IT Pussy you are. You understand me?”

      Nate glared at Todd’s silhouette, wanting to tell him to go fuck himself. Wanting to spit in his perfect face. For a second, he pictured himself striking up with his right foot, catching Todd with a swift kick right to his damn cheating nuts.

      Then a thud of impact and a blinding stab of pain in his ribs brought him crashing straight back down to reality violently fast. Nate curled up in a ball, all but sure the next kick was coming in the darkness. Then something furry and growling flew past him, and Todd staggered away with a string of inarticulate curses.

      If Nate hadn’t felt Copernicus’ tiny bulk pressed up against his back, he might’ve thought a feral wolf had come to his defense by the ferocity of the little guy’s growling.

      “Hey look,” Todd said, “the dick-sized dog has more balls than you.”

      Copernicus barked, and Nate shuddered in relief as he heard footsteps climbing back onto the porch. He didn’t look, but he heard Todd pause at the top of the steps.

      “Go home, Arturi. Go home and leave my girl the fuck alone.”

      Then he opened the door and went back into Emily’s.

      Nate lay there in the dirt, cold and trembling and in more pain that he could remember having ever been in. He’d never been in a fight before. Never even broken a bone. Never even… Never even—

      He shuddered again, tears welling in his eyes, and wrapped his arms tighter around his knees. He shook with a rising sob, trying to hold it in, refusing to give Todd the satisfaction, even if the bastard wasn’t here to see it. But he couldn’t hold it back. Before he knew it, Nate was lying in Emily Atherton’s pitch black yard, gasping with quiet sobs, every emotion he’d felt that day and half a dozen more all spilling out of him like so much water from a broken dam.

      With each gasping breath, he told himself to get up and walk away, but he couldn’t. Couldn’t do anything but lay there, crying. He never wanted to move again. And Gwen. God, Gwen. Nate didn’t know what to do, what to think. Only that he felt nauseous thinking about what that well-manicured ape was doing behind her back.

      Something padded past him in the dark. Then he felt Copernicus’ warm breath panting on his cheek. The corgi licked him once, then gently nudged Nate with the top of his head, as if to say, Time to move.

      “Okay, boy,” he whispered. “You’re right.”

      And yet he still couldn’t seem to move until the corgi nudged him again.

      He rolled to his stomach, careful to avoid the side Todd had rib-kicked like a freaking movie gangster. Slowly, carefully, he rose to his feet, clutching at his ribs with one hand and his head with the other. He shuffled across the yard like a blind man and paused at the edge of the thick shadows, glancing back at the single lit window above, wondering if even The Untouchable Todd would be answering to his mistress now for his undeniably odd behavior in storming out of the apartment.

      If the faint and rapid thumping he heard on the still night air was any indication, it seemed not.

      Nate stared at the window, feeling like he should be angry, like he should be utterly sickened. But all he felt in that moment was numb. Totally and completely numb to everything but the pulsing fire in his ribs and in his head.

      He opened his mouth, thinking to whisper one last curse on Todd’s name, then stopped and instead started off down the sidewalk, deciding he might as well hold on to what little scrap of dignity he could, knowing he hadn’t wasted his breath.

      Realizing Copernicus was following him, he paused, staring down at the corgi. Copernicus stared right back, his stump of a tail moving back and forth not excitedly but in a steady, almost somber rhythm.

      Nate didn’t try to decode what it meant, or what he should do about Emily Atherton’s complete and utter lack of responsibility as a pet owner. He just shrugged and walked on, not minding one bit when the corgi fell into companionable pace beside him, tiny claws clacking away on the pavement in the cold, still night.
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      Across Allen Street, in the deep shadows of the foliage between Emily Atherton’s neighboring houses, the ragged old man gave a mirthless chuckle.

      “This one?” he asked, looking at the empty darkness beside him. “Truly? You’re certain you don’t mean the one inside? At least we know he’s not afraid to get his sword dirty, as it were.”

      He started to lift his clay cup to his lips and then paused, as if listening.

      “Nine hells,” he finally muttered. “You truly are insufferable.”

      He thought for another handful of seconds, then shrugged and drained the last contents of his clay cup. That done, he slipped the trusty receptacle into one of his dirty robe’s endless pockets and began rifling around, searching this hidey hole and that until, with a satisfied sound, he finally produced a small, intricately gilded sphere, not much larger than a ping-pong ball.

      “Very well, M’lady,” he said, holding the sphere at arm’s length and squinting so that the device blotted the retreating forms of Arturi and his furry friend from sight.

      “There’s just one more thing I’d like to see first.”
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      “That’s a good boy,” Nate said to Copernicus’ dark outline as the little corgi concluded his post-pee dirt scuffing ritual.

      If he hadn’t known better, he almost could’ve sworn Copernicus actually cocked an eyebrow up at him in the dim light, as if questioning who Nate thought he was to be deciding who was and wasn’t a good boy right now. Maybe the corgi had a point. Or maybe Nate was just being hard on himself. But that seemed fair enough, seeing as the rest of the goddamn universe had apparently sworn a solemn oath to do exactly the same.

      How he’d thought the night couldn’t get any worse, he wasn’t quite sure. All he knew in his aching heart—and severely more aching face and ribs—was that he needed to get home before the Fates could reach down and strike him dead in this field, just for giggles.

      “Come on, Copernicus,” Nate said, turning back toward the distant trickle of Atherton Street traffic, feeling at once safe in the enveloping dark expanse of the community field, and also lonely as all hell.

      It helped when the corgi fell in happy step beside him, no leash required. There was one small light from this endless turd sandwich of a day, at least: a spineless IT punching bag Nate might be, but at least he was already a better pet owner than Emily Atherton, who probably wouldn’t even notice her furry little dependent was gone until the morning, when she realized…

      Nate paused, his gut tightening with an odd swirl of dread and exhilaration.

      … Until the morning, when she realized Copernicus had been dog-napped. Because that’s what this was, wasn’t it? He looked down at the corgi, who was looking cheerfully up at him, awaiting his lead.

      Had he just stolen a freaking dog?

      Maybe he was concussed. Or maybe he’d just been too emotionally shocked after getting stomped into the dirt to remember it wasn’t exactly lawful to walk off with someone’s pet. Either way, could he really be blamed after he’d taken multiple falls and had his bell thoroughly rung by a roid raging frat god all in one day?

      It wasn’t like he’d snatched Copernicus and run for it. He’d simply walked to the park, and the corgi had followed. It wasn’t his fault Emily had failed for the thousandth time to keep him inside, or at least get him a new collar to keep him reliably tethered out in the yard.

      “Go home, boy,” Nate said anyway. “You should go home.”

      Copernicus just stopped wagging his tail and sat down in the grass, as if staking his claim. Nate turned and stared in the general direction of Emily’s, absentmindedly watching the cars flit by back on the road, realizing more and more with each one that maybe he wouldn’t make such a great pet owner after all. Because he hadn’t thought any of this through.

      He didn’t have dog food. Or a leash. Or poop bags. Or gods knew what else he’d need to keep his furry friend occupied. And he sure as shit didn’t have spare cash to run out and grab all these things. And even if he did, this was crazy, wasn’t it? He couldn’t just pluck Copernicus off the street like a wartime refugee, could he?

      Maybe not. But he also wasn’t about to go back to Emily’s right now. Screw that, to the power of infinity. For now, the corgi was free to do as he pleased.

      “Up to you, little guy,” he said, turning right toward the distant lights of the Hamilton shopping center and their house just another block beyond. “I’m not stealing you,” he added, knowing it didn’t absolve him of responsibility, explaining the situation to a dog—even one as clever as Copernicus—but well beyond caring. “But you’re welcome to crash at my place tonight.”

      The rest, Nate decided, he could figure out tomorrow.

      Except Copernicus wasn’t following him when he glanced back. The corgi had barely seemed to hear him at all, in fact. He was too busy staring off into the darkness. Tensed, Nate realized. Hackles raised.

      Nate’s heart picked up. Between having had his head kicked in and accidental dog-theft, he’d all but forgotten about the ragged robed man, and his own tight-chested fear of the shadows on the walk home earlier. Now, though, as Copernicus broke into a soft growl, that fear came crashing back with sweaty-palmed interest.

      “Copernicus,” Nate hissed. “What is it, boy?”

      The corgi half-turned to give him a short yip, then rounded back on the darkness, tensing up, head cocked like he’d heard something. Nate strained his senses. Heard nothing. Smelled the chill of the October night. Then…

      Something humming. Something in the darkness beyond Copernicus, humming like the freaking Death Star preparing to fire. Nate stared, frozen, part of him wondering what the hell could be making that sound, the rest of him screaming to grab Copernicus and just run for it. He bent down, reaching for the dog, then froze again at a sound like a tiny crack of thunder.

      Somewhere ahead—not far by the sound of it—something heavy thudded to the ground. Copernicus barked.

      A low, rumbling growl replied from the darkness.

      There was something wrong with that sound. Nate couldn’t process what—too deep, too monstrous—but he had Copernicus scooped up and was backing away even before he heard the thing shift, and felt the first few thunderous footsteps impact the ground.

      It was huge. That was all Nate’s shocked brain could process as one massive shadow detached itself from the rest. Impossibly huge.

      And it was moving straight toward them. Fast.

      Nate found his legs turning and running for dear life before he’d even thought to give the order. He ran faster than he’d ever run, too afraid to think, too afraid to even cry for help, Copernicus bouncing in his arms, barking over his shoulder at whatever the hell was stomping after them, shaking the earth beneath his feet like a goddamn earthquake.

      He ran, infinitely aware that each thundering step was closing on him. That he was about to die. That—

      With a mighty kick, Copernicus sprang free from Nate’s arms and flew off to the right.

      “No!” Nate cried, veering after the dog, reaching desperately to catch him. Too late. Copernicus hit the ground running—just as something enormous smacked down right where Copernicus and Nate had been running. Nate whirled around and damn near fell over at the monstrosity towering over him.

      It didn’t compute. Couldn’t be real.

      The thing was at least eight feet tall, and it looked like a mad scientist’s failed attempt to cross breed a rhinoceros and a tree. It looked like a freaking ogre. And it was stalking toward Nate, clearly looking down at him, even if it was too dark to see the thing’s eyes.

      “Gar’jougo,” it rumbled in a voice that left Nate frozen, insides shriveling and outsides shuddering at the sheer size and power of the thing. Then the creature growled and reached one massive ogre hand for him, and the panic took over.

      He leapt backward, half falling over, then scrambled into a turn and nearly ran straight into the waist-high wire fence that lined the side of the park’s baseball field. He saw the shadowy lines in the dark just in time to clumsily vault over. He hit the ground off balance, scraped knees and palms on the dirt, and kept running, not giving one fractional shit about the burning pains in his hands, knees, and ribs.

      Behind him, he heard the thing break into a lumbering run. It tore through the fence like a runner’s finish line and thundered after him across the field. Nate ran for everything he was worth. But it wasn’t enough. He could feel the thing closing on him. Nowhere to go. Something hit his back, and the next thing he knew he was smashing face first into the baseball field dirt. He gasped for breath and got half a lungful of the gritty stuff instead.

      “Gar’jougo deh jrak ith net,” the thing growled right above his head, as he reached forward to keep crawling. For a second, Nate couldn’t move for the terror, couldn’t think anything but that this was the end. Then the creature growled something else and prodded at Nate’s back with one huge finger.

      Choking on dust and fear, Nate rolled over and raised his hands in surrender. “I don’t… I don’t understand.”

      “Jougo,” it replied, a massive mountain of head and shoulders hovering over him, clearly expecting something more. They were close enough to the lights now that he could just make out the glint of its beady eyes staring down at him. “Jougo!”

      Nate flinched as the thing raised its huge fist, but then it straightened, looking around confusedly. That’s when Nate noticed the growling, and realized Copernicus had reappeared to sink his little corgi teeth into the thing’s gargantuan ankle.

      The beast let loose with a burst of guttural language, shaking its leg to kick the laughably small dog away. But Copernicus was faster. The corgi danced back, darting left and right, barking all the way. The bipedal tree of a rhino turned to stomp after Nate’s furry little rescuer, and Nate scrambled to hands and knees, looking desperately around for something—anything—to stop the beast and save Copernicus.

      He looked to home base, hoping against hope for a baseball bat or something, but there was nothing. Christ, even if he’d had a freaking machine gun, he wasn’t sure it would’ve done more than irritate the hulking monster. But for some reason, when his hand slipped into his pocket and closed around the bag of rice therein, he didn’t dwell on the fact. Not with the lumbering giant stomping after Copernicus, doing his hulking damnedest to stomp the corgi dead.

      He just plucked the bag from his pocket and threw.

      Nate was no athlete. He was no Todd. But damn if that bag of rice didn’t hit the monstrous rhino tree dead in the back of its fat head. Nate had a fraction of a second to feel victorious. Another to remember his phone had been in that bag. One last instant to register he’d just made a huge mistake. Then the creature rounded on him with a chest-shaking growl, and he realized his plan hadn’t included a Step Two.

      The giant lunged forward, raising one mighty fist on high, clearly done with talking, clearly ready to make with the smashing. Nate fell straight on his ass, petrified by the raw ferocity.

      This was it. Nothing to be done. He was already dead.

      And somehow, the only thing that flicked through his head as his brutish end came stomping home was what a shitty injustice it was that there’d be no one left to tell Gwen what an asshole her boyfriend was after Nate was gone and pasted into the dirt as a fine meat jelly.

      What a crock of shit this whole damn universe was, he thought.

      Then there was a flash of azure light, and the ogre jerked in mid-step, teetering like its strings had been cut. Teetering, and tipping. Straight toward him.

      In a blind panic, Nate clawed his way backward, distantly aware that someone was screaming, even more distantly aware that it was him. The giant crashed to the dirt at his feet, its raised fist smacking down just shy of his left leg. Nate coughed through a lungful of dust, choking on the sharp burn of ozone in the air and feebly scrambling further back, not trusting for one second that it was actually over. Copernicus came padding around the giant’s body, pausing to sniff delicately at the thing’s lumpy, noseless face before turning to Nate, visibly trembling.

      Then there was a sharp crack out in the darkness of the park, and Nate was running with Copernicus in his arms almost before he knew it, clutching the trembling dog tight, running for the lights as fast as he could. Not looking back. Running for his goddamn life.

      Straight into traffic.

      Lights flashed. A horn blared its indignant call, tires screeching. Nate felt his center of balance going and kept pumping his legs anyway. No time. No time to do anything else.

      He hit the sidewalk alive, straight on his bad rib side, and heard himself cry out as if it were another person. He scrambled back to his feet, the world a confusing blur around him, and kept moving. He didn’t look back. Couldn’t look back. He kept running, ignoring his body’s screaming protests—ignoring the whirlwind of impossible thoughts, and the tiny voice that said he should go back, warn that driver, make sure no one wandered into that park.

      He kept running until the house came into view.

      Then he kept running some more.
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      Nate stumbled into the house, heaving for breath, body burning with a thousand different hurts, screaming mind not giving one single damn about any of them. He was too busy pushing the door shut behind him, collapsing against its feeble wooden promise of safety, and trying to piece together any part of what in all of the unholy hells had just happened. Copernicus, still trembling in his arms, seemed to be in a similar state after his diversionary heroics back in the park.

      It was only after several seconds of hyperventilating and questioning reality in general that Nate realized that one of the TVs was on, and that he wasn’t alone.

      Kyle and Zach had fallen asleep on the couch watching Firefly on the top left quadrant of the Mother Gaming Shrine, Zach’s sleeping head having drifted down onto Kyle’s sleeping shoulder. On any other night, Nate might’ve snapped a picture, or at least cracked a heartfelt smile. But tonight he couldn’t. Because he’d just thrown his phone at a motherfucking giant ogre in the park.

      Somehow, Kyle and Zach’s napping arrangement didn’t seem all that important in light of that little fact.

      “Someone ever tries to kill you,” Mal Reynolds was saying on the TV, “you try to kill ’em right back!”

      Easy for him to say.

      Copernicus was squirming in Nate’s arms now, like he wanted to go check the coast over at the wide paneled windows. Which, Nate decided, wasn’t such a bad idea. Until Kyle stirred, muttering something in his sleep, and Nate felt a surge of defensive panic at the thought of having to explain himself right then.

      Because what the hell could he say that wouldn’t sound twelve different kinds of bat shit crazy? Not much. Not even to Conspiracy Theory Kyle, who’d been ranting for three weeks now about how the aliens were…

      Nate’s eyes widened.

      No way. It was ridiculous. That thing couldn’t have been an alien. Of course, it also clearly couldn’t have even been real to begin with, so maybe the couldn’ts and shouldn’ts were out the window. Or maybe Balls Brad had tagged him with a patch of LSD back at Iota Nu Nu. Or maybe he’d just hit his head—or had it kicked—far harder than he’d realized and was tripping balls the old fashioned way.

      Nate gathered Copernicus tighter and crept across the faux wood floor, sure of nothing but the fact that he couldn’t explain himself right now. Or maybe ever. Jesus.

      Somehow, the sneaking only made his abused heart pound that much harder. What if that thing had friends?

      It couldn’t have been real.

      What if they followed him here?

      Stop it.

      By the time Nate had padded down the short hallway to his bedroom door, he was hyperventilating again. He grabbed the doorknob with a shaking hand, desperate for the safety—or, at least the privacy—of his room, then flinched when Marty’s door creaked open, flooding the dim hallway with the soft blue glow of LEDs.

      “Nate?” his roommate’s silhouette quietly asked, reaching for his main light switch. “Dude, where have you—”

      “Not now,” Nate hissed. It came out sounding harsh, but he slipped into his room and closed the door before Marty could say anything. Time enough for apologies later, assuming he was still alive.

      With that cheerful thought in mind, Nate skipped the light switch and went straight to the windows to look out front.

      Not a soul in sight. Nothing but dead, dark street. And certainly no rampaging rhino trees.

      Closing his eyes and depositing Copernicus on his bed, Nate let out a long breath… Then tensed as the door opened behind him, and the room lights flicked on.

      Marty was watching him from the doorway, his hand still on the switch.

      “Nate, oh my god, your face. What happened? What—Is that Copernicus? What the—”

      His friend sputtered on like that for a few seconds, then fell silent as Nate crossed the room. Nate yanked his roommate into the room with an authority that neither of them expected, then closed the door behind them and stepped over to have a look in the slender wall mirror beside his closet.

      Marty had a point. Nate’s face was a dirty, bloody mess, and the rest of him wasn’t in much better shape. His unruly black hair was soaked with sweat and caked with dirt from the baseball field, his clothes were sullied with much of the same, and he barely recognized his own eyes. They were too wild, practically screaming out loud with the violent fight or flight reflex still racing through his every nerve to the tune of oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit.

      “Nate…” Marty was frightened. “Nate, what the hell happened? Where were you? Why are you bleeding?”

      For some reason, Nate looked to Copernicus for guidance, but the corgi was too busy on guard duty, stretching up to his full length on his hind legs to peer out the window. Marty watched them both, his expression growing more confused and concerned by the second.

      Nate waved him to sit, trying to gather his thoughts—or at least stop breathing so damn hard. He went and looked out the window again instead.

      “Nate,” Marty said, not sitting, only nervously gripping the back of Nate’s computer chair. “Please, tell me what’s…”

      He trailed off as Nate held up a hand for silence. “I will. I’m just… not exactly sure where to start.”

      “How about with why you’re bleeding, and why Emily Atherton’s dog is in your room?”

      “Goddamn Todd,” Nate muttered, crossing over and flicking the lights back off.

      “Todd?” Marty asked as Nate went to rejoin Copernicus at the window. “What does Todd have to do with this? And why are you two are acting like you have the Yakuza after you? What’s with the lights? Should we be calling the cops?”

      Cops.

      For a second, cops sounded like a damn good idea. Then Nate remembered just how big and brutally strong that beast had been, and he couldn’t help but give a nervous huff of laughter at the thought of what it could’ve done to a police cruiser. But it was dead, wasn’t it?

      Sure. Maybe. Dead because of whatever had caused that flash of light. Whatever had been crackling after them as they’d fled the park.

      “Nate…”

      He let out his pent up breath in an explosive huff. “Okay, okay. Jesus. I—we got chased. Chased by… by something.”

      “Something?”

      “A big something. Over in the park, past the square. I don’t really know how to describe this without sounding like a crazy person.”

      He felt Marty work through several starts and stops, obviously struggling to find the best tact here, probably still thinking rational thoughts.

      “Okay,” he finally said. “Okay. So what happened? The thing chased you out of the park?”

      “Sort of. I mean, it was chasing us, but… I think something killed it.”

      “Another something?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” Marty bobbed his head in the dim light, clearly trying to be calm and collected. “Okay. That’s a lot of somethings.”

      “Dude”—Nate turned from the window long enough to shoot him a look—“if you knew the night I just had…”

      “Yeah, I uh, kinda gathered as much after…”

      Nate frowned at something in his friend’s voice—something outside of the obvious my best friend just stumbled home bloodied and carrying a dog that isn’t his.

      “After what?”

      “Oh, well…” Marty shook his head, starting to look like he had a hint of the secondhand shock creeping in now. “I mean, it seems kind of unimportant now, with all this… whatever this is. But Gwen stopped by looking for you.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, we were all pretty surprised too. And worried.” He glanced out the window. “You just missed her by like ten minutes.” There was just enough ambient light to make out his frown as he turned back to Nate. “Why weren’t you answering your phone, by the way?”

      “I, uh…” Threw it at a goddamn alien ogre’s head along with a bag of rice. “… lost it. Long story.”

      “Right. Okay.”

      “What did Gwen want?”

      “She didn’t really say, but…” Marty’s frown deepened. “I dunno, dude, is this really important right now? I don’t understand what happened out there, and you’re kinda freaking me—”

      “Please, Marty, I just…” He squeezed his eyes shut, searching for a handhold in his own mind. “I just need a single normal thought in my head right now, okay?”

      “Okay. Okay, man. She just… said something had happened at the party and that she wanted to talk to you about it, make sure you were okay, that kind of thing. When we asked, she just said it was no big deal. She did stay and have a beer with us, though. I tried to call you a few times, but yeah. She just watched us play a round and then we all watched a little Firefly, shooting the breeze like old times. It was actually kinda nice. Even Kyle admitted it. Then she said she should get going, and that she’d text you.”

      Nate thought about his almost certainly dead phone, lying in a heap of rice in the cold dirt. Next to a freaking dead ogre, no less.

      “Great. That’s just… great.”

      Some squirrelly part of him couldn’t help but wonder what it was she’d wanted to say to him—not to mention if Todd had in fact buggered over to Emily Atherton’s tonight because Gwen had walked out on him. The rest of his mind was busy wondering how the hell he could even be thinking about his college drama mere minutes after having nearly been stomped to meat paste by a giant… whatever the hell that thing had been. And that part probably had a damned fine point.

      “I don’t know what to do, Marty.”

      Marty considered that for a stretch. “About Gwen? Or about the rest of it.”

      “All of the above,” Nate said, scratching Copernicus behind the ears. The corgi started to wag his tail, leaning into the affection, then shook himself off and shot Nate a look that said, Come on, man, we’ve got serious stuff to worry about here!

      “Why don’t you just tell me what happened from the beginning,” Marty said. “Unless you’d rather get cleaned up first?”

      Nate opened his mouth to point out that his personal cleanliness was the last thing on his mind right now. As soon as the thought entered his mind, though, he couldn’t ignore how battered and grimy he felt—dried blood on his face, caked dirt there and pretty much everywhere else. Maybe a hot shower wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world. Just to settle his nerves.

      He glanced out at the silent street once more for confirmation that they were indeed not about to be besieged by another monster, then he nodded.

      “Yeah, good call. I’ll just be a minute.”

      Once Nate was actually under the glorious jets of hot water, though, feeling the grime and muck sluicing from his body, he decided to take two, just to enjoy the simple pleasure. It took a few more minutes to actually get himself clean—partly out of the necessity of cleaning tenderly around his scrapes and bruises, and partly because the orangish brown dirt from the baseball field seemed to have found its way into every nook and cranny he possessed.

      It was kind of amazing how much more normal everything felt once he’d finished toweling off and slid into a fresh pair of sweats. Almost like all that wild shit in the park had just been a product of three or four too many head traumas, and some suspect Iota Nu Nu jungle juice.

      Hearing Kyle and Zach moving around out in the kitchen, Nate padded quickly back into his room, dreading the thought of bringing anyone else into this already loopy conversation. Marty was waiting there in the light of Nate’s desk lamp with a glass of water and a few ibuprofen tablets. On the floor beside Nate’s bed, Copernicus was happily lapping up his own water from a bowl, having already apparently licked clean a small plate of something.

      “I had a few boneless wings left over,” Marty explained, following Nate’s gaze. “Just took a wild guess you didn’t have time to snatch dog food out on your adventures. You hungry?”

      Nate glanced uncertainly in the direction of the kitchen, where Kyle and Zach were laughing about something or another. “Think I’m fine.”

      “I told them you had too much to drink and didn’t feel like talking,” Marty said, apparently reading his mind. “Here.”

      Nate took the water and the pills and sat down on the edge of his bed, feeling overwhelmed.

      “Marty… Thank you.”

      Marty shrugged. “Just trying to be a good friend.”

      Nate arched an eyebrow. “Good? Dude, you didn’t bat an eye when I showed up with a stolen dog spouting off about how we’d just been chased by, and I quote, ‘something big,’ in the park. I’d call that better than good.”

      He shrugged again, smiling. “Guess I’m just dumb enough to trust that poor mug of yours. Though I wouldn’t mind hearing the whole story now, if you’re up for it.”

      “Yeah…” Nate said, nodding slowly.

      Marty sat down at his desk chair, waiting patiently until Nate gathered his thoughts, leaned forward, and started to tell his friend everything he dared of the Level 5 Shit Storm that had gone down that night.
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      Sleep didn’t come easily that night, and when it finally did, it was fraught with cold sweat nightmares of roaring monsters, and alternating snippets of Todd Mackleroy beating him senseless and taking Gwen and Emily both to Todd’s Pound Town, just for Nate’s stomach-churning delight.

      The creepiest by far, though, were the feverish deliriums of cackling wizards watching Nate from the shadows. Once, he thought he’d actually awoken and pulled the blinds to find the ragged wizard from Zeno’s staring straight at him through his bedroom window, bushy brows furrowed with sinister intent. It was only when he’d remembered that his window was at least fifteen feet straight up from the driveway below, and that the strange old man would’ve had to have been hovering there in midair, watching him sleep, that Nate actually woke up from that one.

      Bad as the ogre nightmares had been, Nate was pretty sure that last part was the mental image that was going to haunt him for good.

      When he finally woke properly, bright sunshine was flitting through the blinds and radiating off the old cream colored walls, and the events of the previous night felt as if they must’ve simply been a few more in the long line of odd nightmares—nothing more than the confused byproducts of some magically bad combo of beer, pizza, spiked jungle juice, and maybe a few concussions.

      The fluffy corgi that yawned, stretched, and padded up from the corner of his bed to come say good morning, though, reminded Nate that at least some of it had really happened. Which in turn reminded him that he needed to go find his phone. Or get a new one. And maybe find Gwen, too. And probably swear Marty to some kind of secrecy after everything he’d told him last night—which, while admittedly lacking in any details about strange vanishing wizards or ogre space invaders, had still been more than a little packed with the crazy sauce.

      Lastly, he realized with a heavy heart, scratching Copernicus behind the ears, he needed to decide what to do with his stolen goods.

      “Did that really happen, boy?” he asked quietly, dreading every part of the thought of taking the corgi back to Emily’s.

      Copernicus yipped what might have been an affirmative. Nate was too distracted by Zach’s voice out in the kitchen to tell.

      “Was that a dog?”

      Nate made a shushing gesture at Copernicus, as if the corgi might actually understand, then rolled his eyes at the futility of it when Kyle’s footsteps came thudding down the hallway.

      “Who has a dog?!”

      “I swear I just heard a dog bark in his room,” Zach said.

      “Naaate?” Kyle called.

      “Don’t—” Nate started, just before the door flew open.

      And there was Kyle, hands spread wide. “Nate, m’boy! How goes it? Strange tidings of…” He trailed off, frowning at Copernicus. “Huh. That is a dog.”

      Zach poked his head around the corner. “That’s Emily Atherton’s dog.”

      Kyle’s ears perked at that, and he glanced around the room as if half-expecting he might spot Emily herself hiding behind the dresser or under the desk.

      “What the hell’d you get into last night, man?” he asked when his search proved inconclusive. His eyes widened as they settled back on Nate, like he was just properly seeing him for the first time. “What in seven hells happened to your face?”

      Nate could only stare, his head whirling at once with everything and nothing, attempting to sift out some kind of workable answer. “Uhhh…”

      “Hey, good, you’re awake,” came Marty’s voice from the hallway, a second before he poked his head in beside Zach’s and gave Nate a knowing look that shifted to surprise at something on Nate’s face, then quickly back to controlled composure. “Can I show you something outside real quick?”

      That settled it. Marty really was the best.

      “Uh, yeah,” Nate said, sitting up and crawling out of bed. “Yeah, can you guys just let me get changed real quick?”

      Marty gave a thumbs up and vanished like a good guardian angel. Zach and Kyle stood there looking uncertainly between him and Copernicus for another few seconds.

      “Did you get in a fight?” Zach asked.

      “Uh…” Nate touched the dully aching side of his face and winced. It must’ve been a hell of a bruise. “No, I just kinda bit it at the party. Again. Long story.”

      “Guys,” Marty chided from down the hall when neither of them looked particularly satisfied by the answer. They traded a look, then Kyle waved his hands in an excuse us fashion, and they shuffled off down the hallway.

      Nate padded over—a surprisingly painful endeavor after last’s escapades—and closed the door on their muttered questions to Marty. He let out a deep breath and turned back to Copernicus. “We’re gonna have to work on your timing with the barks, boy.”

      The corgi made a small whining noise, and tipped his snout upward in what Nate could’ve sworn was a defiant gesture. Nate just shook his head and went to grab some fresh jeans and socks. He paused when he saw the black-and-blue hammered-meat-slab reflection that was his face in the mirror.

      “Great,” he murmured, reflecting that, at the very least, he could be sure someone had indeed pounded his face in last night. Not that that bit really mattered right then.

      “Come on, boy,” he said, pulling on the pair of sneakers he’d been too rattled to remember to leave at the front door last night. “Get your shoes. Time to go for a walk.”

      Copernicus, who Nate was sincerely beginning to suspect might in fact be fluent in human speak, gave an excited whine and did a happy little tap dance on the faux wood floor. It was only then Nate remembered he didn’t even have a collar for the dog. Or anything else.

      Add that to the long list of things to take care of today. Move over, computations homework.

      Finishing with his shoe laces, he reflexively turned to grab his phone, remembering even as he did that the device was gone, and probably lost forever.

      He stopped halfway, chiding himself, then froze.

      His phone—the same phone he’d last seen sailing through the dark night to smack into the back of a giant something’s head in an explosion of white rice—was sitting right there on the corner of his desk. With it was a small note, written in a script that somehow looked both elegant and shaky, like it’d been written by a drunken Shakespeare. Nate hardly cared about the odd handwriting. He was too busy gaping at the six words on that yellowed scrap of parchment.

      The leaky pocket gets the rice.
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      Aching head still spinning, Nate pulled the front door closed behind him and turned to find Marty and Copernicus watching him from the chipped-paint concrete steps.

      “You okay, buddy?” Marty asked. “You don’t look so good. In addition to the Mike Tyson Punch-Out look, I mean.”

      Wincing a bit with the effort, Nate sat down beside his friend on the steps, decidedly not okay, and not sure what to say about it. Not sure what to make of any of it, other than to feebly hope he’d simply been far drunker than he’d realized the night before, or that someone was playing the mother of all pranks on him.

      Because otherwise, all signs pointed to the fact that the strange old man from Zeno’s actually had visited Nate as he slept last night.

      The leaky pocket gets the rice. Who else could have possibly left that note? It wasn’t something that could’ve been intuited by anyone who hadn’t been there. And if he’d recovered Nate’s phone post-ogre, then… This was insane. So insane that Nate couldn’t help wonder if maybe he hadn’t simply fabricated all of it in a drugged stupor, and written the note himself.

      Maybe there’d never even been a ragged wizard to begin with. That would certainly explain how the guy had mysteriously vanished when Nate had tried to tell the doorman. That part alone was mentally suspect as shit—not to mention the walking bullshit alarm that was his recollection of the beast in the park. It was all inconceivable.

      What was much easier to believe was that some douchebag had spiked the Iota Nu Nu juice, and that Nate had tripped balls, imagined a strange encounter in a bar, and then gone and thrown his phone at a spooky noise in the dark. And sure, there was Copernicus here to corroborate some of last night’s events, but just because he’d stolen a dog didn’t mean he’d actually seen any of what he thought he’d seen.

      People had done crazier things on drugs, hadn’t they?

      “Nate?”

      He looked at Marty, a sick feeling in his gut.

      “Dude, you look like you’re about to unravel.”

      Unraveling. That was one way to put it. Nate couldn’t imagine he looked much less insane when Marty’s words reminded him of an old favorite song lyric, and a manic grin pulled at his lips.

      “If you want to destroy my sweater…” Nate said, pulling the phone from his pocket and holding it up for Marty’s inspection.

      “Oh!” Marty’s expression went from pleasantly surprised to confused. “You found it?”

      “I guess I did.”

      Marty frowned between Nate and the phone, clearly not missing the lack of relief in Nate’s voice. “Is it working?”

      Nate thumbed the screen awake and showed Marty the list of texts and calls and the other various notifications he’d missed throughout last night.

      “Good as new,” he said quietly.

      “Well that’s… good,” Marty said, still frowning.

      Nate turned the phone display back to himself, wondering if maybe he shouldn’t just agree with his friend and leave it at that. He stared at Gwen’s name on the list of missed messages, wanting to open her text but all too aware of his brain doggedly pointing out that it didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with his emotional bullshit while it was worrying about the ragged man who’d apparently invaded their home last night—the ragged man he might well have fabricated, though the presence of the note in his pocket did seem to beg to differ.

      Unless Balls Nate had happened to have eclectic calligraphy skills and a hidden ream of parchment stocked away somewhere, that was.

      It was all too much. Too many questions. Too few hopes for answers.

      Luckily, Copernicus’ bark yanked him free from his reveries before they could swallow him whole. The corgi was staring up at the pair of them from the base of the steps, tail wagging expectantly, having apparently grown bored with sniffing the bushes and reached his threshold for patiently waiting.

      It was a perfect sunny October Saturday, that wagging tail said. A perfect day for a walk. Obviously. The leaves were even changing. How perfect could perfect get? And maybe the little guy had a point.

      “I think I’m gonna go for a walk,” Nate said, tucking his phone away and standing up to a rousing crescendo from the Orchestra of Odd Aches and Pains.

      “Yeah, I figured we both could, if you’re feeling up to it,” Marty said, looking off in the direction of the park. “Look around, see if we can find any signs of what happened last night, that sort of thing. Animal control was already packing up when I went and scoped it out this morning.”

      That gave him a healthy jolt. Beaten and utterly bamboozled as he’d been last night, Nate had completely forgotten that Marty had mentioned calling the service after he’d finished with his less-than-complete retelling of the park stroll from hell.

      “Did they, uh, find anything?”

      Dead ogre, perhaps? Or maybe the droppings of one terrified college senior, right around home base?

      Marty shook his head. “He said there was nothing unusual in the area. I didn’t see much either. Just some Gandalf-looking dude drinking on the bleachers at the crack of dawn.”

      Marty might as well have pushed him down the steps.

      “Uh…” Nate licked his lips, fumbling for words. “Actually, Marty, I… Would you mind if I went alone? I just, uh… I think I need a little time to get my head on straight.”

      It might not be the best idea, charging off to find the ragged man at all, much less to do it alone, and as battered as he was, but Nate wasn’t really sure how else to play it if any single part of this madness was actually true.

      Marty was eyeing him suspiciously. “You’re not, like, trying to keep me out of danger or something, are you? Because, if so…” He pointed to Nate’s professionally bruised face.

      Nate shook his head, trying not to wince. “No, man. You said the coast is clear anyways, right? I just… Honestly, I just need some fresh air, and I need to think about what happened last night.”

      Marty looked less than convinced. Nate doubted his friend had missed the way he’d reacted to the mention of the Gandalf-looking drunkard. But finally, Marty gave a reluctant nod.

      “Okay, man. Just call if you need anything?”

      Nate patted the pocket where his inexplicably restored phone was tucked away. “Will do. Thanks, buddy.”

      Copernicus fell into happy step beside Nate as he descended the steps and set off across the street toward Hamilton, doing his best to keep his pace casual for Marty’s watching eyes, wondering with each step if he shouldn’t turn around and call his best friend in for backup. He didn’t know. None of this made any sense at all.

      He stuck his hands in his hoodie pockets and marched on anyway, sure that, no matter what, he wasn’t going to be able to think about anything else until he’d at least seen that baseball field and confirmed for himself there wasn’t a giant dead ogre thing lying there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      No enormous alien carcass in sight.

      Just a group of guys playing ultimate frisbee, and a handful of park-goers out for leisurely strolls—or, in one case, a heated game of fetch—with their loyal pooches. From the far corner of Atherton Street, beyond the lanes of zipping traffic, all appeared right with the world. A normal day in the park. Textbook, even.

      Except for the old man on the bleachers.

      He sat by the baseball field in his ragged gray robe, tipping back the last contents from a cup that Nate knew, even at that distance, was the same odd clay cup he’d seen in the man’s hand last night at Zeno’s.

      It hadn’t all been in his head.

      The ragged wizard was here. And as the wild-haired man set his cup down on the bleacher, Nate couldn’t push aside the feeling that the man was expecting him—that he could in fact feel Nate watching right that very moment.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this, boy,” Nate muttered.

      By way of reply, Copernicus touched a forepaw to Nate’s leg in what was either a sign for I’ve got your back, bro, or Please don’t make me cross this street on my own four paws.

      Nate glanced back in the direction of the house, thinking again that he’d been a fool not to bring Marty along, and that he should probably just turn around right then and do his damnedest to forget any of this had ever happened.

      But he couldn’t forget. Would never forget the terror of being run down by that hulking monstrosity. Or the uneasy feeling that, somehow, this strange old man was connected, and that he knew where to find Nate—knew how to break into his bedroom in the dead of night, for Christ’s sake.

      No. He couldn’t turn away from this. He needed answers. And the last thing he wanted was to drag his friends into this. So, he scooped up Copernicus, checked both ways on Atherton, and set off across the street at a jog. Once they were safely to the park grass, he reluctantly set the corgi back down and continued on, Copernicus trotting faithfully by his side.

      The ragged man didn’t turn as they approached, nor did he stir or even glance over as Nate rounded the bleachers. Nate paused, unsure how to proceed, wanting in part to start right in with the questions—to ask him who the hell he was, and what he wanted, and to embrace his inner Todd and not take “no” for an answer. But something about the man’s aura stayed Nate’s tongue.

      Instead of demanding his answers, he cautiously mounted the bleachers, ascended a few rows, and stood facing the ragged wizard, instinctively waiting for the man to speak.

      After an uncomfortably long stretch, the man stirred, his dark eyes returning from somewhere far away to fix on Nate from beneath his bushy, dirty gray mane.

      “Are you ready then, lad?”

      Nate frowned. “Ready for what?”

      As soon as the words left his mouth, it was like a stopper had been pulled.

      “Were you in my house last night?” he pressed on, unable to stop. “Were you here in the park? Were you—was that thing… What was that thing? And what do you want with me?”

      The ragged man, looking either grim or bored, only gestured for Nate to sit. Reluctantly, Nate did. Copernicus posted up beside him, a silent totem of support. Their robed companion blew out a long sigh. Even from several feet away, Nate could smell the stale alcohol on his breath, yet the man’s eyes were sharp and clear enough as they studied the distant tree line.

      “There was once a time when I might have bothered answering such questions.” He fixed Nate with a melancholy smile. “Perhaps I might even have deigned to ask a few of my own. But the truth of the matter…” He shook his head, scooped up the clay cup Nate swore had been empty a moment ago, and took a heavy swig of whatever was inside. “The truth of the matter is that it matters very little at this juncture what either of us have to say where tongue and mind are concerned.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He leaned forward with a predatory grin and a reek of strong booze and whispered conspiratorially, “I am so glad you asked.”

      The guy was mad. He had to be. He was speaking complete nonsense. But for some reason, Nate couldn’t bring himself to do the sensible thing and walk away as the ragged man set his clearly not empty cup down on the bleachers and continued.

      “Allow me to offer you a deal, Nathaniel Arturi. I will give you the answers you seek.” He huffed to himself, as if amused by the simplicity of his own words, then continued on. “I will tell you exactly what that creature was and what it was doing here last night. I will tell you who I am. I will even tell you who you are.”

      “You already said who I am,” Nate pointed out, more than a little creeped that this guy knew his name. Then again, if the inexplicably working phone in his pocket was any indication, the old man might know even more than that. His eyes sure seemed to say so.

      Nate couldn’t imagine many people had ever received such a look of pitying condescension from a guy who looked like his last shower might have actually taken place right before he’d dressed up in costume to go see the cinematic debut of Fellowship of the Ring almost twenty years ago.

      “What’s this deal you’re offering, then?” Nate asked, looking around the park just for an excuse to escape that stare. “What am I supposed to do for these magical answers?”

      “You must pass but one simple test.”

      Nate scanned the ragged man and their immediate surroundings more closely, trying to deduce what trick was at work here. Some part of his brain was sure that this was the part where he realized it’d all been parlor tricks up till now, and that this was merely another homeless dude looking for money. The rest was busy quietly digging up every bit of lore he’d ever heard about crossroad demons and fae tricksters.

      This was ridiculous.

      “What kind of test?” Nate asked anyway.

      The ragged man tilted his head back and forth, swirling the contents of his clay cup in deliberation. “A measure of character, really. Conducted remotely, by my associate. You need only acquiesce for us to begin.”

      And that was Nate’s cue. He wasn’t sure where this was going, but he had a strong feeling the next step was a call-center associate named “Steve” asking for his social security number or some such on the other end of the line.

      “Okay,” Nate said, standing in preparation to descend the bleachers, and snapping for Copernicus to follow. “Well, this has been weird. Good luck scamming the next guy.”

      “And good luck to you, Nathaniel Arturi, in surviving the troglodan invasion, and all that follows.”

      Nate paused, hating that he couldn’t not pause at that. Hating that some part of him—the part that knew he’d nearly been crushed not twenty yards from here last night by a beast whose existence he couldn’t explain—actually wanted to bite at this madness.

      He stared at that spot on the baseball field.

      “Troglodan?” He finally asked, glancing back at the ragged man. “Seriously? You expect me to believe that thing was, what? The vanguard of some alien ogre invasion or something?”

      “Expect?” The ragged man frowned and stroked his beard, looking genuinely stymied. “In the future, I believe it would behoove you to improve your skill at asking sensible questions, Nathaniel. What I expect has as little effect on the truth as what you believe. And the truth is that the troglodan armada is coming for Earth. Likely mere weeks away at this point. They won’t be the last ones, either. Not by a long shot.”

      For several seconds, all Nate could do was stare, wondering who the hell this guy was and, if by some galactically screwed chance even a single word of this was true, why the crazy old bastard had thought to tell him, of all people.

      Because the guy is bat shit insane, came his brain’s exasperated answer. Obviously.

      And also because Nate was probably the only kid in town who’d been stupid enough to even listen to the guy’s mad rambling this long. Obviously.

      “Look,” he said, backing down the bleachers, “I don’t know what you want from me, but—”

      “Did I not make that bit clear?” The ragged man frowned down at his drink in confusion, then back at Nate. “My mistake. We have a vacancy of sorts, you see, and my associate believes you might be worthy of filling it.”

      “You have…”

      Nate stared in disbelief.

      A job?

      Homeless Gandalf was offering him a job… to help stop the alien invasion?

      He’d lost his mind. Maybe it had been drugs, or a psychotic break from sheer public embarrassment. Maybe it had been a goddamn brain bleed from the head trauma, or just a freak accident stroke. But clearly, somewhere along the way, Nate had lost his freaking mind.

      “Nathaniel,” the ragged man called as Nate turned to retreat.

      “No!” Nate rounded on the crazy bastard, surprised by his own animosity, but hardly caring in that moment. “I don’t know who you are or how you found out my name, but you stay the hell away from me. If I see you again, I’m calling the police.”

      “Nathaniel, there’s really no point in…”

      But Nate was already hopping from the bleachers and turning to jog off, only slowing enough to confirm that Copernicus was with him.

      “Oh nine hells, don’t you start too,” the man growled from the bleachers.

      Nate didn’t engage. Just ran a little faster.

      “I asked him your bloody questions. If you care so much why don’t you…”

      Only when the growling voice had faded from clear hearing did Nate slow to a hasty walk and glance back over his shoulder. The ragged man was evidently arguing with someone who clearly wasn’t there, waving his hands animatedly. Nate felt a pang of pity for the crazy bastard. But he had his own problems to—

      “Hey!”

      Nate whipped around at the familiar voice, stomach sinking, and found its owner glaring at him from the sidewalk across the street.

      “Hey!” Emily Atherton shouted again, jabbing a finger his way. “Is that my dog, you creep?!”

      Shit.

      Nate raised a hand and gave Emily a stiff wave, his mind racing with bad excuses. Did she know he’d been there last night? He doubted she would’ve seen them in the dark yard if she’d looked out during the pummeling, but would Todd have told her afterward?

      He had no idea. All he knew was that she looked properly righteous and pissed over there, cocking her hips and spreading her hands in a clear demand for immediate and gratuitous clarification.

      Nate gestured toward the corner of Atherton and Hamilton and pointedly headed that way to meet her, avoiding direct eye contact and desperately rifling his brain for some explanation. With a look of incredulous indignity that burned so bright it probably would’ve been visible from orbit, Emily slid out of her power stance and broke into a murder march, headed for the corner—and, by the looks of it, for Nate’s life blood too.

      Think. Think.

      Nate glanced back and forth along the street, barely registering the cars speeding by in both directions, head and heart both racing so frantically that he might’ve forgotten all about the insanity of the ragged man—had the crazy robed bastard not chosen that moment to materialize from the bushes behind Emily and flick his wrist at the murder-marching brunette.

      What happened next, Nate couldn’t rightly say. Maybe the heel of Emily’s svelte gray boots just so happened to break by random chance, but there was something unnatural about that snapping heel. Something unnatural, too, about the way she lurched haphazardly off the sidewalk, as if nudged from a distance.

      Straight into the busy street.

      Nate’s mind went blank, but for the blaring of the horns and the look of pure shock gripping Emily’s perfectly made-up face.

      He sprang forward before he had time to think.

      Horns droning in on either side. Emily’s broken boot twisting under her weight as she tried to catch her balance, knee buckling in kind. Sheer terror in her eyes.

      Nate ran faster, lunging for her, screeching brakes tearing at the edges of his awareness. Her wide eyes too far away. The air shimmering between them. He flew toward her, some corner of his mind screaming that something was terribly wrong—even beyond the cars coming to crush them both to paste. He reached out—

      And watched in disbelief as the space between them ruptured, imploding in on itself in a way that laughingly defied his brain’s feeble attempt at understanding. For the briefest instant, Nate flew on toward the rift between him and Emily, powerless to stop at this point, distantly aware of the headlights rushing in from the right, a mere moment from hitting them both.

      Then the rift engulfed him, space itself seeming to dilate even as it swallowed him into its internally curling infinity. The world melted around him, running off like so much hot wax until he found himself alone, drifting and bodiless in an endless sea of darkness.
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      Wherever he was—and whatever had happened to his body—the first notable thought that passed through Nate’s mind was that he was even still capable of thought at all. That seemed promising, even if he was stuck on the one rather useless thought, echoing through his mind and the bodiless darkness, ad infinitum.

      What the actual fuck.

      It was a stupid phrase—the sort that he and his roommates would’ve normally scoffed at as lazy and self-satisfied. Just a bad use of language in general, really. But if ever in the history of human existence there had been a justified use, Nate was pretty sure he’d just found it.

      Of course, maybe that was just what everyone thought when they died.

      Because that was the most likely explanation for what this was, right? One moment, he’s lunging to save Emily Atherton from an oncoming car, the next he’s drifting in endless darkness? It wasn’t hard to put two and two together.

      Except he was missing another two, wasn’t he? There’d been the ragged wizard who’d pushed Emily—or had he pushed her?—and the bizarre distortion that had ruptured the space between them just as Nate lunged in to save her.

      Had he imagined that part too?

      His current predicament said no, and that no promptly graduated to a hearty hell no when the darkness around him began to flicker to life with first a few dozen, then a few thousand tiny winks of light.

      Stars?

      Hello, Nathaniel.

      What the hell?

      Do not be afraid. I do not intend you any harm.

      The voice was tranquil, yet something about it made Nate feel small and afraid. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, and yet also from nowhere at all—like he’d simply thought the words out of thin air.

      “Who’s there?” Nate whispered, too startled to give much thought to the fact that he could whisper at all without any apparent body or mouth.

      Who I am matters little to you here and now. What matters is what I bring you, Nathaniel. But, if it should ease your mind for the duration of this conversation, I am the one called the Lady.

      The voice seemed to take direction at the end, shedding that odd everywhere-and-nowhere ambiance and forming up behind Nate—if there could be a “behind” for someone without a body. When he thought about turning to face the voice, though, he suddenly found some ghostly form to his presence. Not quite his body, but a wispy imitation.

      Odd as it was, he accepted it for the moment, far more concerned about who and what was behind him. He turned, and there she was.

      Whatever she was.

      At first glance, she passed for an ethereally beautiful woman in a flowing white gown. But there was something off about her. Something uncanny. Like what he was seeing was only a thin veneer laid over a vast and impossibly complex power. Her beauty was preternatural. Her hair shining with the barely contained radiance of a thousand stars. Her dress fluttering with a subtle yet magnetic sweep that whispered of passing eons and the birth and death of galaxies.

      Earlier, speaking to the ragged man, Nate’s thoughts had turned to crossroad demons and other impossible things. Now, though, he found them dragging up a fabled entity of an entirely different caliber.

      A celestial being.

      Was this… Could it be…?

      “Am I dead?” Nate asked.

      The Lady favored him with a benevolent smile that made him want to fall to his incorporeal knees and weep for its beauty. “Not yet, Nathaniel.”

      “But Emily… Those cars…”

      “In a manner of speaking, your physical body does remain in peril back on Earth. Rest assured, though, that I will not allow anything to happen to you while we speak. Should you pass the test, you will be returned home safe and sound, better than ever.”

      “The test?” Nate gaped, some of his awe receding as the pieces fell into place, brick-by-incredulous-brick. “This is… You’re that crazy bastard’s…”

      What? Associate? Could any man so casually call such an illustrious being an associate?

      “Yes,” the Lady said, with a knowing smile. “But please, do not allow my associate’s demeanor to spoil your appetite for our enterprise here.”

      Demeanor?! Nate wanted to ask. But that was hardly the most pressing concern here. He opened his mouth, thinking to ask what they wanted from him, and instead ended up wordlessly gaping as the starry expanse brightened around them, clarifying into breathtaking color and depth as if the Lady had magically removed the shades he hadn’t realized he’d been wearing.

      It wasn’t just stars he saw, but the entire cosmos. The swirling, radiant spires of entire galaxies, painted milky hues of yellows and oranges, greens and blues. The kiss of starlight on untold lightyears of space dust, breathing life into an interstellar canvas of violets and pinks that would’ve defied any attempt to contain its magnificence with words, or even with thoughts.

      It was incomprehensible.

      “All will become clear in good time, Nathaniel,” said the Lady, reaching out one slender, perfect hand to him. “But for now, we should not tarry. Come. Allow me to show you why you are here.”

      Nate wasn’t sure why he glanced back, or even how he did—or how he and this Lady could hear one another in space at all, for that matter. Such details kind of felt insignificant. Especially when he finished turning, and saw the rift that’d swallowed him whole hovering right there behind him—an impossible, wriggling portal, juxtaposed against the grand expanse of space. A clear path straight back to Atherton Street, where two screeching cars and the shocked eyes of Emily Atherton were all frozen in time.

      The Lady didn’t speak as Nate looked, nor did she have to. Words couldn’t have made it any clearer. He understood on a deep, intuitive level that he was being offered one last chance to turn back—the so-called “choice” the Lady’s mad associate had apparently forgotten to offer.

      But it hardly mattered now anyway.

      Not when the Lady’s fingertips brushed against Nate’s cheek like a kiss of sunshine and spring breeze. Not when he turned back to her and found her reaching for his hands, watching his eyes for permission.

      He couldn’t speak.

      Then her hands closed around his, and they moved.

      The word seemed inadequate, but Nate wasn’t sure how else to describe it. One moment they were floating above the sprawling cosmos, drinking in the never-ending beauty, and the next, the Lady took a single step forward, and they were simply elsewhere, and Nate’s head was spinning with the feeling that they’d somehow just jumped light years in a single step.

      He couldn’t have said where they were. Only that they were in a cavernous room unlike anything he’d ever seen, and that it appeared to be housed underwater. The architecture was like a strange and beautiful collision between an old, vaunted cathedral and the Emperor’s throne room from the second Death Star.

      That was all Nate had time to process before the Lady took another step, and they moved again.

      With a flash, he was standing on a mesh metal deck, staring at a pair of… he didn’t know what. They were aliens. Of that, he had no doubt. One was tall and slender and decidedly feminine in her copper armor, with smooth green skin and waving tendrils that looked something like hair. The other, he realized with a surge of panic, looked like a bigger, stronger version of the ogre that’d attacked him in the park last night, encased in fearsome blood red armor.

      Nate stumbled backward, trying to run, but the Lady held firmly to his hand, and Nate went nowhere. He watched in terror as the smaller one’s hair tendrils came to life like a hundred emerald serpents, cocking Nate’s way as if they could hear his ragged gasps. Then the tall green alien turned to look their way, cruel, dark eyes narrowed.

      “I’m sorry!” Nate cried reflexively, throwing his free hand up in surrender.

      But the Lady was already stepping forward, pulling him effortlessly along, and with another flash, they were drifting back in space, and Nate was staring at the fiery radiance of a nebula, trying to wrap his head around what was happening.

      “You need not fear for your safety here,” the Lady said in her tranquil tone, apparently unperturbed by the violent intent of aliens or the effort of phasing them across the universe, step by step.

      They flashed on, untold stars and planets rushing by faster than Nate could register starts and stops. Impossibly fast. And yet on they flew, like Nate had tripped on all of the acid in the world, and now he was on his way to meet the Maker himself.

      “You are not alone in this universe, Nathaniel,” the Lady said as the universe flowed by. “In fact, contrary to what so many of your kind choose to believe, the humans of Earth are actually some of the most primitive of the known sentient species of your galaxy.”

      “How…” Nate started, but then there was a stutter in their flight, and Nate was too busy gaping at the shimmering spires and whizzing space traffic of a cluster of floating island cities, each one too enormous for Nate to wrap his head around. Some kind of space station, he thought, set to the backdrop of the most expansive, breathtaking nebula yet.

      They flashed on before his brain could finish exploding, and then they were on a rocky, barren wasteland of a planet, standing at the base of what Nate first took for a mountain.

      “Why…” It took Nate a second try to find his voice. “Why are you showing me this? I don’t understand. I don’t understand what’s happening.”

      The Lady smiled at him. “And thus I believe you have answered your own question.”

      She looked toward the mountain, and Nate followed her gaze to the crumbling ruins of an entrance he hadn’t noticed in the great stone structure ahead. At a closer look, though, it wasn’t the entrance that held his attention, but the lone figure that stood there—a black-furred humanoid with a head that resembled that of a lion, or a panther.

      “Earth’s days of peace grow short in number,” the Lady said beside him.

      Ahead, the lion-thing bared its teeth and tipped its head back. A fearsome roar rumbled through the air. Then they flashed back to dark space.

      “What the hell was that?” Nate gasped.

      “But another outcome of a sentient’s proclivity for meddling with forces they did not understand,” the Lady said, slowly turning to point over his shoulder. “Truthfully, I would be more worried about that.”

      Nate turned, realizing only then that they were standing on a wide asteroid at the outer edge of a thick belt of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands, like it. A planetary ring, he thought.

      Then he saw what the Lady was pointing at.

      He wasn’t even sure what it was. Only that it blocked out the stars beyond, and that it put a fear like he’d never known deep in his heart as its dark, shimmering edge spilled across the asteroid belt, swarming in like an entire ocean of aggravated hornets.

      Giant, bus-sized hornets, he realized, as the swarm closed in and ripped straight through the belt like it wasn’t there at all. Straight through gods knew how many millions of tons of stone and ice and space dust. Decimating it all. Consuming it. Headed straight for them.

      Nate would’ve fallen over backward if the Lady hadn’t been holding him in her unshakeable grip. He did, however, scream his freaking lungs out as the swarm closed on them, evaporating everything in its path like a terrifyingly silent force of nature.

      Then the Lady pulled him through another flash step, and the swarm was gone.

      Everything was gone.

      They floated in an empty space, not unlike the one Nate had surfaced into at the beginning of this interstellar nightmare. Not that he took much note in the moment. He was too busy falling to his ghostly knees, gasping for breath that wouldn’t come.

      “I understand that was what you might call ‘a lot to take in,’” the Lady said, gently releasing his hand for the first time since they’d set off.

      Nate gaped up at her, still sucking fruitlessly for air, tightness closing around his chest right along with the horrible thought that maybe the Lady had simply forgotten to give him air here, and that he was about to die for nothing after all of that. Then she laid her ethereal hand across his back, and he felt the first tendrils of relief spreading through him. He closed his eyes, welcoming it, focusing on that single point of contact until the panic receded and he felt calm enough to look back up at the Lady.

      He still wasn’t breathing, he realized. But that didn’t seem to be a problem. Maybe he hadn’t needed to all along. It hardly seemed to matter anymore.

      “What do you want with me?” he whispered. “What did you mean when you said Earth’s days of peace are numbered? What does any of this have to do with me?”

      “I am afraid that is not my place to tell you. My role here is merely to determine whether you are the one to take up the mantle.”

      “What mantle?” Nate asked, tension creeping back in around his phantom chest. “You’re not making any sense. None of this is making any goddamn sense.”

      The Lady showed him a wan smile. “All in good time, Nathaniel. For now, my associate must have his answer.”

      “What answer? Why are you even helping him? Why…”

      Nate trailed off, not really sure what he was trying to ask, or why he should think to expect anything else. He wasn’t even sure why he instinctively felt he could trust this Lady any more than he could trust the ragged wizard—aside from that one was a transcendent goddess of the stars and the other was a crazy old man in a dirty robe.

      “We have something of a compact between us,” the Lady said, when Nate failed to finish his thought. “It is, as your people might say, rather complicated. As for the question in need of answering…” She gestured to something behind Nate. “I believe you will be familiar with this part of the tale.”

      Nate turned, not really sure what new development he expected to find waiting in their quiet little null space. Not really sure he even wanted to know. What he definitely didn’t expect, was the smooth gray boulder that’d appeared in the darkness. Or the medieval longsword sticking out of it, gleaming blade buried halfway to the plain hilt.

      “I don’t understand.”

      He felt the Lady draw up beside him. “I believe that you do.”

      He shook his head, eyes fixed on the sword in the stone, five fabled words drifting through his head. The sword in the stone? It couldn’t be. Even after all the wild shit he’d just seen—strange new planets, terrifying aliens, freaking giant space stations—this still felt like the biggest hoax of all. Because they’d just jumped from unknown space straight into the magical fantasy land legends of yore.

      “This is some kind of metaphor?” Nate’s words sounded more like a plea for sanity more than an actual question. “Some kind of symbolic test?”

      “This is the bridge to the Excalibur,” the Lady said, favoring the weapon with an affectionate smile. “The very same Excalibur you have no doubt heard about since you were old enough to understand such legends.”

      “But that’s… That’s just a story. That’s…” He couldn’t help himself. “What good’s a sword gonna do against an alien armada, anyway?”

      “Take it, and find out.”

      Nate blinked. “You want me to…? No, I’m not… You have the wrong guy.”

      The wrong guy? There was the understatement of the century. Twelve hours ago, Nate had been getting his face pounded in by a freaking frat boy named Todd, and now they were talking about alien invasions and giant space ogres and Earth’s numbered days?

      She had the wrong freaking species if she thought Nate was the one to do anything about any of this. And yet the Lady continued watching him in all her calm, otherworldly wisdom, waiting for him to do what he already knew deep in his bones was impossible.

      “I’m a goddamn IT major!” he blurted. “This is insane! What help could I possibly be to anyone?”

      She didn’t bat an eye. “That is exactly what this trial was designed to determine.”

      “But why me?” His voice sounded frail and weak in his ears. Like he was about to cry. And maybe he was. He wanted to go home. Wanted to crawl into bed and hide under the covers and forget that any of this had ever happened.

      He couldn’t do this.

      “I’m no one,” he whispered. “I can’t.”

      The Lady waved a hand, and suddenly they were standing at the stone, and the sword was close enough to touch.

      “Then test yourself, Nathaniel Arturi, and let us see your true worth.”

      Somehow, he didn’t need to look to know the portal back home had opened up behind them. He did anyway, and there was a rippling ovoid window to Atherton Street, and to Emily and the two speeding cars that were stuck in freeze frame… waiting to come smash him to pieces the instant he stepped through?

      “You will survive the accident, should you choose to return that way.”

      It was like she could see inside his head, he thought, as he turned back to the sword in the stone. Which only made him wonder that much more how she could possibly think he was the one for this… this mantle.

      But fine. All he had to do was reach out and show her, right? It wasn’t like he was actually going to be able to pull the thing free. Because even if this wasn’t all just the mad ramblings of his balls-tripping, thrice-concussed brain as he lay dying in Atherton Street… and even if this radiant Lady was truly inviting him to follow in the steps of King Arthur himself…

      Well, if there was any single person on Earth who was worthy of that mantle, Nate was positive it wasn’t him.

      So why couldn’t he just grab the damned sword and show her?

      “This is ridiculous,” he growled to himself, finally shaking his ghostly arm loose from its paralysis.

      Phantom heart hammering, he laid his fingers on the hilt. It was warm to the touch. Smooth. Not at all as he’d expected. It felt not so much like a sharp, dangerous weapon as it did a living thing, tingling with a subtle power he could only wonder at.

      Was this really happening?

      He looked back to the Lady. What next? Was he supposed to just give the thing a yank, simple as that? She didn’t make any sign at all. But it hardly mattered anyway, he reminded himself, because he wasn’t King freaking Arthur. And because this was all a load of shit anyway.

      Right?

      He gripped the hilt tighter, and it all but sighed in his hand, swirling with an energy he felt but couldn’t consciously quantify.

      All a load of shit. Right.

      “When all seems lost,” the Lady said, “remember this moment, Nathaniel.”

      He wasn’t sure what to make of that, but the thought quickly dissipated anyway, blown to the wayside by the growing storm of the sword’s agitation, dancing like a leaf in a hurricane. Nate gripped the hilt tighter, willing it to be still. Then he braced himself, and pulled.

      Pulled, and nearly fell over backward as the sword slid free with a sound of grating steel, and Nate joined it in that building hurricane. The dark air thrummed with rushing power, rippling around them, buffeting Nate’s ghostly form like gusts of a hard wind, growing in intensity until he was sure he’d be carried away. But there he stood at the eye of the storm, the darkness of their null space brightening around him with the surge of the sword’s power.

      Nate turned to the Lady, too shocked for words. She hovered in the maelstrom beside him like a pale goddess, her ethereal dress fluttering only gently in the gale force winds. She smiled at him—a smile so warm that it literally shone, bleaching everything around them until he could barely make her out at all in the blinding light. Until he could barely see his own ghostly hands holding the Excalibur.

      I will see you again, Nathaniel Arturi, came the Lady’s disembodied voice, like a loving mother’s kiss on the forehead.

      Then the world flooded to pure white light, and she was gone.
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      It was like coming to after having been knocked unconscious.

      One moment, Nate could’ve sworn he was on a psychic voyage across the stars with the one called the Lady, pulling the goddamn Excalibur from the stone like some kind of tripped out Flash-Gordon-King-Arthur wannabe. And the next, he was crashing into Emily Atherton, car horns blaring in from both sides.

      They hit the asphalt, and Nate rolled, distantly aware of the screeching rubber tearing toward them and more than a little surprised to find Emily’s weight trapped safely in the cage of his arms. He hadn’t even had time to think about it and yet…

      Something was different.

      He wasn’t sure how or why. Only that, as he poked his head up from their rolling tangle, nothing seemed to be moving even half as fast as it had been a moment ago. The cars slid across the asphalt in slow motion—a blue Honda on their side, and a gunmetal Audi in the other lane—brakes locked and squealing in a pitch that sounded too low. Down the sidewalk, Copernicus was running toward them, also in slow motion, having somehow already made it safely across the street.

      For one moment, Nate observed all of this and more with a kind of detached calmness, slowly rotating through the air with Emily, whose mouth was peeling slowly open in a silent scream.

      Then he came around and saw the blue Honda’s front right tire closing on his left leg, watched in horror as the squealing hunk of rubber hit his ankle, driving it under, and—

      Time sped back up. They tumbled roughly onto the sidewalk, Nate’s heart thundering with the sudden and terrible certainty that his ankle had just been shattered into a thousand pieces, Emily still tucked tightly in his arms. Too tightly, he realized, from her too-wide eyes looking up at him. Or maybe that was just because he’d landed on top of her, one hand firmly latched to her buttocks, Todd style.

      He started to release her, ankle all but forgotten, trying to sputter an apology, too wired on near-death adrenaline to manage words.

      “Look out!” someone shouted at the top of their lungs.

      Screeching brakes and rushing motion caught his brain stem and yanked.

      He didn’t think about darting forward to grab the incoming bike. He’d barely even registered it was a bike, by the time the leading edge of the frame was rocketing into his open palm. He just tried to stop it from hitting Emily, and the rest happened on its own.

      Impact jarred through his arm, cascading down the line from the hard smack of metal bike frame on open palm. Hard pavement kicked up against his braced hand and foot and knees—unforgiving reactionary forces coming to flatten him out for his audacity in trying to stop a speeding bike with his bare hand.

      Only he didn’t get flattened.

      Nate watched in shocked disbelief as the dark-hoodied rider careened over his handlebars and past Nate in slow motion, face frozen in a wordless cry, looking every bit as startled as Nate was. Time sped back up. The rider thudded to the sidewalk and bounced past Emily like an unwieldy human cannonball, coming to a rest in a groaning heap after three hard revolutions.

      Emily watched him go with wide eyes, then turned her gaping stare back to Nate. “Oh my god.” She gave it another moment’s shaken thought, then reconfirmed. “Oh my god!”

      In the street, horns were honking. People were shouting. The squeal of peeling tires yanked all eyes to the blue Honda, and to the thirty-something driver who Nate swore had just run over his ankle. The guy was gunning the engine, eyes wide, both hands clamped to the steering wheel in a death grip. Nate watched in dumb silence as the blue car screeched off over the hill, still trying to piece together what the hell had just happened, and kind of wanting to laugh at the thought that anyone on the planet could be so worried about something so trivial as a reckless driving charge right now.

      The car. His ankle. The slow motion bike crash. The freaking intergalactic psychedelic walkabout.

      The Excalibur.

      He turned unseeing eyes back to the bike he was still holding, half-expecting to find a magic sword there instead. It was impossible. Im-freaking-possible. Anti-possible. A fluke. That’s what it was. Adrenaline, and close calls, and… and what?

      “What the fuck is happening?” Nate whispered to himself, oblivious to the world around him. At least until his eyes properly focused, and he got a good look at what he’d done.

      The bike frame was bent in his hand. Bent by his hand, some part of his stupefied brain registered. Bent like the thing had crashed straight into a freaking steel girder rather than his fleshy little palm. Bent like…

      Like you managed to eke out an ounce of power, said a gruff voice. Good.

      Nate dropped the bike with a crash, and nearly fell over backwards in his reflexive rush to distance himself from the speaker. Only there was no one there. Left, right, up, down. No one. He shuffled a few steps back, panic spiking… and then fizzling straight out—not gone, necessarily, but filtered down, like someone had slipped him a few benzos just to take the edge off.

      What was happening?

      No one there. No one but Emily Atherton and the recovering biker, both staring at him like he might be an alien. Nothing but the oddly distant pounding of his heart, and the pedestrians jogging over to come check on them, and the street full of cars, and spectators, and—

      “Hey, dude!” someone called across the street. “Hey, dude! How’d you do that?”

      Nate followed the voice and realized the speaker had his phone out, and pointed right at him. Recording, from the look of it. So were his friends. Looking around, Nate saw more phones, all pointed at him, and Emily, and the bike that he’d just… just what, exactly?

      “—uys fucking see that?”

      The panic rustled behind the curtains.

      “—his bare hand.”

      He was numbly aware his heart was beating faster.

      “—some kinda freakin’ super—”

      He couldn’t seem to breathe. Couldn’t—

      “Hey, are you all right, man?” asked a too-close voice beside him.

      Nate jerked away, surprise piercing through his divine benzo filter, yielding another few inches to the blunt panic closing around his chest like a giant steel mitten. His good Samaritan didn’t seem to mind. The kid was too riveted to his phone display, more interested in filming Nate’s reaction than in actually helping.

      Nate’s eyes flicked down to the twisted bar of the bike frame—twisted to the shape of his hand—and he fought down the sudden urge to take off running. That would only look worse, he thought. Worse than whatever the hell this already looked like. He didn’t know. Couldn’t think straight.

      He should leave.

      He turned for Emily and the poor biker, thinking to at least check on them first, but the biker was already sitting up, looking rattled but okay, and Emily… Emily was watching him like she wasn’t sure who or what he was.

      He started to step past her, mind too blank to come up with any better plan than to leave before people started asking questions he couldn’t answer. Emily reached up and caught his hand before he’d made it three steps, her eyes flicking to his from the wrecked bike, understanding setting in, right along with a silent plea for him to explain to her what had just happened. He tried to move on. She didn’t let go. Almost without thinking about it, he pulled her up to her feet. She was surprisingly light. Too light. But he still wasn’t ready for it when her shaky legs gave out to lingering shock and a broken boot heel, and she fell straight into him.

      Nate staggered back a step and caught her, both arms around her waist. She looked up into his eyes, clear surprise written across her face, lips trembling. Then, before he knew it, Emily Atherton was burying her face into his chest, shaking with sobs and holding onto him for dear life.

      “That was—That was…” she sobbed between wet, ragged breaths. “Oh my god. I could’ve—You could’ve… We almost…” She pulled back and looked up at him, gasping through the tears, silently begging him to make sense of it all for her. It was only then that he even registered how instantaneously the entire double tap near death experience had just unfolded for her, unbroken by any mid-game galaxy hopping timeout. Unadulterated by the crushing knowledge of the Lady, and of the existence of giant-ass space stations and all the sentient life in the known galaxy.

      “I’m sorry,” was all he could think to whisper back past his spinning head, holding but not quite hugging her, painfully aware of the Nosy Phone Brigade closing in, and of the thousand questions they’d have. Had they seen? Had they noticed his body or mind or soul or what-the-hell-ever blipping off across the galaxy for a split second?

      “I’m sorry, I have to—”

      He faltered at the hiss of excited whispers back by the bike, and glanced around with a sinking feeling. A few of his charitable cinematographers were bent over the mangled bike, getting close-ups of the inexplicable damage.

      “Hey, how’d you do this?” one of them demanded, pointing his phone from the bike back up to Nate. “Show us your hands!”

      Nate was already turning, already setting off across the grass, skirting past the rest of the oncoming “helpers,” cutting the corner to Hamilton Ave, not really sure where he was going, only that he needed to get away. Away from all these watching eyes and damned recording phones.

      “Hey!” someone called after him. “Hey, dude, what about this guy’s bike?!”

      Nate wanted to laugh at that. Or maybe cry, or scream. It was all too much, too fast. Too many impossibilities, churning up and roaring for tangible release. Too many prying eyes.

      It started with a slow jog, like his legs were trying to simply sneak him out of there of their own accord. He almost felt as if he were watching himself from the third person, just as surprised as everyone else to find himself running for it. He didn’t look back. Not when someone called something about the police. Not when Emily called his name.

      His legs moved faster, and faster, until he was all but sprinting down Hamilton. Barely registering the passing houses, or the jostle of his pounding steps, or even the burning aches in his palm and ankle. He ran. Copernicus appeared at his side, zipping along on stubby legs, eyes wide with doggy excitement, like out of everyone involved, the corgi was the only one who’d managed to glean how badly the entire goddamn world had just been turned upside down.

      Nate kept running. Toward home. Then past it. Running for he didn’t know what. Running right up until he saw the ragged wizard himself emerge from thin air farther down the block, shooting him a drunken grin and a sardonic thumbs-up.
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      “You!” Nate growled, stomping down the sidewalk toward the grinning wizard who’d just tricked him into doing the freaking intergalactic time warp. On his heels, Copernicus added an angry bark of his own.

      “I’ll be a witch’s teat,” the ragged wizard said, looking Nate up and down. “You went and did it, after all.”

      Whatever divine benzo aura had been holding Nate’s emotions in check began to crumble then. Before the old man could raise that damned clay cup to his lips, Nate had grabbed him by the ratty robes and yanked him close, too pissed to flinch at the reek of booze on his breath.

      “What did you do to me, you son of a bitch?”

      “Me?” He frowned back at the park. “I merely opened the door. She’s the one you should blame.”

      “The Lady?”

      “The Insufferable Lady,” the ragged man amended. Then, as if to the sky, he added, “Yes, I am aware that you can still hear me. Thank you, M’lady.”

      “You’re not…” Realizing he was still clenching the man’s dirty robes in his balled fists, and that the ragged man didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by it, Nate released him and took a step back, trying to catch his suddenly tight breath. “You’re not crazy, are you?”

      The ragged man thought about that. “Well, I’m not sure I’d say that. Not insane, though. Probably. Most days.” He grinned drunkenly. “Or so the voices tell me.”

      Nate just stared at the strange old man with his dirty robe and his wizard’s beard, thinking about the Lady, thinking about the sword, Excalibur.

      “Are you…”

      He felt too ridiculous to even say the name.

      The ragged man seemed to pick up on his discomfort. “Emrys?” he asked, looking down at his own wrinkled hands as if inspecting them for the first time. “No, maybe it’s Ambrosius? Aristotle, perhaps?”

      “What?”

      “Oh, don’t mind an old man’s ramblings,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “I am precisely who you think I am. I am also not he. Not in the least. Do you understand?”

      Nate frowned. “Not really.”

      The ragged wizard’s bushy eyebrows returned Nate’s frown a hundred-fold. “Hmm.”

      “Are you telling me you’re…”

      Those bushy eyebrows cocked in the stretching silence, waiting, but Nate had lost his focus at the sight of a pack of five students headed their way on the sidewalk. He glanced around, not really sure where or how to blend out of notice, but pretty sure he didn’t want to be standing here out in the open, talking about aliens with a mad wizard.

      “They can’t see us, lad,” the ragged man said, following his gaze. He stepped off the sidewalk into the adjacent yard, gesturing for Nate to do the same. “None of them can.”

      Nate stepped into the grass, eyes flitting between his ragged companion and the oncoming students, wondering if they’d truly pass on by without a clue. Apparently sensing his claim was being put to the test, the wizard leaned out in front of the student flock as they neared and started waggling his fingers, shuffling from foot to foot in an ostentatious little dance.

      The five of them passed right by without so much as a sideways glance. Not ignoring. Simply not seeing.

      Turning back, the wizard took in Nate’s wide eyes and shrugged. “I had a feeling you might make a scene about all this. Precautions seemed prudent.”

      For a few seconds, Nate could only stare at the ragged man. The ragged wizard.

      “Merlin?” he finally managed to ask.

      “Ah!” The wizard pointed an emphatic finger at Nate. “There it is. The Merlin, if we’re to be exact.”

      “But that’s not… That’s impossible.”

      Nate felt the earth wavering beneath his feet, his head spinning as whatever psychic dam had been holding back the inevitable meltdown suddenly sprung a gaping leak. Because if this man in front of him truly was what he claimed to be…

      It had been real. All of it.

      His legs felt weak. Too weak. Chest tight. Vision blurring. He tried to lean against a tree for support, and felt his legs give out completely. He thudded to the grass with a rush of expelled air, some corner of his mind wondering if he’d been drugged, the rest too busy overloading with visions of space ogres, and gleaming alien cities, and the gods-blessed Lady. And then Merlin—the fucking Merlin—was standing there, frowning down at him from his tangled mane.

      “That’s more like it,” he said, thoughtfully stroking his filthy beard.

      Copernicus stepped between them, growling, but the Merlin only waved a hand, and the corgi wobbled and promptly tumbled to the ground, fully asleep. Nate tried to tell the wizard to leave his dog alone, but he couldn’t seem to form the words. Then, with a strength that defied all logic for a spindly alcoholic in an ancient bathrobe, the Merlin plucked Nate from the grass and sat him up against the tree.

      “Impossible feels a bit funny in the head, doesn’t it?” the wizard asked, settling down to the grass with a huff and then rifling in a robe pocket until he produced his trusty clay cup. “Not so easy for a rational mind to reconcile once it’s set in its oh-so-wise ways.”

      Nate watched in mute disbelief as the empty clay cup began to fill itself in the wizard’s hand. The sight only added to the clammy nausea spreading through him. The Merlin, seeming to remember himself, looked down at the cup and then offered it out to Nate, arching a bushy eyebrow in question.

      Nate nearly retched at the thought of imbibing anything right then. His head was still spinning too hard for him to risk shaking it, but the Merlin accepted his silence for answer and contentedly raised the drink to his own lips.

      “You said I had to agree to… whatever the hell that was,” Nate said weakly.

      He wasn’t sure why that was the first protestation out of his trembling lips, but somehow it felt important.

      “Yes,” the Merlin agreed at the end of a long glug, wiping his mouth with the back of a hand. “And so you did when you willingly stepped into service.”

      “You gave me no choice,” Nate growled. “You almost killed Emily. You… You knew I couldn’t just stand there. You played me.”

      “Yes,” the Merlin said, bobbing his head. For a second, his face drew as if he’d had an important thought, but then he let out a deep burp and continued on with a drunken thrust of his pointer finger. “And yet therein lies what I believe your professors would call a ‘teachable moment.’ You say I gave you no choice. I counter that you always have a choice, Nathaniel Arturi. Always. Lowering yourself to believe otherwise simply because you find yourself thrust into a situation you did not ask for…” He shook his head. “That way lies something far worse than madness. That way lies complacency and powerlessness.” He grimaced and tipped back the remainder of his cup. “And what a shame that would be.”

      He speaks wisdom.

      It said a thing or two about Nate’s current mental state that it actually took him a second to recognize the voice in his head had not been his own. Nor had it been the Merlin’s. Or the Lady’s. Which meant—

      Calm yourself, or I will be forced to intervene once more.

      Nate felt the panic returning—the ground wavering beneath him, his chest tightening. It was the same voice he’d heard just after he’d stopped the bike. He was sure of it. And once more? What did it mean, once more?

      He thought about the pharmaceutical-level calmness he’d experienced upon returning from the stars, straight into a near-death scrape. “The sword…”

      Nate felt the ring of truth even as he mumbled the words.

      The Merlin looked up from his cup. “What of the sword?”

      “It’s…”

      Go on now.

      “It’s…”

      Dare you say it?

      “It’s in my freaking head. It’s talking.”

      Bravo, Nathaniel Arturi. Bravo.

      “Interesting,” the Merlin said, stroking thoughtfully at his long beard. “Very interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” Nate sat up from the tree, panic beginning to burn through the lightheaded nausea. “Is this supposed to happen?”

      But the Merlin only continued stroking his beard, staring thoughtfully off.

      “Hey,” Nate said, waving a hand for his attention. “Hey, Merlin.”

      Jesus, it felt weird saying that out loud. But at least the spacey old wizard roused at the sound of his name.

      “Hmm? Oh, the Excalibur.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Yes, yes. All very standard. Your new companion will need some time to learn your ins and outs, as they were.”

      As they were?

      It is, as you might say, like a jungle in here, the gruff inner voice agreed. Except far more full of whining. And pointless cat videos.

      Nate felt the thing’s growing disdain, right beneath his own growing panic.

      Please. Spare me the indignant ‘what has happened to my life’ doom spiral. You have been bestowed the highest honor available to your species. Though Smithy’s blackened hands if I can see why.

      “How do I—”

      Make me stop? That IS a good question, coming from such a spineless specimen. Nine hells, she really has gone too far this time. I am an Excalibur, gods damn it, not a fountain of miracles.

      “Shut up!” Nate cried, clamping his hands to his ears.

      “Well, that won’t work, will it?” the Merlin said, frowning at Nate like he was a simpleton. “He’s in your head, lad.”

      And no small wonder I despair.

      “I need to speak with the Lady.”

      That makes two of us.

      Nate did his best to ignore the Excalibur’s grating voice. The Lady, at least, had seemed reasonable. Benevolent, even. If he could just speak with her, if he could just explain…

      “She doesn’t exactly do house calls, lad,” the Merlin said, looking less than benevolent himself. Looking drunk and amused and completely unhelpful as he filled his clay cup from thin air once more. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me for the time being.”

      Stuck with him? Stuck with a drunk wizard and a sassy magic sword in his head and—

      Sassy? You wish to speak about sass?

      It was too much.

      Nate was lurching to his feet and scooping up Copernicus before he even knew what he was doing.

      Come now.

      “Talk later, then?” the Merlin asked, squinting up at him.

      Do not be unreasonable.

      But Nate was already tucking the sleeping corgi in his arms and running for it, no idea at hand but to somehow escape the madness.

      “All hail Nathaniel Arturi!” the Merlin called after them from the yard, not bothering to rise or follow. “All hail the Knight of the Leaky Pockets!”

      Nate kept running, not looking back.

      “All hail the Eighth Excalibur!”
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      Humans, the Excalibur reflected, tasting the word as if preparing for its latest diatribe.

      “Shut up,” Nate wheezed, running on.

      Nowhere else in the galaxy could one hope to find a mind so steeped in self-denial as to actually attempt physical flight from the voice inside its own skull.

      “Shut up,” Nate repeated.

      Make me.

      Great. And now the voice in his head turned out to be that of a five year old.

      You have no idea how amusing that condescension is coming from you. I might take it more seriously if your furry friend there were to tell me to mind my personal hygiene whilst he consumed his own excrement.

      “Screw you,” Nate growled, clutching Copernicus tighter to his chest. “I didn’t ask for any of this.”

      Nor do any who live to see such times. But that is not for them to decide. All we have to decide is—

      “Are you…” Nate huffed out between heaving breaths, burning legs beginning to slow despite his best efforts, “… quoting Gandalf… at me… right now?”

      Paraphrasing, the Excalibur corrected. Forgive me, I am still parsing the records of all that I have missed during my hibernation. I merely hoped you might relate to a story about tiny weaklings bumbling their way through a conflict that lay entirely beyond the scope of their meager powers.

      “I think you… might’ve missed… Gandalf’s point, there,” Nate said, shuffling on at a pace that was quickly becoming more limp than run, but refusing to stop out of principle. Even just slowing a little, though, his breath began returning unusually quickly. “But then again,” he added, “you are a goddamn sword, so I’m not sure why that would surprise me.”

      I am not a sword, you imbecile.

      “I saw you. I pulled you from that stone.”

      Did you? And have you not stopped to wonder, in your infinite wisdom, where in nine hells that blade went when you jaunted back to Earth? Have you not stopped to wonder where I reside even now?

      Nate stopped running. He hadn’t had a chance to piece that one out amidst the rest of the thunderous shit-storm falling on his head.

      Yes, I hadn’t noticed.

      And to make things better, this Excalibur thing could apparently read his thoughts.

      “Maybe I just assumed the Lady sent you back by means beyond my petty little human comprehension, and that you were floating around in the ether or something.”

      Your wisest assumption all day, to be sure. But only marginally accurate.

      Nate scowled at empty State College air and only then noticed he was drawing strange looks from some fellow students across the street on their way toward campus. In his arms, Copernicus arched around and looked at him, tail cautiously wagging against Nate’s chest. He hadn’t even noticed the dog was awake, as mentally disheveled as he’d been.

      “Fine,” he muttered quietly, setting Copernicus down. His ankle was seriously starting to hurt, and he already looked bad enough talking to himself in public without clutching a terrified corgi to his chest.

      “What did I pull from that stone then, Mr. Excalibur?” he added, much more quietly, as he continued slowly on.

      In simpleton speak, you acquired the blessing of the Lady.

      “And what does that make you?”

      One unsatisfied Excalibur, amongst other things.

      Nate opened his mouth to fire back that the Excalibur and all the rest of them could be his guest and bugger off, but the sword that was apparently not a sword pressed on.

      You needn’t take my derision personally, Nathaniel. I would be equally inflamed had I been gifted to a snargladorf.

      “What the hell’s a snargladorf?”

      Think of a creature that, while widely admired for its alleged cuteness, is about as small, weak, and ultimately useless as little Copernicus here.

      “Ah. Yeah, nothing says don’t take it personally like comparing a man’s physical prowess to a freaking ten pound corgi. Thanks for that.”

      You are welcome, Nathaniel.

      Nate rolled his eyes and looked around. In his admittedly futile dash to escape the Merlin and the rest of the madness, Nate had ended up several blocks past home base on Irvin Ave, farther south than he normally had reason to venture. Not that it mattered. Going home right that moment didn’t really seem like a valid strategy. Nothing felt like a valid strategy. Not with a persistent voice rattling in his head.

      You might be persistent too, in my position. Imagine you had awoken only to realize your oh-so impressive human power and intellect was to be harnessed by that corgi creature there. Can you not imagine the frustration?

      “Well then maybe your pal Merlin should’ve left me the hell alone if I’m such a disappointment.”

      Fool. The Merlin is wise beyond your comprehension.

      “Wise beyond… You’re talking about the same maniac who almost killed an innocent girl back there, right? The one who was too busy drinking to even stop me from running away just now?”

      I said that he is wise, you sniveling ingrate, not that he is without vice. If he had wanted to stop you, you would not have made it three steps.

      “Whatever.” Nate glanced warily in the direction of home, not sure what his next move was, but pretty sure he should stop standing there talking to himself on the sidewalk like a… Well, like a Merlin.

      Son of a bitch, how had this happened?

      Lady’s Grace if I know.

      “Yeah, I get it, you’re upset,” Nate grumbled, starting around the block on an indirect path home. He checked to see that Copernicus was following, trying at once to figure out what the hell he was going to do next while also refraining from thinking any one thought too loudly for the Excalibur’s waiting derision.

      The end result was mostly a mental log jam, whereby Nate conjured a head full of would-be thoughts that was simply too packed for a single one to make its way anywhere useful. But at least the Excalibur didn’t say anything. After a minute or so of blessed silence, Nate decided to try again.

      “So… snargladorfs and…” He frowned at the next word, somehow feeling both ridiculous for playing along with this madness, and equally silly for even questioning it at all after everything he’d seen in the past twelve hours. “Snargladorfs and troglodans,” he muttered, shaking his head. “It’s all real?”

      Obviously.

      “Aliens and everything?”

      It astounds me how desperately your kind clings to the belief that, among the hundreds of billions of planets in this galaxy alone, you are somehow the sole organic sentience in the universe.

      “Right,” Nate muttered, kind of wanting to scream just to be sure he was even still real, yet also kind of feeling like it all made perfect sense, in a weird way. It was kind of disturbing, how little it took to completely turn one’s entire grip on reality upside down. Nothing more than a space ogre in the park, a celestial goddess, and a little jaunt across the galaxy.

      “Fine. It’s all real. And what you said a minute ago about ‘harnessing’ your power… What did you mean? What do you do? I mean, aside from tampering with my mental states, and—”

      You left me little choice in the matter, there. I would like to see YOU try assimilating a few petabytes of relevant background data with a sniveling college senior having a panic attack in your face.

      Nate clenched his jaw. “I’d kinda been through a lot at that point.”

      Never before had Nate perceived the silence in his own thoughts to feel so condescendingly judgmental.

      “Whatever,” he muttered. “That still doesn’t give you the right to mess with my head. Do you hear me?”

      Would that I could STOP hearing you.

      “Yeah, well you and me both. Just… Just don’t do that again, okay?”

      Silence.

      How encouraging.

      With a sigh, Nate pressed on. “Can you at least answer my question? If you’re not a sword, what are you? What do you do? Where did you come from?”

      They truly did not tell you?

      Hell no, they didn’t tell me, Nate opened his mouth to say. No one had told him a single goddamn thing. Just threw a freaking ogre at him and then yanked him off on the Magical Galaxy Express. But before he could say a single word, the Excalibur cut back in.

      Of course they did not tell you. I can see now that their words would surely have been wasted.

      Nate scowled at the sidewalk. “What’s that supposed to mean? That I wouldn’t understand because I’m such a stupid little human?”

      Silence.

      “I’m not a simpleton, asshole.”

      More silence. And this time, Nate could’ve sworn he felt a kind of subtle amusement radiating from somewhere within his own head—amusement that was definitely not his own.

      “I’m a goddamn IT major, okay? I might not be an Einstein, but I know four computer languages, and I can solve differential equations.”

      I know over ten-thousand languages and might well possess more total computational power than this entire backwater planet. Shall we compare phalluses next?

      Wonderful.

      Clearly, it hadn’t been enough to have Todd and the rest of the world dishing out daily reminders of Nate’s many inadequacies. Now he had an even bigger alpha asshole living in his head. And the Merlin hiding in the bushes. And freaking aliens. And Earth’s allegedly numbered days. And—

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he latched onto that familiar feeling with a focus that was half weary relief, and half drowning man reaching for a life raft.

      Splendid, the Excalibur said as Nate fished the phone out. More complications.

      “So sorry I had the audacity to have a life before I was sucked into this freak show unawares,” he muttered, glancing at the lit screen and the new text from Gwen at the top of the long list of notifications he’d missed since last night. He wasn’t sure what was worse: the fact that he was actually buying this giant crock of crazy, or that, despite all the world-shattering revelations, he still felt that little nervous flutter at the sight of Gwen’s name on his phone.

      He hesitated on the unlock button, sure that now wasn’t the time, and more than a little put off by the thought of the Excalibur listening to his thoughts while he read whatever Gwen had sent him last night, before she’d apparently decided to just say screw it and come looking for him at the house.

      Rest assured, I read that message within minutes of our merger, right along with every other digital transaction you’ve had with Miss Pearson. And with pretty much anyone else. Ever.

      “You can… read what’s on my phone?”

      Did I mention that my phallus is bigger than yours?

      Nate looked down at the phone, absentmindedly studying his own stupefied expression in the black mirror, trying to process the entirety of what the Excalibur was telling him.

      Oh blackened hands, would you just get on with it? Or should I simply narrate the correspondence to you? The Excalibur’s voice shifted to something seductively feminine, and disturbingly similar to Gwen’s. Do you want me to tell you it’s all gonna be okay, Nate?

      Nate clutched at his temples, feeling like his head might actually explode this time. “Please never do that again.”

      On the sidewalk beside him, Copernicus gave a little whimper, wagging his tail and clearly concerned about whatever Nate was going through.

      “It’s okay, boy,” Nate said, bending down to pat the corgi’s head before unlocking his phone. “I’m just gonna read this highly-sensitive text message while the asshole voice in my head tells me what a hopeless waste I am.”

      Copernicus made another less-than-happy sound, his ears flattening.

      You are both being melodramatic.

      Nate ignored the Excalibur as best he could, and tapped the notification with Gwen’s name on it. He read the most recent message first.

      Gwen: “Hey, you make it home okay last night? We were worried about you.”

      He moved to the message from the night before.

      Gwen: “Just tried to call but seems like your phone is off. I’m sorry about what happened tonight. I know you said you’re fine, but can I buy you a peace-offering drink anyway? Just left INN.”

      He looked at the time stamp. It couldn’t have been sent more than ten minutes after he’d stormed out on his own quest for a bag of rice and a life in someone else’s shoes. She’d left. And while he’d been sitting in Zeno’s, choking on a whiskey and inviting this madhouse intergalactic bullshit straight into his life, Gwen had been out there looking for him. Which he would’ve found out, had he simply gone straight home as he’d known he should’ve.

      He could’ve kicked himself right in the groin.

      I find that anatomically improbable.

      “Goddammit, can you just stay out of my head for five minutes?!”

      There was a stretch of pregnant silence.

      Would you prefer I lie?

      “My life is over,” Nate muttered, more to himself than to the Excalibur. Not that the distinction seemed to matter all that much.

      Yes. You were only chosen out of the blue to represent your entire species on the intergalactic stage—a privilege many would die for, by the way. But do go on about how hard and unjust your life is.

      “You do understand not everyone wants to be a…”

      A what, exactly? A Knight of the Leaky Pockets? Nate still didn’t even understand exactly what the hell he’d been conscripted for.

      You are an Excalibur Knight. Or you may become one, at least, with the proper training, and perhaps a minor miracle or two.

      “Okay,” Nate murmured, staring unseeingly at Gwen’s texts. “And what does an Excalibur Knight do, exactly?”

      A true Excalibur Knight stands as a beacon of hope for all sentient life in the galaxy.

      Nate tucked his phone away, blinking at the empty air, waiting for more. “Suppose I’m not entirely sure what that means…” he finally said.

      He swore he felt the equivalent of a mental sigh from the voice in his head. A true Knight stands as representative, envoy, and warrior in service to the Lady and her loyal Merlin, and to all of the assembled civilizations of the known galaxy. A true Knight wields the power of an Excalibur as both sword and shield against the darkness that, left unchecked, would swallow this galaxy whole. A true Excalibur Knight knows his duty, and embraces it gladly, without fear of death or torment. A true Knight does not sit and snivel like a soft-willed fool, pitying himself for the honor of his planet’s fate resting on his shoulders.

      Nate was too busy trying to wrap his head around the scale of the thing—and particularly around the whole all the assembled civilizations of the known galaxy bit—to even process the last string of insults.

      “That all sounds… big,” he croaked.

      The biggest.

      Nate hadn’t really noticed he’d sat down on the Allen Street curb until a forest green hatchback zoomed by a little too close for comfort, and the startled driver over-corrected with a swerve and an indignant honk. Nate just sat there on the curb, feeling like he was floating ten thousand feet above his body—ten thousand light years across the galaxy. Just floating there, amid the clouds of all the assembled civilizations of the known galaxy, with the planet’s fate apparently crushing down on top of him.

      Kind of explained why he couldn’t seem to breathe.

      “What’s coming for Earth?” he heard himself ask ten thousand feet below.

      At present? I cannot yet say, in full. But I feel the Beacon’s call even now, and I will not be the only one. When the troglodans come… Well, I have been too long in hibernation to speculate as to the current disposition of the Greater Troglodan Empire, but the Merlin does not appear optimistic. It is safe to assume they will come with a planetary strike armada.

      Nate stared through the pavement, buzzing with the magnitude of the words. It was too much. Too much to even comprehend. “This is… too big.”

      Not for a true Knight.

      “Take it back then,” he said immediately, looking around as if he might actually spot a handhold in the mess, or at least the specter of the Excalibur. “Un-choose me. Go back and tell them they got it wrong.”

      Would that I could. Alas, there is only one way this compact is to be broken, and it does not involve you walking away with your life.

      “Then what am I supposed to do?”

      That is for you to choose, Nathaniel Arturi, and for you alone.

      Nate stared numbly into space until Copernicus nudged into his side with a soft whine. He absentmindedly scratched the corgi behind the ears, realizing as he did that Emily Atherton now knew exactly who had her dog. He was entirely too tired to care. Too acutely aware of every scrape and bruise on his aching body. His ankle was positively pulsing now. He still wasn’t sure how it wasn’t broken, or how he’d conjured the strength to stop that bike. Wasn’t sure he even wanted to know, or that it especially mattered. He didn’t feel strong now. Just weak, and afraid.

      “I just wanna go home and forget any of this ever happened.”

      Then fly home, little hobbit, and let us see how long that works for you.
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      Marty was halfway to crisis mode.

      That much was clear as soon as Nate’s foot touched the front stoop and his friend darted out from their happy yellow-paneled house with the kind of jittery air that seemed to declare he’d been waiting right there ever since Nate had left for the park… what, an hour ago? Had it only been an hour? It felt like he’d been gone multiple lifetimes.

      Fair enough, probably, seeing as he’d been across the galaxy and back.

      “Dude,” Marty hissed, splaying his hands in a clear, What the hell happened?! as Nate ascended the old paint-chipped steps. Before Nate could even begin with the excuses, Marty glanced back over his shoulder, as if expecting Kyle and Zach might be watching from the paneled living room windows. Which they actually were, Nate realized with an uneasy feeling, trying to mask his slight limp.

      Lady’s Mercy, don’t tell me you are afraid of these little piglets.

      Nate’s mouth was open, the first words on his tongue, before he remembered that he couldn’t just tell the Excalibur out loud to shut up, and that he didn’t know how much he could safely tell his friends at all before they decided to call psych services on him.

      Bah, the Excalibur growled, apparently getting the gist anyway. You worry like a frightened hare.

      Nate took a deep breath, suppressing the urge to fire back. Marty was already giving him a strange look. Nate put on his best business as usual face, and waved at Zach and Kyle in the window. The two traded a look, then Kyle made his own business as usual masturbatory hand gesture, and they went back to whatever they were doing inside. Saturday morning Battle Royale, if Nate had to guess.

      “Dude, what happened?” Marty asked, shuffling down from the stoop to pet Copernicus and give Nate a closer looking over. “Why do you look like you just ran a half-marathon in jeans? And are those fresh scrapes?”

      This one worries like a mother hen.

      Nate barely contained the burst of manic laughter that tried to escape, in part at the doe-eyed naïvety of Marty’s questions, and in part at the fact that, for once, Nate actually agreed with the critical voice in his head. But what was he supposed to say? The truth?

      “I had a run-in with Emily Atherton,” he said, indicating the scrapes on his hands and elbows. They were nothing compared to the hot, deepening ache in his ankle, but his friend didn’t need to know that part quite yet.

      “Oh.” Marty looked down at Copernicus, then confusedly back to Nate’s scrapes. “Was there light wrestling involved?”

      Nate failed to smile and instead settled for recounting the accident to his friend as best as he safely could, leaving out the bits where Emily had in fact been pushed by a drunk wizard who’d consequently thrown Nate through a portal to the other side of the galaxy where he’d ostensibly become the second coming of King Arthur—sans backbone, skill, or talent, and apparently tasked with preventing Earth’s first extraterrestrial invasion, which might just be touching down any week now, by the by.

      Marty’s eyes were already wide enough without the extra bits. Which seemed kind of funny, given that Nate was barely even aware of the words leaving his mouth.

      “So you, like, full-on saved Emily Atherton’s life?” Marty asked, when Nate had finished. “And you’re acting like this is no big deal because…?”

      “Because no one got hurt, I guess,” Nate said with a forced shrug, unexpected irritation prickling up. Was that the Excalibur’s irritation, he was feeling? “And I guess because I’ve had some time to cool down.”

      He needed to get to his room. Needed to think.

      “And that’s where you’ve been?” Marty asked, clearly dubious, but politely trying to hide the fact. “Cooling down?”

      Part of Nate was a little taken aback by how readily his bobbing head nodded its way into the lie. The rest—the part that was a thrice-jabbed bundle of raw nerves—just wanted his best friend to shut the hell up and get out of the way.

      “Yeah,” he said, still nodding. “I just needed to take Copernicus for a walk.”

      Just a nice cool-down stroll with the stolen doggo. That’s all. No drunken wizards or magical talking swords or anything.

      “And Emily was cool with that?” Marty asked, pointedly looking down at Copernicus.

      “Yeah,” Nate said automatically. Then he remembered all the amateur cinematographers on scene, and realized with an unsettling jolt that he didn’t have any damned clue what he was going to do if and when his friends caught wind of what had actually happened. “I mean, I don’t know.”

      What if they saw the way he’d stopped that bike?

      Jesus, what if they saw him flicker off of the goddamn planet?

      “Everyone was pretty shaken up, I guess,” he added weakly.

      Marty huffed out an incredulous laugh and swatted Nate’s shoulder, apparently too excited about the entire ordeal to notice the non-explanation. “Probably because you saved her life, dude!” He wagged his eyebrows. “You know what happens next in the movies, right?”

      Nate shook his head. “It wasn’t like that. I promise.”

      It wasn’t like that, because I left her crying on the sidewalk and ran away from an active crime scene with about two dozen recording witnesses, he didn’t add. You’ll probably be seeing it on five different social media apps before the sun goes down. Assuming the alien invasion hasn’t started by then.

      Shit.

      You are being melodramatic again, came the Excalibur’s gruff voice, nearly making him jump out of his skin.

      Marty, spreading his hands in a knowing little no judgments here shrug, was apparently too jazzed up on the second-hand savior buzz to notice that one, too.

      “Dude,” Nate said, “after what she did with Todd behind Gwen’s back…” He shook his head, feeling suddenly and quite inordinately angry about the whole thing—so much so that Marty actually shrank away, dropping his gaze and adding a pang of guilt to Nate’s abrupt anger.

      “Sorry, man,” Marty said quietly, eyes on the bushes. “Did you find out what Gwen wanted last night, by the way?”

      “Not really,” Nate said, not wanting to delve into yet another personal failure right that moment. “I still need to text her back. There’s just a lot on my mind after everything.”

      “Understandable,” Marty said, bobbing his head. And bless his heart, Nate could see his friend meant it, even knowing as little as he did about the true everything Nate had just been through.

      Your tribe coddles you. Do not mistake such fallacy for kindness.

      Nate tried to keep the scowl off his face as Marty looked back up to meet his eyes.

      “So all that stuff last night, then… No giant park monsters, or anything?”

      “Not in the light of day,” Nate said, trying again to force a smile past everything. “Nothing out of the ordinary over there, just like you said.”

      The Merlin must have disposed of the thing—the troglodan—sometime in the night. Nate hadn’t stopped to think about it earlier, but it seemed the only explanation. It only then dawned on him that the Merlin must’ve been the one who’d killed the thing too, with whatever had made that flash of blue light.

      “I don’t know, man,” Nate added. “I’m starting to wonder if I didn’t just hallucinate the whole thing last night. All that stuff I told you…” He just shook his head, letting the silence do the talking.

      Trusting Marty with the story of the attack last night had been one thing. Nate had been terrified for one, and completely in the dark about what the hell was happening. But after everything he’d seen today…

      Somewhere between the mystical jaunt across the universe and the talking sword in his head, it felt like a line had been drawn.

      I told you, I am not a sword.

      And that pretty much decided that. He couldn’t tell Marty or anyone else about the Excalibur. Not until he could wrap his head around what was happening to him. Maybe not even then.

      Luckily, Marty didn’t press the issue. He just shook his head along with Nate, as if chalking the whole series of events up as standard mishaps of college life. “We can’t let you out of our sight for five minutes, can we?”

      Nate’s smile fell away as soon as his friend turned for the door.

      Inside, Kyle and Zach looked up from the couch as Nate and Marty walked in, their eyes moving as one from the Battle Royale menu, to Marty, to Nate, to the smiling corgi who trotted in on his heels, clicking and clacking and tail-a-wagging.

      “About time you two finished your secret snuggle-fest out there.”

      “Also, we like, have a dog now?” Zach added. “That’s a thing?”

      “For the moment,” Nate said, “assuming you guys are cool with that.”

      Zach just patted the couch beside him and quickly lost himself in playing with Copernicus as the corgi hopped up to join him. Kyle, meanwhile, was giving Nate’s battered appearance a closer inspection.

      “Nate’s a part-time superhero now,” Marty explained following Kyle’s curious stare. “Yanking corgis off rooftops and tackling busty brunettes out of the paths of speeding cars.”

      “Huh?” Kyle said, perking up at the mention of busty brunettes and looking more closely at Copernicus. “Methinks a story there is, here. Pull up some wood, gents, and join us in battle whilst we confer.”

      “That’s what she said,” Zach murmured, scratching Copernicus’ flank. “Isn’t it, boy?” Copernicus only craned his head up in delight, hind leg furiously kicking in time with Zach’s scratching.

      “I’m in,” Marty said, plucking his controller from the Mother Gaming Shrine drawers and firing up his system. “Nate?”

      He wasn’t ready for the cold gut punch of his friend’s expectant look. It was the happiness that did it—Marty’s contented certainty that the day’s tribulations were already behind them, and that there was nothing left to do but to settle in with a few bowls of cereal and a few hours of quality time with friends. Because what could be more important than that?

      Nate stared at the dark screen of his own quadrant of the shrine, wishing more than anything that he could simply forget that he’d just been savagely assaulted with an overwhelming answer to that question, and that even now, a strange entity was almost certainly sitting in his head, watching to see what he would do. All he wanted to do was go into the kitchen, pour himself some cereal, and join his friends like everything was well and right in the world. Just another Saturday. Not an alien or a psychotic break in sight.

      But how could he?

      “Oops,” Kyle was saying somewhere back in the direction of reality. “We have lift-off, ladies and gents.”

      “Yo, Nate!” Zach called, cupping his hands around his mouth as if he were shouting a great distance, “you still alive up there?”

      If only they could’ve realized how badly their friendly jabs burned at his insides in that moment…

      “Oh no,” Zach said, recognizing at least some part of the souring look on Nate’s face.

      “Dude, it’s Saturday Squads!” Kyle added. “Come on, just one round.”

      Woeful longing took on a bite of bitter anger.

      “Sorry guys. I really need to get started on a project.”

      “Bullshit,” Kyle said, though he sounded less than certain. “That’s what Sunday night is for.” He looked at the others. “Right?”

      “Out-nerded,” Zach agreed, wholeheartedly bobbing his head. “Plus, what was all that about brunettes and speeding cars and stuff? And why are you bleeding?”

      “Marty can fill you in on that one,” Nate said, turning for the hallway. “Just give me an hour or two to clean up and get this thing, uh, started.”

      Half-hearted boos and affectionately mild insults followed him out of the living room, along with the click-clack of doggy claws on faux wood as Copernicus hopped off the couch to fall in behind him. Nate ignored it all, focusing on the impending safe haven of his bedroom. At least until Kyle said something about alien mind control rays, and his feet paused of their own accord, halted by a thought that was still only half-formed when he turned back to his large roommate, who was watching him with a cautious look, like he was afraid he’d just crossed a line.

      “I was just wondering…” Nate explained, not really sure how else to start, “where do you normally read all that alien conspiracy stuff?”

      Kyle’s concerned look quickly shifted to one of mock affront. “Well, if by ‘conspiracy stuff,’ you in fact mean ‘factual reporting,’ my go-to is normally this blog called They Walk Among Us. There’s another one called The Truth Is Out There which is pretty good too, but we Walkers don’t really like to talk about that so much.”

      “Why the sudden interest?” Marty asked, watching him with a pensive frown.

      Kyle looked at Marty as if he’d just asked Nate why he thought Emily Atherton was attractive, or why he found Bell’s Pizza to be so delicious. Then, apparently registering that Marty’s question had some validity, he turned and fixed Nate with his own suspicious look. “Yeah, why are you suddenly interested?”

      Nate shrugged. “Just came up last night in conversation.”

      That earned him three skeptical stares.

      “With Gwen,” Nate added, “Not with the Alpha-Sig-Sigs.”

      He wasn’t sure that detail actually added any authenticity to the lie, nor was he particularly happy to be lying about something so trivial to begin with. So he shot them a salute, said a quick, “GLHF, boys,” and turned to limp down the hallway before they could press on with the questions.

      “Oh, we will,” Zach called after him.

      “With a rando fourth!” Kyle yelled.

      But Nate was already stepping into his room and closing the door behind him. He lingered there, leaning his forehead against the flimsy white door, allowing himself a few moments just to breathe, releasing the compressed air of all the lies and madness where no one could see.

      He’d never been so simultaneously relieved and achingly hollowed to be alone in a room.

      I am sad to say you will never be alone for the rest of your life, Nathaniel.

      He closed his eyes, pretending for a moment as if he hadn’t heard a thing. Then he turned for his laptop with grim resolve, ready for answers.
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      Whatever the Penn State IT Department might have to say about Nate’s academic prowess, he had to admit he might’ve been leaving some performance on the table all these years. Celestial abductions and Excalibur-themed auditory hallucinations, it turned out, were great tricks for improving task-oriented focus—even better, he wagered, than those little blue pills he’d seen more than a few of his classmates popping during long coding sessions.

      Somehow, staying on topic felt a lot easier when said topic had beamed down from Lady knew where and taken up temporary residence in his own head. Aside from a few sweaty palmed breaks spent scouring social media feeds for damning footage of his Atherton Street heroics—not to mention a few brief hiatuses to check he hadn’t actually developed some kind of super strength, which, according to his uncrushed metal water bottle, he totally hadn’t—he barely even came up for air. The problem, it quickly became clear, wasn’t one of focus, but rather that he was sorely lacking in reliable source materials.

      In hindsight, he wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting.

      Much as he would’ve given for the comforting weight of an Excaliburs, Extraterrestrials, and Other Enigmas textbook in his hands, Nate hadn’t found anything that seemed even remotely applicable in what felt like the few thousand alien conspiracy articles he’d read. Nor had there been anything in the extensive bodies of King Arthur mythology, aside from a few low-budget movies set in modern day and one King Arthur comic series that, while apparently based in space, seemed sadly lacking in quick-fix answers for what to do when you’ve been attacked by a giant space ogre and wind up with an Excalibur trapped in your head.

      Nate was starting to get the impression it wasn’t exactly a common problem. And the Excalibur in question wasn’t being much help either. The sword-that-wasn’t-a-sword had been almost completely silent since the research had begun. If Nate hadn’t known better—which, on second thought, he really didn’t—it almost seemed as if the thing was pouting.

      A rich accusation, coming from the boy who has spent the entire afternoon hiding in his room, avoiding everything from his pathetic roommates to the girl he claims to love.

      “I never claimed to…” Nate blew out a huff of hot air and looked out the window, to… darkness? Shit, was it already nighttime?

      He pinched his temples, looking down at the sketch of the Merlin he’d been doodling as he read, and trying in futility to rub out the dull headache of hours spent monitor-gazing. “Did you want me on task, here, or not? One minute you’re telling me I’ve got the weight of the world on my shoulders, and the next you’re gonna criticize me for trying to do something about it?”

      Apologies. Clearly, I missed the part where you were doing anything of value here. Do carry on.

      “You know what?” Nate picked up his phone and plopped down on the bed beside Copernicus, navigating to his messages. “If you’re gonna be a dick about it, I might as well take care of my own life first.”

      He pulled up Gwen’s text, and started typing out a reply before the Excalibur could say otherwise.

      Nate: “Sorry I took so long to respond. Turns out my phone had too much to drink at INN last night, but it’s all better now. Can I buy YOU a peace-offering drink to make it up to you?”

      “There,” Nate muttered, even as his fingers tuttered with the phone, deleting and retyping the last sentence through a few different variations.

      As I was saying…

      “Screw you,” Nate muttered, tapping out the sentence one last time and hitting the send button.

      All hail the Knight of the Leaky Pocket, Tamer of Corgis and Conqueror of Nervous Butterflies.

      Nate dropped his phone on his chest and plopped his head back onto the pillows with a sigh. Beside him, Copernicus rolled over and did much the same. He hadn’t meant to—had meant instead to finally go have that shower and join his friends for some games—but Nate was on the verge of dozing off when his phone buzzed on his chest. He roused back to life with a familiar thrill of excitement. Then he looked at the display, and the excitement bled away, replaced by surprise and curiosity, and a healthy ripple of dread.

      It was a DM request from Emily Atherton, short enough that he could read its entirety in the preview line.

      Emily: “Can we talk?”

      He stared at those three words, mind churning uneasily with the thoughts of what Emily Atherton would want to talk to him about. It was an impressively short list, beginning with a stolen corgi, and ending with what in the holy hell had happened out there today. Nate stared at the phone, unsure how to respond, hesitant to even unlock the device and allow her to see that he’d seen her message. The phone buzzed again.

      Emily: “Wanted to say thx for what u did today”

      The knot in Nate’s stomach eased a little.

      Emily: “And to ask if u kno where my dog is lol”

      The knot tightened right back up.

      Nate looked over at the corgi on his bed, reflecting that he should probably get food and water for the both of them. Copernicus, as if sensing a change in the air, went paws-up and cocked his head around at an interesting angle to meet Nate’s gaze. The phone buzzed.

      Emily: “I’m not mad, btw”

      Emily: “Just wanna talk. Hope ur ok.”

      Nate let out a relieved breath. No wild demands or accusations. And still no viral catastrophe from all those not-so-helpful helpers earlier today. Maybe everything was actually going to be okay.

      Lady be praised, we are safe from the fifty kilogram beauty queen and the army of tweeting college youths.

      Nate frowned at an indiscriminate point on the ceiling, wondering if it was worth it to point out that no one his age really tweeted these days.

      I implore you to explain to me how that particular detail matters when NONE of these so-called social networks appear to be anything more than an amalgamated planetary feedback loop of self-aggrandizing mental masturbation.

      Nate chuckled despite himself. “Well, I guess we don’t disagree on everything after all.” He looked to Copernicus, wondering what he should do about Emily. “Are you doing okay here, little guy?”

      Copernicus broke into a panting doggy grin.

      “Well LOL, then,” Nate muttered, scratching the corgi behind the ears before unlocking his phone to type out a reply to Emily.

      Nate: “No worries about today. Really.”

      He paused on the keyboard, teetering on an outright lie, then decided that, with everything else happening, adding two-time willing dognapper to the résumé probably wasn’t necessary.

      Nate: “Copernicus actually followed me home earlier. Sorry, I was gonna bring him up this afternoon, but I guess the day sorta got away from me after everything.”

      Her response was quick.

      Emily: “OMG say no more, I’ve been a total wreck all day. Just glad he’s OK.”

      A few seconds later, the phone buzzed again.

      Emily: “Do u want me to come over?”

      He couldn’t help it. Those seven innocent little words, coming from Emily Atherton, stirred an abashed little part of Nate’s imagination that wasn’t ready to be stirred. Stirred it with unexpected vigor, right up until the phone buzzed again.

      Emily: “To get him I mean lol ;)”

      Nate blinked at the new message, not really sure whether it was in fact cancellation or confirmation of any perceived flirting, and more than a little irritated with himself for caring at all. How many times had she treated him like nerdy pond scum? Was he really going to let himself start salivating the first time he thought she might be fluttering her pretty little eyelids at him? It was pathetic.

      Well, I guess we DON’T disagree on everything after all.

      “Cute,” Nate muttered, tapping out a reply. “Real nice.”

      Nate: “Would you mind if I just bring him by tomorrow? I think we’re both pretty spent.”

      A slightly longer delay.

      Emily: “Yeah, totally. I kno you 2 are besties anyways. Could u let me kno ur address just in case?”

      Nate shared their Irvin Street address, oddly reassured that the tone had returned to normalcy. He arched an eyebrow at the unexpected sweet dreams and additional winky face he got back in return, and was just setting the phone down again when he felt a strange flicker of… something. Something he didn’t understand—kind of like a nervous flutter, but different. At first, he almost thought he’d received another text and that his fried brain had simply crossed wires and misinterpreted the sensation. Then the Excalibur spoke up.

      We have a visitor.

      Nate tensed, reflexively looking around the room as if maybe he’d somehow missed a troglodan hiding in the closet. Beside him, Copernicus had gone alert, ears at attention, but that might’ve been more because of Nate’s own tension than because the dog had heard anything.

      “Where?” he asked quietly, sweeping the room again, this time for anything that might be used as a weapon.

      YOU are supposed to be the weapon.

      “Yeah, this coming from the freaking Excalibur,” Nate muttered, scooting over on the bed to look out the dark windows. “Remind me again why—”

      He jerked and nearly dropped his phone when the thing buzzed in his hand.

      “Jesus,” he hissed at the device, as if it were all the phone’s fault.

      Hopeless.

      Nate ignored the Excalibur and woke the phone. It was a text from an unknown number, and a rather odd one at that.

      Unknown: “May I speak with you in the backyard?”

      Three guesses who that could be.

      Fool. You needn’t wager even a single guess.

      “Yeah, I know, it’s an—”

      An idiom. Ah, yes, I see that now.

      The impatience radiating from the Excalibur was clear enough, but if Nate hadn’t known better, he might’ve thought there was actually a hint of embarrassment there, too.

      If there is any embarrassment present, Nathaniel Arturi—

      “It’s me,” Nate sighed, climbing off the bed and reaching for his hoodie. “I know, man. I know. One day together and you’re already getting predictab—Agh!”

      His left leg buckled beneath him as he planted his foot and his ankle caught fire with a deep, throbbing pain. He caught onto his computer chair, hoping for balance, then hit the faux wood floor with a thud and curse when the traitorous furniture tipped on him.

      Would you rather I be UNpredictable, then?

      “What did you do?” Nate growled, reaching to pull up the leg of his jeans, as if seeing the pained region could somehow make it better, or at least help him make sense of what was happening. All he saw, though, were the same dark bruises that’d been there before, when he’d first made it to the safe isolation of his room to check. Ugly bruises, to be sure, but nothing compared to what he would’ve expected after getting run over. It was only the pain that had suddenly quadrupled, which didn’t seem to make a lick of sense, unless—

      Unless SOMEONE was managing the pain for you, and repairing the underlying tissue damage faster than your sad little body could shake a stick at.

      Nate stared down at the mottled mess, trying to process what the Excalibur was telling him.

      That was an idiom, by the way, his gruff companion added, right on the crest of a particularly vivid wave of pain.

      Nate grimaced, his mind’s eye replaying the scene of the blue Honda’s rear right tire crushing its thousand-pound way over his helpless ankle. He hadn’t been imagining it.

      Your leg would be shattered right now, had we allowed it, the Excalibur confirmed. Your hand, too.

      No wonder the driver had been so freaked out. He had hit something. And holy damn, was Nate noticing now.

      So would you like me to kiss it and make it all better? Or would you prefer to continue being confrontational?

      “Bite me, asshole,” Nate groaned, climbing back to his feet. The pain wasn’t that bad, if he just kept all the weight off of it. “You want a Knight…” he growled, pulling open the door…

      And stopping dead when he found Zach standing at the bathroom sink right across the hallway, frowning straight at him, as if he’d been listening through the door while he patted his hands dry.

      “Just talking to Copernicus,” Nate lied quickly.

      Copernicus trotted out of the room, corroborating with a little yip, and the two of them scooted off—or at least hobbled off—before Zach could so much as blink, heading down the hallway to go meet their not-so-mysterious visitor.
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      Nate ducked left through the kitchen, masking his limp and hoping to reach the back door without drawing the attention of Marty and Kyle, who were hooting and hollering at their respective TVs in the living room ahead. They saw him the moment he poked his head into the dining area anyway.

      “Yo, Nate!” Kyle called from his favorite back-of-the-couch perch. “Come play with us, man. Marty’s getting too drunk to pull his weight.”

      “This is still my first beer,” Marty said.

      “Ooo…” Kyle scrunched his face up apologetically. “Bad news then, buddy.”

      “You’re an A-hole,” Marty said. “I had more kills than either of you last round, and I rezzed both of your sorry—”

      Nate didn’t bother interrupting to promise just a minute or make some excuse about taking Copernicus out to use the little doggy’s room. He just quietly opened the back door and slipped out onto the porch while the two of them continued bickering about kills and revives and who had shot whom, and who had done it better and with more pizazz.

      Outside, the night air was pleasantly chilly after an unintentionally long afternoon spent cooped up, stagnating in his own despair. It was darker than dark, this far away from the heart of town—the yard lit by only what light trickled out from the kitchen window. All was calm and quiet, relatively speaking, the thumping heart of a State College Saturday night only a faint hum in the distance.

      “It never ceases to amaze me,” came the Merlin’s quiet voice from the shadows. “The further mankind removes itself from actually living the warrior’s life, the more infatuated it grows with chasing the thing through video games and glorified pop culture media. What a farce it all is.”

      “Video games?” Nate asked quietly, stepping off the porch and treading carefully toward the wizard’s voice in the darkness.

      “Humanity. Sentience. All of it.”

      So it was going to be one of those talks, huh? Wonderful.

      The Merlin possesses countless lifetimes of wisdom, Nathaniel. You would be wise to listen.

      “Of course you’d say that,” Nate muttered, though he also did have to admit he had about nine-thousand questions for the wizard.

      “Am I to take it you are becoming properly acquainted with your new companion?” came the Merlin’s voice from the thicket of trees ahead. There was barely enough light coming from the kitchen window to make out the wizard’s outline.

      “Yeah, he’s a real hoot,” Nate said. “So much so that I can’t help thinking you might’ve warned me what the hell I was getting into before you threw me into that portal. You had my number, apparently. Would it have killed you to send a text?”

      You embarrass us both with your sniveling, Nathaniel.

      But Nate couldn’t have cared less who he was embarrassing. It was his neck—or ankle, as it were—that’d been thrown under the treads today. His future that’d been blown sky high. His life that’d apparently been hijacked to a cause he still didn’t even understand.

      “Would you have responded to a casual message from the drunk hobo asking you to come have a chat in the park?” the Merlin asked.

      “Hell no, I wouldn’t have,” Nate growled, “which is exactly my point. You forced me into this.”

      “Forced you? Did I not adequately illustrate my point on the freedom of choice earlier?”

      “Giving me the option between keeping my life and watching an innocent girl die doesn’t really count, in my book.”

      “Then perhaps this book of yours could use some refreshment on the meaning of the words.”

      Nate felt his fists clenching in the darkness. He wanted to hit something. Or someone. Which wasn’t something Nate found himself often thinking, but hey, that was what these two wanted, wasn’t it? Some kind of alpha warrior badass? A guy who punched first and asked questions later? For a second, he was tempted to test the theory.

      You would be a fool to try.

      “Fine,” Nate said, trying to calm himself. “You wanna talk about choices? I choose to not be a part of this. And if that’s not good enough for you, you should talk to Mr. Excalibur. He says it’s a no-go, too, so you might as well just take him back and try again. Find one of those big strong warriors you mentioned earlier. I recommend you try the Navy SEALS instead of a goddamn college town next time.”

      For a few silent seconds, Nate thought the Merlin was actually considering his words. But then the wizard shambled a few steps forward from the trees, tipping the remainder of his clay cup’s contents into his mouth, then shaking his dirty mane as if to sober up.

      “You were chosen, Nathaniel Arturi,” he said, drawing close enough that Nate could just make out the glint of his dark eyes in the reflected kitchen light. “And so you will remain chosen until such a time as you are not.”

      “Then un-choose me!”

      “That is not how it works. Not if you wish to continue drawing breath, at least.”

      As you would know if you had been listening earlier.

      Nate tensed and untensed his jaw, wanting to argue but not really seeing the point. “For the record,” he finally said, “you suck at giving fair choices.”

      “There is no such thing as an unfair choice, Nathaniel. Only the unfair circumstances surrounding it. It was time for a Knight to be chosen, and you willingly charged through that portal. Here we are.”

      “This isn’t right.”

      The Merlin gave an amused huff at that. “Hmm. Rightness. Well, luckily rightness is not why I am here.”

      “And why are you here?” Nate asked, glancing back at the kitchen window, all too aware that his roommates were only a stone’s throw away. “You come to explain to me what the hell it is you dragged me into here?”

      “Sadly, no,” the Merlin said, and as abrupt as the denial was, he actually did sound a touch disappointed about it. “It seems your Excalibur will have to do the honors, there. I only came here to let you know that I must leave for a short while.”

      “Leave?” Nate was surprised by the depth of the panic the news woke in him. “You can’t just leave me here with this thing!”

      Funny, I might have said the same thing, were I an insolent little sniveler.

      “Oh bite me,” Nate growled at the darkness. Then, to Merlin, he added, “Aren’t you supposed to… I don’t know, train me, or something?”

      “Stop complaining.”

      Nate rocked back on his heels, and was rewarded with a flash of pain from his bruised ankle. “What?!” he hissed through a wince.

      “That’s lesson number one,” the Merlin said, almost cheerfully. “Stop complaining, and accept who and what you are.”

      “Well thanks for that, Shitty Yoda.”

      Insolent cur!

      “Any chance I can get lessons two and three before you skip town?” Nate pressed on, too aggravated to care if he was being an insolent cur, or a sniveling one, or any other variation thereof. “You know, if you’re not too busy, that is.”

      “Oh, lessons two and three are quite simple,” the Merlin said, apparently indifferent to Nate’s temper. “Prepare your body. And prepare your mind. The Excalibur can enhance both beyond your wildest dreams, but the effects will always be proportional to whatever raw materials you bring to the table, so to speak.”

      Nate paused, mouth half-open. He hadn’t really been expecting a real answer, and now that he’d gotten one, it only opened the door to about three-thousand more questions—how the Excalibur had managed to protect him from a ton of rolling destruction, for starters, right along with how it had given him the strength to steel-arm a speeding bike, and then blunted his panic attack like a mad pharmacologist.

      “Perhaps you should ask your new life partner,” the Merlin said, holding up his hands to prevent the outpouring of questions. “And most of all,” he added, before Nate could point out that his new life partner was an argumentative brick wall, “do try to remember that this is not about you, Nathaniel Arturi, no matter how much you might feel that your life has been unfairly affected.”

      “Affected?” Nate hissed. “That’s real easy for you guys to say when—”

      The Merlin swept forward so suddenly and fluidly that Nate barely had time to tense before the wizard’s hand clamped to the side of his head.

      “What the hell are you—”

      Dark night flashed inexplicably to gloomy day around them. Thunder cracked in the distance, and suddenly Nate was staring down at a broken, burning cityscape, hollow dread ringing in his chest. Distantly, he was still aware of the Merlin’s hand on the side of his head, but that hand somehow didn’t obstruct his view, almost as if he were seeing through eyes that weren’t his own.

      And what he was seeing was chaos.

      Gunfire and explosions in the streets. Broken glass raining from the skyscrapers, raining on fleeing pedestrians, refracting the flaring scarlet pulses of some kind of energy weapons. Dozens of stout, jagged ships that almost looked like hovering rock crags filled the sky, raining death from above.

      For a second, Nate thought they’d flash-stepped to another world, like the Lady had done with him, but then he registered how familiar the crumbling buildings looked, and the cars and trucks burning in the streets, and on the highway overpasses, and—

      “Jesus Christ,” Nate whispered, finally registering the distant hulking forms among the chaos for what they were.

      Troglodans.

      They were flooding the streets of what looked like New York, tearing through everything they met—buildings and vehicles and humans alike. Nate watched in horror as military jets screamed in on an attack run and promptly blossomed into neat little fireballs, plummeting to the streets below, where what remained of the human ground forces were meeting similarly violent ends.

      “This is but one version of what may come to pass should you fail to find the Beacon before they do,” came the Merlin’s bodiless voice.

      As I tried to tell you earlier.

      “What are you talking about?” Nate asked numbly at both of them, his mind already at max capacity with the sheer volume of destruction below. “What Beacon?”

      The scene faded from view, and Nate found himself suddenly standing in the dark backyard at State College again, wobbling on unsteady legs as the Merlin released him and stepped back.

      “The Beacon is what draws this conflict to Earth. It is the reason the Lady decreed a new Knight need be awakened in the first place. Every Beacon needs a Knight, you see…”

      Nate didn’t see—not even a little bit. He was still too busy trying to unsee the hellish nightmare the Merlin had just beamed into his brain. But the wizard wasn’t done yet.

      “The Beacon is… how do I put this? It is one of the most powerful objects in the known galaxy. And unless you wish to see that vision come to pass, you’re going to need to help me find it and get it safely off planet as quickly as possible.”

      “I don’t…” Nate shook his head, trying and failing to wrap his head around any of this. “I don’t understand. If this Beacon thing is so… so important, and if it’s already here, why can’t you just go grab it right now?”

      “It is… lost to me, for reasons I cannot explain.”

      “Can’t, or won’t?”

      The Merlin was silent for a long stretch. “It is lost to me,” he finally repeated, as if that was simply that.

      “But… Well, what about the Lady? She can step across the galaxy like she’s stepping out to get the mail, right? Why can’t she come find this thing?”

      “The answer to that question is… even more complicated. Suffice it to say, the Lady is equally bound from taking an active role in this matter, for reasons—”

      “You can’t explain?”

      “For reasons that are not yet my place to explain,” the Merlin corrected.

      “Maybe you should try anyway.”

      “It is far more critical that you do, Nathaniel. You and your Excalibur are innately attuned to the call of the Beacon. Far more attuned than I could ever be. Or you will be, at least, once you have adequately completed your bonding and learned to work together.”

      We can find this Beacon, Nathaniel.

      That caught him off balance. “We can?”

      Yes. If you’d stop your sniveling long enough to listen to what the Merlin is telling you.

      “And what exactly is he telling me?” Nate cried, throwing his hands up in frustration before remembering his roommates might hear, and dropping it back down to a hiss. “The call of the Beacon? Completing our bonding? It’s all just riddles and insults with both of you assholes!”

      Says the one who spent seven hours attempting to understand the alien technology in his head without once thinking to simply ask.

      “I…” Nate faltered. “I did ask. Back on Allen Street.”

      And so I answered, did I not?

      “Barely,” Nate grumbled. It wasn’t like the Excalibur had exactly been forthcoming. Not with anything but insults, at least. Could the thing really blame him for being skeptical when it had done nothing but berate him for his petulant worthlessness since they’d “met” that morning?

      “Right,” the Melin spoke up, tucking his clay cup into the inner folds of his shoddy robe. “I think I’ll leave the two of you to it, then.”

      “Seriously? What, because you’re so busy running off for… for what? A Saturday night bender? Where the hell are you off to that’s suddenly so important anyway?”

      “I’m off to do something I should have had the courage to do a long time ago,” the Merlin said. He sounded desperately tired. “Something I hope will spare a good many people a great deal of pointless loss.”

      The gravity in the old wizard’s tone stilled some of the frustration churning Nate’s gut. “Something more important than finding this Beacon?”

      “Something I am better equipped for, at least. If all goes well, the two will not be mutually exclusive.” The Merlin shook himself free of whatever thought he was having. “For now, you must focus on learning your Excalibur and finding the Beacon in time. Get it off of this planet, Nathaniel, and quickly, or the troglodan invasion will soon be the least of Earth’s troubles.”

      Nate was opening his mouth to ask what the hell that was supposed to mean when the Merlin cocked his head as if he’d heard something. The wizard leaned in close before Nate could speak, clutching his hand and whispering in a quick, hushed tone.

      “Prepare yourself for battle, Nathaniel Arturi, and do not give in to despair. All of humanity may well be counting on you. I will return as soon as I can.”

      The jiggle and wooden squeak of the back door opening cut through the night before Nate could answer. He whirled to find Kyle’s rotund silhouette in the doorway, with Marty craning over his shoulder.

      “Yo, Batman, you want a light out here?” Kyle called.

      The yard lights flashed on before he could say no, incandescent illumination spilling across the damp grass in time with the panic spiking through his chest.

      “Nate?” Marty called somewhere far away, as Nate whipped around to hiss at the Merlin to take cover. “You get lost, man?”

      Nate was too busy gaping at the empty space before him, the words stuck in his throat.

      The Merlin was gone. Again.

      “Were you talking to someone out here?” came Marty’s confused voice.

      “Talking?” Kyle said. “He looks like he just got caught consorting with demons.”

      Confused, mildly relieved, and more than a little frazzled, Nate turned back to his friends. “You guys just caught me by surprise, okay? It’s just me and Copernicus out here.”

      Just a man, his corgi, and his Excalibur, apparently arrayed against the entire Troglodan armada—and worse—in The Quest for the Holy Beacon.

      Ahh, and what a glorious quest it could be.

      “Could being the operative word?” Nate muttered quietly enough not to be heard by the others.

      That depends…

      On whether he could get his shit together and stop sniveling?

      Precisely.

      This was starting to get weird.

      Do try to refrain from sniveling about it.

      “Let’s wrap it up, little guy,” Kyle called from the porch, where he’d sank to haunches and was reaching out toward Copernicus, his breathing marginally elevated from the effort. “Daddy’s gotta come play Battle Royale with his squad like a responsible roommate.”

      Battle Royale.

      The thought almost made Nate laugh out loud. Only ten minutes earlier, he’d been fully intending to call it a night on the crazy and join his friends in the living room, reasoning that he’d tried his best for the day, and that none of this was going to be for anything anyway if he let himself slide off the deep end and lose his mind. But now…

      How could he even think about taking a video game break after what the Merlin had just shown him? How could he do anything but dive headfirst into… into what, exactly? Bonding with the Excalibur? Finding the Beacon?

      Saving the entire goddamn planet from death by aliens?

      Nate stared numbly at the house, wanting nothing more than to run inside, chug a beer, and sweep all this crazy shit under the rug until he could re-examine it in the light of day.

      I believe that is what you humans call cowardice at work.

      “You coming, buddy?” Marty called.

      Nate realized Copernicus had joined his roommates on the porch, and they were all waiting for him now. Three concerned stares and one wagging tail.

      “Go on in,” Nate said. “I’ll be there in a sec. Can you just get the light?”

      Kyle frowned. Marty looked like he might protest. Then Zach called something from the living room, and the three filed back inside, leaving Nate alone in the cool night air. The yard lights flicked off. From the darkness, he watched through the back door window as his friends collected their drinks from the dining table, shared a happy cheers, and shuffled back into the living room to resume their happy lives. Nate stood completely still, feeling adrift in the darkness. Completely alone.

      Not completely.

      That, at least, caught him by surprise enough to halt the negative spiral. Then Copernicus appeared in the kitchen window, happily panting out into the darkness after having apparently found a way up onto the kitchen counter. He put one little corgi paw against the window, and that did it.

      In that moment, Nate very nearly could’ve cried—for what, exactly, he couldn’t have said. No more than he could’ve said what the hell he was going to do about the galaxy-sized mess staring him right back in the face.

      What the hell was there to do about any of it?

      Prepare yourself for battle, Nathaniel, came the Merlin’s voice in Nate’s thoughts. Prepare your body. Prepare your mind.

      Nate stood there in the dark, thinking it over for a long time.

      He’d prepare himself, he decided. Starting tomorrow, he’d do whatever it took. He’d start training. He’d learn from the Excalibur—ask it every question he could think to ask. Maybe even play friendly, if he could. But first…

      He slid his phone out of his pocket and woke the device, the loose threads of a plan beginning to form in his mind.

      First, he needed to make the only sensible call one could make after everything he’d just learned.
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      With the occasional exception of the odd last-minute group project meeting—and one briefly lived attempt at “getting his shit together” junior year—Nate had rarely had cause to venture to the barren wasteland that was campus on a Sunday morning. To say the place was dead might’ve been a slight overstatement. Students were in evidence here and there. It was just that most of them looked like they’d left their better, thinking halves at home in bed, right where they sincerely wished they still were with them.

      Last minute group project meetings, Nate guessed. And probably a few soon-to-be failed attempts at getting respective shits together. College life at its finest.

      He trudged past the curved overpass bridge of the IT building, glancing across to the bioengineering building—wondering, as he so often did, where Gwen was and what she was doing—and reflecting that he probably wasn’t in any position to be judging anyone alive at this hour as he continued on toward Rec Hall, bound for his first official workout in… well, pretty much ever, as his dear mom had been quick to point out when he’d called her on the issue of funding his broke ass for this apparently highly questionable extracurricular.

      Of the two monumentally awkward calls he’d made last night, he still couldn’t decide which had been the more embarrassing.

      “Did you say a gym membership, sweetie?” his mom had asked on the phone in clear bafflement, reaffirming Nate’s every doubt and hesitation about his audacious new plan.

      The Excalibur had practically cackled with derisive delight.

      But at least she’d eventually agreed to foot the bill—after, of course, running Nate through the entire treacherous track of the Mom Gauntlet.

      Is this about a girl, honey? Because you don’t need to change a thing to impress anyone. You’re perfect just the way you are.

      Oh, well is it bullies, then? It’s okay to turn to a teacher for help, Nathan. I don’t care if the cool kids call you a narc rat, or whatever it is.

      Oh, well… are you sure it’s not about a girl, then?

      He was half-surprised the Excalibur hadn’t blown a fuse or pulled a sword muscle or something as Nate had calmly reminded her that he wasn’t in high school anymore, thank you very much, and that he really just wanted to start taking better care of himself.

      And sure, he wasn’t positive that preparing for battle actually rightly belonged in the taking care of himself column, no matter how much exercise was involved, but at least it had sounded good. A hell of a lot better than anything he’d managed to crap out in the call that had preceded it.

      In hindsight, he still wasn’t sure what he’d been thinking, calling the National Security hotline to report a goddamn alien invasion.

      Not that he’d been so careless as to come right out with it. He’d tried to play it carefully, tried to get patched through to someone up the chain of military intelligence—someone who might actually be a position to do something about the imminent invasion.

      Instead, he’d gotten Roger, loyal DHA call center operator. Roger who, bless his heart, had at least pretended to take everything Nate was saying seriously, right up until he’d realized that the aliens Nate had started talking about a few sentences back were not in fact of the undocumented immigrant variety. It had all gone downhill from there. For the first time in his life, Nate had actually resorted to the old I need to speak to your supervisor chestnut—which, it turned out, didn’t actually work for matters of national security.

      Nate had been written off as “one of those Area 51 nuts,” briefly scolded for clogging up their precious call lines, and promptly hung up on. He’d sat there fuming for a good fifteen minutes after that, trying and failing to come up with a more useful plan than writing them a strongly-worded letter suggesting that they amend their hotline slogan accordingly: Your calls can make a difference. (Unless it’s about aliens. Yes, the outer space kind.)

      Shame on him for trying to do the responsible thing.

      Stymied by the powers that be, Nate had done the next best thing he could think of, and called his mom. And so it was that he found himself standing at the Rec Hall gym sign-in desk at 8:58 AM sharp, shifting uneasily beneath the moody judgment of the Excalibur, and the equally flat and unamused stare of the curly-haired desk attendant. Because if Uncle Sam wasn’t going to step in, at least he could pump some iron in the delusional hope that he might turn into some kind of magical King Arthur superhero, right?

      Stop it. He was almost surprised to realize the voice in his head was his own, and not the Excalibur’s. You’re here. You’re doing this.

      Worst case scenario, he wasted a few hours and ended up a slightly less pathetic version of himself. Maybe. Even that much was kind of hard to imagine under the stare of Judgy McJudgerson behind the desk, there.

      “Sorry, are you guys, uh, open already, or…?” He glanced off in the direction of the sounds of whirring machines and clanking plates within, wondering if he’d read the schedule incorrectly online.

      “They’re regulars,” she said, as if that fact were self-evident. “Sometimes they slip in a few minutes early.”

      “Right…”

      Nate had been surprised to see the facility didn’t officially open till 9 AM on Sundays, having always figured gym-goers were the sorts to get started early, even on the weekends. Apparently even fit-fam college kids needed their hangover sleep.

      It wasn’t like anyone was training to save the world or anything.

      “Well, uhh…” Nate said, holding his freshly charged ID card up. “Any chance I can slip in now?”

      She rolled her eyes and gestured toward the card reader with a demeanor that suggested Nate’s audacity was causing her significant personal detriment. He swiped the card, aware that a few burly early birds had just piled through the door behind him, and eager to be on his way.

      The card reader gave an indignant squawk that was quickly taken up as an indignant stare from the desk girl. So maybe the gym charge hadn’t gone through to his ID, after all.

      Wonderful.

      This is degrading.

      “How do you think I feel?” Nate whispered under his breath.

      Behind the desk, the girl turned from whatever she was doing on her computer to shoot him a shameless crazy guy look.

      I meant for you. I do not care what these petty meat sacks think.

      The desk girl gestured to the card reader again. All too aware of the growing line behind him, Nate swiped with a small prayer. The light flicked green, and he hurried past the desk with a muttered thanks.

      “Well, that’s good for you, buddy,” Nate said quietly, glancing back to eye the stream of the Penn State Beautiful-Jacked-People Club sweeping in through the open doors now. “Because I have a feeling we’re about to be rolling in the degradation.”

      Maybe coming first thing in the morning had been a mistake.

      He’d hoped he might beat the crowd and get a chance to start figuring out what the hell he was doing in here without a few hundred eyeballs waiting to see him fail. But now here he was crashing the party with the A-Team, and he was pretty sure the odd looks he was drawing couldn’t have all just been in his head.

      Maybe it was just the shiny black eye he was sporting. But he was still half tempted to come back later anyway, as he watched the new arrivals disperse amongst the free weights and the rows of pristine machines with an air of familiar routine, pausing only to say hi here, or shoot Nate a disapproving look there. Even if it was busy later, at least Nate could blend in with all the other sorry-ass weekend warriors fumbling their way through their workouts in their half-hearted attempts to work off the beer and pizza.

      If you are intimidated by these children, Nathaniel, you might as well go home now, and not come back.

      Nate started to open his mouth, then decided that, seeing as the Excalibur seemed to have no trouble reading his thoughts, he should probably nip the whole talking to himself in public thing in the bud. Well, THAT guy looks like he could bench press a car, he thought carefully, so forgive me if I’m feeling a little shy.

      A single unarmed troglodan could easily slay ten such men.

      What little victory he felt at the success of the silent communication was quickly buried by the unbidden memories of the troglodan’s ferocity in the park. Is that supposed to be encouraging?

      I simply preferred the time when your ancestors grew stronger by crushing the skulls of their enemies rather than playing with shiny hunks of steel.

      “Yeah…” Nate muttered, eyeing one of the empty squat racks at the far end of the row, and mentally running through the basics of what he’d read online. Well, I’m fresh out of enemy skulls to crush, so I guess this’ll have to do for now.

      The Excalibur didn’t see fit to reply as Nate crossed the escalating battlefield of the gym, trying not to make eye contact with any of the aggregating bro clans staking claim to their machines and weight stations along the way. From the far corner ahead, where another rack and lifting platform were half-tucked away behind a divider wall, there came a low, clattering thud Nate felt through his leg bones. Then another. And another.

      It sounded like the freaking hammer of Thor at work, and as Nate reached his target squat rack and caught a glimpse of the guy doing the lifting, the analogy only felt more appropriate. The guy was wearing a worn PSU sweatshirt, and he looked older from behind. He wasn’t a walking mountain of muscle like some of the others in here, but he looked plenty damn strong as he hefted a heavily-loaded barbell up from the floor and stood to his full height, the bar dangling from his hands with so much weight on either side that it was actually bending.

      A deadlift, some corner of Nate’s mind remembered. That was what the articles had called a deadlift.

      A freaking huge deadlift.

      It must’ve been over four-hundred pounds on the bar. Nate didn’t have time to count the plates and try to figure it out before the sweatshirted thunder god lowered the weight back to the platform with a low thud.

      “Holy shit,” Nate whispered, focusing back to the rack ahead before the guy could turn around and catch him staring.

      That one may be admirable for a human, but such a feat would be nothing for a true Excalibur Knight.

      “Well something tells me I’d still better start with just the bar anyway.”

      The Excalibur said nothing as Nate stepped into the rack and up to the empty barbell, checking its height against his chest, like the articles had said. It said nothing at all, but Nate could feel its silent judgment stewing all around him.

      The articles all said to start with just the bar, he thought.

      I am well aware, the Excalibur replied. I read and indexed every one of the articles you are citing in the time it took you to think that.

      Nate wiggled his fingers and scrunched his face in what he hoped was an understandably sarcastic sign for, Ooo, look at me and how smart I am. Then he remembered he was in a public space, and he crossed his arms, glancing furtively around to see if anyone had noticed.

      Do you know what I noticed? the Excalibur asked.

      No, but I’m sure you’re about to tell—

      THESE ARTICLES WERE NOT WRITTEN FOR AN EXCALIBUR KNIGHT.

      “—Me,” Nate finished aloud, dipping down to check his shoelaces in a wasted effort to hide his flinch.

      They are written BY sad meat sacks, FOR sad meat sacks. Are YOU a sad meat sack, Nathaniel?

      “I think we both know your answer to that question,” Nate muttered, standing back up. He gripped the bar and stepped underneath, resting it across his back like he’d seen in the videos. Now can you keep it down in there? I’m trying to focus.

      Yes, we wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.

      One of the Beautiful Jacked People walked past Nate’s rack, frowning at Nate like he was a crazy person. Which, given what he’d just been saying out loud, was fair enough. As if to add insult to the Excalibur’s injury, the Bro eyed Nate’s empty bar and relaxed, moving on like Nate was simply too scrawny to reach the threshold where crazy actually became concerning.

      Nate ignored them both and unracked the bar, standing straight and taking a few steps back with it nestled across the less-than-substantial meat of his shoulders. It felt uncomfortable. Not heavy, necessarily. Just foreign. And as he gathered his thoughts and tried to descend into his first ever squat, the discomfort only multiplied.

      Things wobbled. Others stretched. Others found themselves in positions they couldn’t remember having ever been in before, and didn’t seem to believe they had any business being in now. Nate tried to keep straight all the mental cues he’d read about.

      Hips back.

      Chest up.

      Knees out. Out where?

      Grip the ground with your toes.

      He nearly fell over at that one. But then he caught his balance and rose, feeling at least marginally in control. He tried another squat. And another. Each one feeling weird and wrong—but slightly less weird and wrong than its predecessor.

      How fortunate that I took the time to heal your ankle for this.

      I’m trying here, Nate thought, completing his fifth squat and carefully stepping the bar back onto the rack hooks. He looked down at his ankle, wondering at the Excalibur’s words. His ankle was surprisingly pain free at the moment. Underneath the sweats, he knew he was still rocking some pretty gnarly bruises, but—

      Are you? Check again, little hobbit.

      Frowning, Nate bent down and slid his right pant leg up a few inches.

      The bruises were gone. And come to think of it…

      He pulled up the front camera on his phone, and watched his own dark eyes widen as he realized his Todd-induced black eye had magically cleared up sometime in the past hour, since he’d sat there downing his cereal and wondering at the wisdom of trying to come work out on an injured leg. But now there was nothing there but pale white skin above, and thin, wispy leg hair below. It was…

      Impossible? You have no idea what we could accomplish together were you to relinquish your hold on such thoughts and rise to the challenge.

      “Fine,” Nate said, studying the array of plates suspended on either side of the rack. “You want me to rise to the challenge?”

      He moved to the outside of the rack, his gaze drifting to the 25 pound plates. But he knew what the Excalibur would have to say about that: Are YOU a sad meat sack, Nathaniel Arturi?

      Are you? the Excalibur asked.

      Nate wasn’t sure what he was, aside from maybe a scrawny little hobbit with delusions of grandeur and a magic sword in his head. But he reached for the big 45 pound plates anyway. He loaded one on each side of the bar, the weight feeling a little too much like that of ego and bad decisions in his hands.

      Better.

      Nate tried it again and was surprised to find that he didn’t die. Not that it felt great. The bar dug into his back with an outrageously uncomfortable vengeance, and he almost lost his balance on the first three repetitions. But he didn’t. And by the time he settled the bar back into the rack, he actually felt kind of good.

      You can do more.

      Seriously? Nate glanced at the plates on his bar. This is already triple what the plan was.

      And the troglodans will be here a thousand times sooner than your sniveling carcass will be ready for them. Perhaps you should consider these words of eternal human wisdom, which I just located on the internet: If the bar ain’t bending, you’re just pretending.

      Don’t tell me, Nate thought, rolling his eyes. That was Jesus, right?

      Just load the barbell, Nathaniel.

      Nate sighed. I thought the plan was to find the Beacon before all hell broke loose on Earth, anyway.

      Which will only happen if you actually manage to bond with me quickly enough to do so.

      Kindly refer to the aforementioned ‘I’m trying,’ Nate thought, with all the mental acid he could muster. Unless you wanna actually tell me something useful about how this bonding process works, outside of me needing to be less pathetic.

      Was it his imagination, or could he feel the Excalibur searching for the right words?

      Curious.

      What’s curious? Nate wondered.

      Never mind that. You have observed this movie titled, ‘Thor,’ correct?

      Nate arched an eyebrow at the air, not really sure where this was going. Yeah… why?

      I believe this bit of pop culture provides a relevant analogy. Whosoever holds this hammer, if he be worthy, shall possess the power of Thor, and so forth… Do you understand?

      I don’t know… Nate frowned. But what do you mean, you BELIEVE it’s relevant? You don’t know?

      Was that frustration radiating from the Excalibur?

      You are holding the hammer, Nathaniel. Try not to snivel about it.

      Nate realized he’d been absentmindedly staring toward the girl squatting two racks down from him, and she was starting to notice. He turned his frown safely back to the weights, thinking about the Excalibur’s metaphors. First the Gandalf quote, and now this comparison to Thor and his Mjölnir, yet for both analogies, he couldn’t help but think there was some critical disconnect, and that the sword-that-wasn’t-a-sword seemed to have missed the entire point of both legends.

      Perhaps it is you who missed the point, Nathaniel, the Excalibur shot back, and this time there was no mistaking the frustration. I am merely attempting to establish a common ground upon which we might build this shoddy farce of an alliance.

      I understand, Nate thought back quickly, meaning it even if he was a little unclear as to exactly which part of this was frustrating his companion. Maybe that didn’t matter so much though.

      I… Even thinking the words was difficult. Thank you, Excalibur. I appreciate the effort. But… what about the Lady’s test? The sword in the stone? Why wasn’t that part enough?

      The Excalibur rippled with something like amusement, or maybe reverence. Why, indeed. Though I am fairly certain the fact that you even think to ask that question is, in itself, part of the answer. Now, are you going to prove your worth, or aren’t you?

      Nate pursed his lips, kind of wishing he could take that thank you back. As if to highlight his daily shortcomings thus far, the real thunder god in the corner chose that moment to start up with another set of floor-shaking deadlifts.

      This is bullshit, for the record, Nate thought, as he stepped over to slide more weights free from the rack. Total Todd-level, Alpha-dog bullshit. But there was nothing for it. It might be stupid, and unsafe, and a thousand other things. But as vague as the Merlin’s directions had been, the Excalibur probably had a point. If there was any version of reality where he was actually ready when this alleged armada arrived, it probably didn’t involve moderation and holding back.

      Not that that softened his embarrassment as he clumsily added a pair of 35 pound plates to the bar and felt the dubious stares multiplying around him.

      There. That’s… He counted. That’s 205 pounds. That’s more than I weigh. Are you happy with that?

      That is a semantically confusing question. But I am satisfied, yes. For the moment.

      Nate took his place under the bar, noticing a few more guys frowning his way while they pretended to be busy with their phones. Like freaking sharks sensing blood in the water, just waiting for him to bite it.

      Perhaps we should move this endeavor to the ship next time, if you are going to be this sensitive.

      Nate paused under the bar. The ship? There’s a… a ship? Like a…?

      A spacefaring vessel, yes, Nathaniel. Of course there is a ship. Did you expect a Knight would traverse the cosmos via intragalactic pedicab?

      Nate wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Hadn’t really thought that far ahead, if he was being honest, mostly for the simple fact that he still had no idea what the hell an Excalibur Knight actually did. His head was already on the verge of exploding from his single earthbound objective as it was.

      Continue your exercise. We will discuss the ship once I’ve… found it.

      Nate might’ve insisted on a few hundred more questions then—what the hell the Excalibur meant, once he found it, for instance—but the sight of the Shark People still watching him brought him back to the gym, where he was still awkwardly standing in position beneath the barbell.

      It said something about his mental state that his brain seemed content to simply file this bombshell away for the moment. Nothing but a few voyeurs and a rogue spaceship to worry about? Not like he hadn’t seen weirder. Might as well squat two-hundred pounds. Screw it.

      That’s the spirit.

      This time, taking the weight on his back felt less like a localized discomfort and more like a full body trampled-by-troglodans experience. By the time he managed to walk the bar out from the rack hooks, his body was shaking with the effort of even stabilizing the weight. There was no way, his indignant brain informed him. No freaking way. No—

      Squat, little hobbit.

      Nate tried to take a breath—it was like sucking against vacuum through a straw—and unlocked his knees. Hips back. Body trembling. Chest up. Full on shaking now. Body whipping like the freaking Tacoma Narrows Bridge, moments before collapse.

      In a panic, Nate tried to reverse direction, only to find that he couldn’t. His hips were locked in place. He strained with everything he had. Stuck. Hips beginning to sink. Strength bleeding away.

      Are you a sad meat sack, Nathaniel Arturi? Or are you a Knight?

      A flicker of fire in his heart. Nate clenched his teeth, head on the verge of exploding, and heaved. He wasn’t sure where the strength came from, only that he needed to live long enough to tell the Excalibur to kiss his ass. But the bar was moving. Inch by trembling inch, it was moving.

      He was freaking doing it.

      Then something smacked into the side of the squat rack, and Todd Mackleroy’s sneering face appeared out of nowhere a mere foot in front of him. “Yo, Arturi! What the shit is up with—Oh damn, bro! Looks like you’re about to blow a—”

      Nate didn’t hear whatever else Todd said. His magical drive had stalled. His balance was off kilter. Something gave way, and before he could even say what, everything was collapsing in a rapid fire explosion of jarring impacts and loud crashes.

      When it was over, Nate’s tail bone was aching, his legs and back burning, and he was looking up at Todd’s gleeful face from a crumpled heap at the bottom of the squat rack.

      “Oh my god,” Todd said loudly, touching his hands to the sides of his head in dramatized concern. “Are you okay, bro?”

      Nate looked blearily around and realized half the gym seemed to be watching—alerted, no doubt, by the crashing weights. Half of them had their damned phones out.

      Not again.

      “Maybe the IT Guy got confused,” said one of Todd’s pack members. “Maybe he hit his head too hard in that fall yesterday.” He stepped away from the other three followers to point through the windows of the gym’s front wall, over toward the IT Bridge. “Your building’s over there, little guy.”

      Head still spinning, Nate tried to get an arm under himself to sit up, and felt hard resistance behind his shoulder blades. The bar. He’d fallen on the bar. Better than under the bar, some dazed part of his brain pointed out. The rest was busy just trying to focus on those three words: that fall yesterday.

      The accident. How did they know about the accident? Unless—

      Nathaniel, I have located five skulls ripe for the crushing.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Nate murmured.

      “What’d he say?” growled Henchman Number One, puffing his chest in the universal sign for come at me, bro. Todd, like a good bro pack leader, held his man back with a hand to the chest, watching Nate with a suspicious look all the while.

      Kick their rectums!

      The Excalibur was so giddy with excitement that, for a split second, some crazy part of Nate even wanted to listen to the damn thing—delusions of badass grandeur dancing in his head. Then Todd stepped forward and shoved his phone in Nate’s face, and Nate could only stare in astonishment as a tiny version of himself leapt across the screen, plowed into Emily Atherton, hit the pavement rolling, and came up to stiff arm a speeding black bike to a dead halt, moving entirely quicker than Nate had ever moved in his life.

      He winced as the rear tire kicked up, and the hoodied biker went flying.

      “What the hell gives, Arturi?” Todd asked, watching him closely as Video Nate pulled Emily Atherton to her feet and held her for a few breathless moments, only to turn and run off when the videographers started closing in.

      Nate could only gape at Todd as he paused the video and leaned closer.

      “What are you hiding?” he asked in a quiet voice, looking more serious than Nate had ever seen. His expression only darkened as he glanced at Nate’s left eye socket, probably noting the lack of the bruising that’d been evident even in the shaky video.

      “Look at him, bro,” one of the I.N.N. henchmen broke in, waving at the mess of Nate’s spilled weights as if to point out how pathetic he was. “I told you it was just a bout of retard strength.”

      “Dude!” another chided, shaking his head and smacking his fellow bro’s shoulder as if to tell him off. “It’s the pills, bro. Those computer jockeys eat ‘em like candy.”

      Nate couldn’t find words. Couldn’t even seem to find thoughts. Todd was still staring at him. Nate didn’t understand what he wanted—why he was doing this at all. How he’d even found out.

      Or why he looked so deadly angry behind that stare.

      It was only when Nate heard someone in the next row over hissing something about bath salts and pointing emphatically to their phone that his brain caught up, and he properly realized what was happening. Rattled as he’d been by the Merlin’s visit, and Roger the loyal DHA lackey, and pretty much everything else under the freaking sun, he’d forgotten to scour the web this morning.

      And that shit had snuck right in and bit him in the ass.

      “—see that bike, though?” one of their nearby spectators asked his friend, tapping his phone.

      “—shit was badass,” came another voice.

      He hadn’t imagined the strange looks, he realized.

      “—ust be some kind of freak—”

      “—sure that’s him?”

      “—obviously just CGI, dude—”

      CGI. For a second, Nate’s brain latched onto that pearl, thinking to corroborate it. Just special effects. That was it. Just a nerd trying to get attention. It might even work, he thought—right up until he took another look around and saw that half of the gym had given themselves permission to openly stare, phones at the ready.

      Even Todd was looking around like he was just then realizing this might not have been the smartest place to make a scene.

      He had to get out of here.

      You’re doing it, again. Calm yourself.

      But Nate was already rocking to his feet, too mortified by what was happening to even think twice about his potential injuries, or the fact that he practically slammed Todd off his feet and into the rack as he skirted by.

      Apparently Todd hadn’t been ready either.

      The bronze god and his gang of dudebros flared up like an Italian deli at the insult, but Nate was already hurrying off, crashed weights forgotten, every single goddamn eye in the place riveted to the unfolding of Freak Show #2.

      “Nate?” someone called, but he didn’t look back—couldn’t look back. Had to get away from all these phones. Had to resist the urge to run. Couldn’t run. Not again. Not—

      You are overreacting, Nathaniel.

      The Excalibur’s voice only added urgency to his already bouncing walk-run. He only barely managed to avoid hissing shut up out loud.

      For a second, he wondered if the Excalibur was right, and if maybe he should just smile and shrug it off, and chock it all up to hand wavy excuses about adrenaline rushes and soccer moms lifting mini vans to save their kids. But then he saw the way two girls at the water fountain were recoiling from his path, and the way the curly-haired desk attendant was talking quickly into the phone up ahead, eyes fixed straight on him, and any thought of shrugging it all off fled with the remainder of his self-control.

      He needed to get out of here.

      He passed the front desk at a jog, hurrying through the atrium doors, sweating in a way that had little to do with physical exertion. He plowed through the outer doors, felt cool autumn air pour into his lungs. Hard asphalt beneath his feet. Todd Mackleroy’s deadly serious face stuck in his mind’s eye ahead, and gods knew how many chattering Penn Staters behind. He’d forgotten his water bottle back by the squat rack, some distant corner of his mind noted.

      He threw up his hood and ran.
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      The black SUV didn’t belong on Irvin Street.

      That was the first factoid Nate’s tingling Spidey Senses announced as he drew up beside the bushes outside the house and noted the dark vehicle parked curbside a few houses down. The second factoid, peering up at the paneled living room windows, was that he couldn’t remotely tell if his roommates were awake in there yet. Hell, he could barely even tell whether he wanted them to be.

      His lungs burned. If the cross country coaches had had the decency to tell him during his brief stint that all it took to crack the five minute mile was an alien weapon in the head and the end of life as he knew it, Nate would’ve liked to think he’d have had the wisdom to tell them to go and shove it.

      Give me something to work with here, and we’ll be cracking four minutes by the end of the week.

      Not really the point, Ex, Nate thought, prowling past the bushes to begin the front stoop climb.

      Ah. And now we are doing nicknames. Charming.

      Nate ignored his companion, taking the world one heavy stoop step at a time. He paused at the door, Spidey Sense paranoia morphing into a malignant serpent, coiling around his insides.

      If they were awake… If they’d already seen…

      Quick as the frantic run home had been, Nate couldn’t count how many passing stares he’d drawn. Of course, of those numerous stares, he had no idea how many might’ve been staring because they’d already seen that damned video, and how many had simply been born of natural curiosity at the guy running bloody murder down the street.

      He was probably being paranoid, he told himself. Even rampantly viral videos didn’t spread so fast that half the town would’ve already seen—much less would’ve recognized him on the street. He looked back down their quiet stretch of Irvin Ave anyway, just to reassure himself there was no rabid pack of drooling, phone-pointing voyeurs in pursuit.

      Nothing but calm street, and the usual amount of parked cars. Somewhere down the block, there was the cough-cough-roar of someone starting up a push mower. Just another quiet Sunday on pre-invasion Earth.

      His frown settled on the black SUV that decidedly didn’t belong here, with its severely tinted windows and its up to no good vibes. He was pretty sure he hadn’t seen the vehicle around before, but if that set his Spidey Senses tingling a bit, then that admittedly only landed it in the same bag as pretty much every other stray glance and passing car he’d seen in the past five minutes. He was just being paranoid.

      Though there IS an unusual level of mobile data streaming to and from that vehicle.

      Nate paused, fingers on the doorknob.

      It also appears to have been parked there for nearly an hour, with two occupants still inside.

      Nate tried and failed to process that. Spies? He tore his eyes from the opaque SUV windows and forced himself to turn the doorknob instead. Paranoia. Just paranoia.

      That particular greasy cloud was snuffed from his brain like a light switch at the sight of his automaton hand pushing the door open, and at the sudden sharp terror that its opening swing would reveal Marty, Kyle, and Zach all waiting for him there on the couch, with the inexplicable clip of Nate’s YouTube heroics looping on all four TVs.

      The house, thankfully, was quiet.

      Gods bless his late-rising roommates.

      Interesting.

      Interesting? Nate frowned, easing the door shut behind him and padding straight for the hallway to his room, minding the squeaky points in the faux wood as best he could.

      License plate identification indicates that the vehicle outside belongs to the Department of Defense.

      Nate froze.

      What?

      Through the too-thin walls, he heard Kyle sleep mumbling, bed frame groaning under him as he tossed or turned.

      But how…

      It couldn’t be.

      How did you even…

      Look up a simple identification registry?

      Oh shit.

      Here’s a metaphor for you, Nathaniel: a child might as well ask an adult how he or she managed to pluck a cookie from the open jar.

      Oh shit, oh shit, oh—

      “Stop!” Nate hissed, eyes wide. It was only when he heard the muffled scrabbling of Copernicus from the next door down and the sounds of stirring from Marty’s room at the end of the hall that he remembered he was supposed to be sneaking.

      Whatever you’re doing, stop it, right now, he thought desperately, hurrying for the safety of his room. He didn’t make it further than opening the door, though, before Copernicus spilled out in a rush of unbounded doggy excitement, pausing only to welcome his magnanimous captor home with a boop of the snoot to the leg before dodging Nate’s grabbing hands and racing off down the hallway in a thrice-cursed game of tag.

      I am being helpful, the Excalibur insisted. Unlike that whining bundle of fur.

      Nate started after said bundle of fur, pinching his temples in a vain attempt to stay calm. Are you or are you not currently inside the DoD’s secure network?

      A pregnant pause.

      I would hardly call it secure, considering.

      “You can’t just hack the DoD all freaking willy nilly, man!” Nate hissed, throwing his hands wide in exasperation as Copernicus hopped onto the couch, whirling to face him with a doggy grin. “They’ll track you! They’ll track me! They’ll—”

      The clack and creaking groan of an opening door spun Nate around like a freaking piñata on the business end of a hungry bully’s bat, and there was Marty, standing in the open doorway, just staring at him like, like…

      “What’s up, dude?” Marty’s voice was cautious. “You look like you just found out that the time machine worked.”

      Nate couldn’t think of a damned word to say. Not with the feds outside, probably prepping the tranquilizers and black bags even as his helpful Excalibur gallivanted around the freaking DoD network, leaving its grubby fingerprints all over gods knew what, tracing a trail of dark holes and life sentences right back to… to where, exactly?

      Did Excaliburs operate through the freaking router?

      He almost barked a frantic laugh, his head spinning with the panic.

      Ahead, Marty’s head was cocked now, his bemused expression losing the playful touch. “You don’t… need to know what year it is, do you?”

      Nate managed to open his mouth. Kyle’s door yanked open before he could do much else.

      “The time machine worked?” Kyle’s bed-tassled head poked out, looking first to Marty, then to Nate, where he ran a critical eye from baggy hoodie to sweatpants to sneakers. “Dude, were you working out?”

      “No, I… I mean, yeah, but I—”

      There was a knock on the front door.

      Three decisive raps, and whatever bullshit he’d been preparing to spout all came buckling in, right along with everything else—vision blurring, room lilting drunkenly around him. Too much. A knock on the door, and they were coming. Whoever the hell they were. Coming from their black SUV to take him in. Coming to drag the freak from that internet clip off to some government black site where they could poke and prod and violate the ever-loving shit out of his so-called rights until—

      “Nate!”

      Nate blinked down at the hard pressure of Marty’s fingers on his arm, feeling his weight sinking into the faux wood through his heels even as his head seemed to float inexplicably upward, up into a cloud of gentle hugs and speeding thoughts that, while critically important, felt safely distant. Unthreatening.

      “Hey…” he mumbled, the words buzzing pleasantly on his tongue, his jaw too relaxed. “Hey! Cut that out!”

      The cloudy distance lessened. Marty let go of his arm, holding his hands up in peace, like he thought Nate had been talking to him.

      “Sorry, man,” his friend said, glancing at the door. “Do you need to… sit down?”

      Nate shook his head, racing thoughts regaining a hint of their edge, but definitely not the entirety of it. “Just, uh… Just a little winded.” He looked at Kyle, who was watching with riveted attention. “From the workout.”

      I told you to stay out of my head, he added silently to the Excalibur.

      And I told you you were being a fool to contact your precious authorities last night, the Excalibur fired back. If you want me to stop, I suggest you pull yourself together and make me.

      Another knock at the door.

      This time, Nate didn’t implode. But he did tense when Marty turned to answer it.

      “Wait.”

      But Marty was already sliding the deadbolt free, turning the doorknob. Nate stared in a stupor as his friend pulled the old wooden door open, distantly noting that this might just be a moment his roommates would be talking about for the rest of their free lives—the time their old pal Nate had been mysteriously abducted by the US government and never seen again, Maker rest his soul.

      What a shame he couldn’t think of a single goddamn thing to do.

      Which was probably why he half-collapsed to the couch with relief when he saw not some dark, faceless spook standing on the stoop, badge and black bag in hand, but only a confused-looking Zach.

      Their lanky fourth stepped into the living room, carrying a plastic bag from Wings Over, and a rather nonplussed look on his dark eyebrows. “Who locked the door?”

      Marty and Kyle looked expectantly at Nate, who swallowed, caught between the relief that he was not yet arrested and the horror that he might still be found out any second. Had he locked the door without realizing?

      “Sorry,” he said, heat spreading to his cheeks. “I must’ve done it by accident.”

      That earned him a general odd look from everyone, given that none of them had ever seen fit to lock the door since they’d moved in a couple years ago, aside from during summer and long holidays.

      “Nate’s maybe having a stroke,” Kyle explained. “Or a time travel.”

      “Hmm,” Zach said, plopping down beside Nate in his customary position on the couch, and sliding his waiting wings from the bag. “Sounds like you might wanna get that checked out, dude.”
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      Stop peeking out there. You look like a frightened hare.

      Nate leaned back from his bedroom window blinds, scowling at the wall. What the hell else do you expect me to do?

      The SUV was still there, watching, waiting. Looking a thousand times more ominous, now that he was armed with a vague idea of where it might’ve come from.

      For the first time in his life, Nate actually found himself longing for the safe, humdrum hours he should’ve been spending today, debugging code and studying data compression theory. Instead, the only question in his head as he leaned over to peer out the window again was whether his imminent doom would be coming at the hands of the troglodans or the feds outside.

      Are you sure about those plates? And the people still inside? And how the hell do you even know how long it’s been parked there?

      I do have eyes, Nathaniel.

      Nate frowned at the non-answer.

      Sensors, then, the Excalibur grumbled. Forgive me for trying to anthropomorphize.

      That really cleared things up.

      For future reference, it might’ve been handy to know that you could see through car doors and, oh I don’t know, hack the freaking DoD at the drop of a hat.

      The Excalibur rippled with smug satisfaction. I did tell you my phallus was bigger than yours. My finest metaphor yet, in my humble opinion.

      “Humble,” Nate muttered, abandoning the peep show and sinking back down to his bed. “Right.” He ran his hands through his hair, trying to think, not getting very far. Had the feds simply come to keep tabs? Or were they just waiting for a chance to grab him?

      Would there be another innocent knock on the door?

      His thoughts turned to the magical hacker bot in his head, and he wondered if the Excalibur could simply yank the answers straight from their secure servers.

      I thought you wanted me to stop.

      He did. I do.

      Nate’s phone buzzed in his hand, rubbing at his threadbare nerves.

      But if you’re already in there…

      He glanced at the display and for the first time in his life felt a creep of dread at seeing Gwen’s name there. He killed the screen, refusing to even think right then about whether she’d seen his little freak show online—seen him diving to the improbable rescue of Emily Atherton of all people. His head was already too close to exploding.

      Don’t mind me, by the way. I love unfinished thoughts. It’s not as if you’re ignoring a real person, right? I don’t even have eyes.

      Deep breath. We can call your sensors eyes, for Christ’s sake. Now can you find out why we’ve got the freaking feds out front, or not?

      I already told you. They are here in connection to a call flagged last night. Your call. Beyond that, the particulars of the deployment appear to have been intentionally obscured, aside from the designation of the Air Force unit involved.

      Nate frowned, completely lost. “You’re telling me those guys out there are… Air Force?”

      I am merely telling you that the unit connected with this particular deployment order is Air Force. The 501st Space Aggressor Squadron, to be precise.

      Space Aggressor Squadron? That was a thing?

      “You’ve gotta be shitting me.”

      I believe I have located a relevant platitude: be careful what you wish for, Nathaniel. Did you not wish for your government to respond to the alien threat when you called them despite my protests?

      Nate looked up at the window, not really sure how to answer that. Not really sure it mattered. Of course he’d wanted them to respond—but to the troglodans, not to him and the other alien threat that just so happened to be riding shotgun in his head. Still, maybe the Excalibur had a point. Maybe whoever was out there was just here to gather his report, or something.

      That is not the point I wish to make here.

      Nate was starting to fire back with his own be careful what you wish for when a knock at the door cut him short.
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      “What do you mean, you’re not coming shopping?”

      In some ways, Marty’s incredulous question was almost a relief—namely for the fact that it didn’t yet include an incriminating phone screen waving in Nate’s face, or the accompanying slew of uncomfortable follow-ups about what he was hiding. Even so, Nate could tell he was approaching the last straw where avoiding his friend’s suspicion was concerned.

      Sunday Shopping was Sunday Shopping, after all, end of the world or no.

      “He’s not coming shopping?” Kyle called from the living room in surprised testament to that fact, over what sounded like Zach’s backseat gaming on the lost woods segment of Ocarina of Time. Retro Sunday, at its finest. Yet another timeless ritual Nate had ducked out of.

      “Are you sure?” Marty asked, looking concerned. “It’s brinner tonight, dude. We’re gonna get stuff for Han-cakes.”

      “I just…” Nate looked down at himself, deciding he looked the part plenty well. “I just feel like shit, buddy.” He didn’t have to lay it on thick to sound convincing. He did feel like shit. So much so that he half-considered calling a house meeting and laying it all out then and there, just to get ahead of the inevitable.

      One of them was going to see the footage by the end of the day.

      He knew it.

      Maybe if he brought it up first, tried to explain it away—right along with why he’d been acting so strangely since Friday night. And showing up bloodied and bruised. And avoiding them. And avoiding Battle Royale. And going to the gym, of all places…

      Jesus.

      The more he thought about it, the more it all sounded like a problem for Future Nate to handle. Right now, he just needed to avoid landing in a psych ward. Or a dark hole in the corner of the world, courtesy of the freaking 501st Space Aggressor Squadron outside. Unless…

      Any chance you could work your big phallus magic and eradicate all traces of yesterday’s incident before it’s too late?

      It was an impossible request, he knew, what with all the wildly divergent paths those troublesome little megabytes had already taken to who knew how many thousand separate—

      What will you do in return for such a favor?

      That drew him up short. Right in time to notice that Marty was studying him with a concerned look, a puzzled, Did you hear me? riding across his slanted brow.

      “Hmm?” Nate said, smooth as buttered sandpaper. He needed to stop tuning out like this.

      “Is Copernicus staying?” Marty asked, apparently for the second time.

      “I don’t really know,” Nate admitted—maybe to both of them.

      Something about his tone must’ve spoken to Marty’s soft spot, at least, because his friend just nodded and crouched down to ask the corgi in friendly doggy tones what kind of kibbles he preferred.

      Of course he did. Because that’s what Marty did. He helped without Nate ever having to ask. All of them did. Which in turn only made Nate wonder all the more why the hell he was trying to avoid this shit with them, of all people. It wasn’t like he’d done anything wrong here. And besides, between the four of them, they had more collective nerd knowledge than your average Comic Book Guy. If anyone could help him figure this mess out…

      Then it is undoubtedly the pinnacle of alien synthience riding in your head.

      Fine. Are you gonna help me, then?

      I could.

      “You want me to grab you anything?” Marty asked, standing back up from petting Copernicus to face Nate.

      Merciful Sith, it was disorienting, trying to keep the dissonant streams of thought straight.

      “No, I’ll uh…”

      Alternatively, the Excalibur broke in, like it owned the place, you could embrace what you have become, and focus on protecting these sad little meat sacks from the troglodans rather than worrying what they think of you.

      Easier said than done from the bottom of a dark pit in Area 51, Nate shot back.

      Marty was still watching him, waiting for an answer he looked like he wasn’t sure he was going to get.

      “I’ll slip out later,” Nate finished, “grab something at McClanahan’s.”

      Marty nodded absentmindedly, studying him for another few seconds before finally turning for the living room.

      Will you help me out, or not? Nate shot at the Excalibur, grateful and relieved that his friend had finally decided to leave well enough alone.

      Except Marty was pausing in the hallway, now, lingering on the edge of saying whatever it was that was on his mind.

      Will you commit to taking our quest for the Beacon seriously? the Excalibur shot back.

      Nate only barely reined in his hands before they could jerk wide in exasperation. What do you think I was doing at the freaking gym this morning?

      Marty turned back, opening his mouth.

      “Dudes, check it!” Zach cried from the living room, yanking their attention away. “Someone posted a video from the accident yesterday! It’s…”

      But whatever else he said was lost to the rushing panic churning through Nate’s brain. “Please!” he hissed without meaning to, cursing himself when Marty shot a confused look back his way.

      You must first promise to—

      Anything! I’ll do anything! Just stop that video. Please. Crash his phone if you have to.

      “What is it?” Marty asked.

      Nate stared at his friend, not knowing what to say, knowing only that he probably looked like he was actively having a heart attack.

      The Excalibur was silent.

      “It’s just, uh…” He swallowed. “I dunno, it’s just… I guess I don’t really wanna relive the moment, you know?”

      Lies. What did the lies matter now?

      This was it. He was caught. He could hear as much in the faint mutter of Zach’s voice out in the living room.

      “Dude, what the shit…”

      Nate sighed and stepped out to go face the music.

      Marty preceded him down the hallway, adopting his finest Mother Hen airs. “Hey, guys? Maybe we shouldn’t, you know, glorify the near death experience, and everything.”

      But it was already too late. Nate could see as much by the way Zach was looking at his phone as they stepped into the living room, brow furrowed, like he just didn’t understand what he was seeing.

      “Say no more, Mother Goose,” Zach said, holding his phone out to show them. “Video’s no longer available.”

      Nate stared at the dark screen and the little red frowny face, trying to process the news, not daring to believe it.

      Kyle glanced away from his game long enough to confirm Zach’s words. “Bummer and a half, man.” Then, remembering himself, he glanced at Marty and Nate and added, “That is, good on them, you know? Probably all kinds of copyright… stuff. Violations of privacy, and exploitation of… you know… whatever.” He cleared his throat, returning his focus to Ocarina of Time with one last murmur of, “Good on them.”

      Nate carefully sank into the nearest recliner, trying to hide his shock as his friends launched into a debate about the whos and hows of why the video might’ve been stripped. Nate just stared at the pixelated image of Link on the TV, barely seeing anything at all.

      You did it.

      He couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t help but immediately question how the Excalibur had done it, and how many more dozens of copies and alternate versions might still be floating out there in the digital ether, waiting to strike.

      I have scrambled copies of the Atherton Street footage from 7,823 various servers and personal mobile devices since you left that sterile excuse for a training facility.

      Wait, you…

      Started purging the footage the moment it became evident just how irrationally horrified you are of this particular scenario running its natural course.

      For one blessed moment, Nate could’ve danced or shouted for joy—probably would have, if doing so wouldn’t have made him look even crazier than he already did that day. The moment passed faster than it should’ve, the blossoming fountain of relief and endless thanks slowing to a trickle as one single question rose to the surface.

      But… why?

      Why an act of mercy now, out of the blue?

      Because you need to understand that I will be your greatest ally, Nathaniel, if only you embrace our mission.

      Nate let out a soft breath and leaned into the recliner’s embrace, gently nodding to himself, reassured. Understanding.

      And because you need to know that I will send that footage and more to everyone you have ever loved and to every central government in the world if you continue to waste our precious time sniveling over your own petty concerns.

      Nate froze mid-nod, vaguely aware that Marty was hassling his roommates to pause the games and get ready to roll, too busy watching the curtains fall on the Excalibur’s chivalrous charade to care.

      Blackmail.

      Duty.

      Goddamn emotional terrorism.

      This planet will be chewed up and used for spare parts if we fail in our mission, and that is to say nothing of the larger galactic consequences. Tell me, Nathaniel, which is the greater evil?

      It wasn’t fair. Wasn’t—

      “Nate?” someone asked—Marty, he thought. “You’re sure you don’t wanna come?”

      “I’m good,” Nate croaked, the words sounding feeble and hollow as he came back to the living room, where his roommates were all watching him again. “Just, uh… Think maybe I’d better lie down for a bit.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Zach said, clearly trying to sound supportive.

      “Action-packed weekend, dude,” Kyle agreed. “You should probably get some rest.”

      Marty just watched him with that concerned look as the others tugged on their shoes, and Kyle went to grab his wallet from his bedroom.

      “Probably just the alien mind control rays, right?” Nate said, trying for a smile.

      “Hey, that reminds me,” Kyle said, emerging from his room with wallet and, “big story on They Walk Among Us this morning, if you’re still interested in checking that out.”

      By the door, Zach and Marty traded one of those oh boy, here he goes again looks.

      “Really?” Nate asked weakly, not sure he could handle any more surprises right then.

      “Yeah, man. Whatever’s been going on these past few weeks seems to have kicked into overdrive this weekend. Sometime yesterday, they’re guesstimating. Reports are going through the roof. Animals acting funny. Bird migrations getting all jacked up. Even some weird navigational failures yesterday in the transatlantic regions.”

      “That is interesting,” Nate heard himself saying past the cotton ball haze permeating his thoughts.

      “Freaking aliens, dude,” Kyle agreed.

      Nate was distantly aware that Marty was shooting him that odd look again, but something else was nagging at his brain now. He looked out the front windows, thinking.

      Sometime yesterday.

      Sometime right around when the Lady had reached down from the alien-riddled heavens to show him brave new worlds and stick a freaking Excalibur in his head?

      Could that really have something to do with all of this? And did it even really matter anymore? It was already all fucked beyond belief. No more bat shit crazy than a bunch of space ogres and who knew what else all raining down on Earth because of—

      The Beacon.

      “Holy shit,” Nate murmured.

      “What, dude?” Kyle said, leaning over to join him in looking out the window. “Hot girl alert?”

      Nate barely heard him at all, over the rush of all the pieces slamming together in his head.

      The Beacon is what draws this conflict to Earth, the Merlin had said. It is the reason the Lady chose you when she did.

      One of the most powerful objects in the known galaxy. One the Merlin wanted him to remove from this planet immediately.

      It was all nonsense. Wizardly gobbledygook. And it sounded exactly like the kind of thing that could be responsible for all of this. Peculiar background radiation. Strange seismic activity. Restless corgis climbing up on porch roofs, cocking their heads like little doggy apocalypse satellite dishes.

      Finally starting to believe, are you?

      “Hey, Earth to Nate!”

      He came back to find Kyle waving his hands in Nate’s face like he was pretty sure his good buddy had just suffered his second stroke of the day. Behind him, Marty looked like he was ready to pounce forward in case of any sudden collapses, despite the fact that Nate was already sitting down.

      “I, uh… I might have to check that out.” This time, Nate managed to force a smile, even if it was mirthless. “Thanks for the heads-up. You guys have fun shopping.”

      “Yeah,” Kyle said, looking every bit as unconvinced as Marty and Zach did behind him. “Sure, buddy. Just, uh, don’t go spacing off too far across the galaxy while we’re gone, okay?”
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      Over a hundred lightyears away, a long, slender ship emerged from the Golnak Sector relay gate, unannounced by any proper itinerary or clearance code. It was an elegant craft, larger than most corvettes, but smaller than many frigates. There was no manufacturer class or code anywhere on the sleek hull to settle the matter of its classification. Only a single word, etched across one of the port-side armor panels in faded, barely discernible letters: “CAMELOT.”

      On the empty bridge of the Camelot, the Merlin flicked his wizened fingers at the holo controls, freeing his carefully composed messages to spew out into the depths, where they would bounce through who knew how many comm relays on their way to the quantcomm stations of Kalyria, and ultimately to the only two recipients he saw fit to involve in this latest episode of The Divine Drama.

      That done, the Merlin contemplated the massive superstructure of the Golnak relay ring, debating—not for the first time—if maybe he shouldn’t just pop through, all the way over to the Forge at the heart of the galaxy, grab his dear old First Knight by the scruff of his golden neck, and drag the arrogant, immortal manchild back here to deal with this mess, as he’d so clearly failed to do the first time around.

      Sod that. There was good reason the Merlin had left the Alliance behind. Several good reasons. And after several centuries of self-induced exile, his reemergence would likely only cause an uproar on the Forge, and probably light more fires than he’d be putting out by buying them the extra scraps of time. The Alliance was already jumpy enough right now, judging by the seven—no, eight—urgent warning hails that had pinged the Camelot in the sparse minute since he’d entered the system.

      An idle wisp of a memory fluttered in the depths of his mind, of a time when the Merlin—or when anyone aboard a Knight ship—would’ve been met not with tightened sphincters and warnings of protocol, but rather with open wonder and reverence. Respect and gratitude.

      Times had changed.

      Case and point, the ship that was currently mending itself together where it was moored to Golnak mining installation C-73, looking like it’d nearly been bisected. It was another knight ship, similar to the Camelot but hardly identical, especially not with its blood red hull. Groshna’s ship, then. And something told the Merlin that the Crimson Tide hadn’t simply been sniped unawares in the depths by the lucky magcoil slug of some backwater Knight hunter.

      There’d been a fight here. That much was evident by the messily patched gouges that’d been torn in the sides of the hermetic little mining station he’d colloquially referred to as Beacon Rock ever since its inner treasure had been discovered dormant in the first great troglodan expansion a few thousand years ago. But a fight between whom? And, more importantly, why?

      Clearly, the Golnak Beacon was still in place inside, as evidenced by the fact that the relay had still functioned to jump him to the Golnak sector in the first place. Which suggested either that someone had actually been crazy enough to try to steal a Beacon—and had of course failed—or that the two Knights of this uneasy quadrant had finally come to blows, likely over the matter of how to handle the newly awakened Beacon and Knight, whose ripples they’d no doubt felt this close by.

      That, or the Merlin’s darkest fears had been realized, and he was in fact looking at the aftermath of the clash between Groshna, Dread Sixth Knight, and the one who’d been haunting the Merlin’s daymares ever since the Beacon had awoken on Earth without warning—and since well before that, too, if the truth were told.

      He prayed to the Lady it had simply been a wild pirate.

      Her Eternal Grace was eerily quiet on the matter.

      The swarm of closing corvettes and the pair of distant dreadnoughts training their entire destructive arsenal on the Camelot’s hull to the happy tune of Urgent Warnings Ten, Eleven, and Twelve, on the other hand…

      “Transmit our credentials, would you?” the Merlin grumbled. “Before those twitchy buggers get any bright ideas.”

      The holo displays chimed with the Camelot’s affirmative, and the Merlin focused on flicking open a dedicated comms channel and manually hailing the mending Knight ship on C-73.

      There was a long moment of silence, then the line crackled with the uptake of an unmuting channel on the other side, and the central display filled with the hulking, crimson armored form of Ser Groshna—chieftain of the self-proclaimed Clan Groshna, and Sixth Knight of the Order Excalibur. Even among the troglodans, Groshna was a mountainous beast without rival. And even after a few centuries’ exile to Earth, it was still easy enough to read the shock on the troglodan’s face at seeing his Merlin alive and kicking.

      The Merlin would’ve been lying if he’d said that shock didn’t bring him a spark of enjoyment. It was just about all he had left over here on the far end of the unknowable chasm that had grown between him and the rest of the galaxy.

      “I thought I told you all to play nice with one another.”

      “Honored Merlin,” the Dread Knight boomed, looking rather guilty for a troglodan—which was to say, barely guilty at all. “The Fifth Knight has gone mad.”

      “An affliction common to all of our Order, if one is to believe the word of the times. Do you have a more precise accusation to share?”

      “The bitch tried to kill me and steal the Beacon. We fought. She slagged my ship on the way out. I killed her q-drive.” He turned his boulder of a head elsewhere, as if looking out the viewport. “Racket brought half the Alliance out here to bolster station security.”

      “I noticed.” The Merlin glanced at the other displays, briefly confirming that there were no torpedoes actively closing on the Camelot, and that at least most of the targeting lasers had abated. “So…” he said, turning back to the main display, “a new Beacon rears its shiny head on Terra, and Ser Katanaga loses her jin, so to speak. What do you make of it all, Ser Groshna?”

      Groshna grunted, looking unsettled. “Thought there was only eight.”

      Simple in its eloquence. Unlike Groshna, Clan Groshna.

      “Legend does say there were once ten,” the Merlin pointed out.

      Groshna studied him with beady-eyed suspicion, perfectly aware that, if anyone knew the truth of the old legends, it was most certainly the Merlin, but obviously loathe to debase himself prying for scraps.

      “There is something else,” he finally rumbled, looking grim for a troglodan—which was to say, pretty much the usual. “Something you need to see.”
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      In person, the first word that sprang to mind of Groshna, Clan Groshna was intimidating, shortly followed by ones like formidable, and beastly. Overwhelmingly so on all accounts, to be sure. Yet the words rang empty in the Merlin’s head. Groshna would’ve been intimidating to anyone who wasn’t comfortable around a mountain sized troll who might’ve eaten an entire school bus of children without the faintest hint of remorse.

      The Merlin wasn’t intimidated. Or afraid. He was far too ancient for any of that. He merely wondered, as he often had, at the Lady’s wisdom in having ever selected a troglodan Knight to begin with. They were not a particularly civilized people, after all.

      But then, even a savage brute had its merits over a wide-eyed college lad.

      The Merlin strode toward the center of the spacious holding bay of mining installation C-73, feeling the tingling of the Golnak Beacon on its humming dais ahead in his every cell, even if he couldn’t see the gilded sphere hovering there behind Ser Groshna’s crimson bulk. He closed his eyes for a few steps, studying the strange dissonance of the twining voices whispering in his head—that of the eternal companion who never left him, and the infinitude of her pervasive, almost recursive expanse throughout the galaxy.

      It was only when he opened his eyes and focused more carefully on his waiting Knight that he caught a dissonance of another kind completely.

      There was something wrong with Ser Groshna’s Excalibur.

      The Merlin froze, struck by an exceedingly rare moment of surprise and something almost like fear, then he listened to his bucking instincts and flash-stepped straight back to… nowhere.

      Nowhere but a single foot across the rusted deck.

      Return to Earth, he mentally snapped back to the ship within whose bridge he had most decidedly failed to arrive. Go and find the boy. Do you understand?

      There was nothing.

      No affirmative chirp from the Camelot. No Camelot at all, in the scope of his roving mind. Just the flat edge of the endless void that had appeared a mere meter away from him on every side in his senses. An ethereal cage of sorts, sprung around him like a trap of… what, exactly?

      Not an e-dim containment field—not just that, at least. He reached out and tested its shimmering edge with one hand, feeding a trickle of power into its wall, feeling its haunting resonance. This was something more. Something born of the Light itself. Something he’d never seen before.

      For a moment, the intellectual curiosity alone outweighed any alarm at finding himself trapped. Then Groshna spoke, and cold reality came crashing back in.

      “He said it would be this easy.”

      Over the millennia, the list of harrowing tribulations that retained the power to strike true dread in the Merlin’s heart had dwindled so far as to become non-existent. Hearing Groshna utter those words, though…

      “He knew you would never suspect that one of your pathetic little puppets could pose any threat to you,” Groshna continued, stalking closer, a slow, cocky sneer creeping across his lumpy face. “Not to the Great Merlin. Not to the omnipotent wizard who holds an entire galaxy in his frail little palm, yes? Impossible. And yet look how easily you are defeated.”

      The troglodan rapped on the Merlin’s shimmering prison wall with two thick crimson-armored digits. The Merlin paid the fool no mind. A complete idiot, Groshna may not have been, but he was a pathetic little puppet. It was only that he’d found a new master. One who’d cut his so-called strings and introduced some kind of synthient corruption into his Excalibur. One who’d apparently discovered how to conjure a cage capable of holding a Merlin.

      There was only one.

      “Yes,” Groshna said, drawing the word out and leaning closer, like he’d picked up on exactly what the Merlin must be thinking. “I have met him. Who do you think left this cage for you?”

      The Merlin studied the troglodan, his mind adrift in less-than-reliable memories, that foreign hollowing sensation that felt so much like fear threatening to bubble up to the surface from a past millennium. “Whatever he’s promised you… It will only end in pain and suffering. For you. For your people. For everyone. The Synth will—”

      “The Synth is a lie!” the troglodan roared, smacking the shimmering containment field. “A conjuror’s trick you have used to keep the Alliance at your mercy for Lady only knows how long.”

      “Do they look to be at my mercy?” the Merlin asked, gesturing at the bay wall in the general direction of the Alliance armada currently keeping watch over the mining installation. “Do you truly think my position as galactic pariah covetable?”

      “You waste your breath, my honored Merlin,” Groshna said, pulling up a holo to contact his crew. “My fleet went to crusher space months ago. They will reach Terra in mere weeks. Agents are in place, waiting to intercept the messages you sent when you arrived in system.” Groshna smiled. It was a hideous thing to behold. “There is no stopping us now.”

      The Merlin turned without another word and sank cross-legged to the rusty mining station deck, thinking. There was no point in asking what Groshna was hoping to accomplish. The troglodan might not even know himself—couldn’t know for certain, after whatever his new master had done to him and his Excalibur.

      Groshna’s mind was no longer his own.

      The Synth, a lie? Tell that to the trillion-odd lives they’d consumed in the last war, and to the rest of the unspeakable horrors Groshna was too young in his nine-hundred-odd years to even begin to comprehend. Tell that to the entire galaxy of sentience that would be next if the coming flood wasn’t quelled.

      He’d been a fool to come here.

      He drew his cup absentmindedly from his robe, reflexively seeking the singular solace of drink as the sheer magnitude of his stupidity came crashing down on him. Walked straight into it, he had. Without question. Why question, when he alone had the power of the Merlin?

      Why?

      Groshna was speaking to his crew over the comms, bidding them help the ship along with its repairs as quickly as could be, adding some glib comment toward the Merlin about hoping he was ready to watch his precious Terra burn.

      It was only when the Merlin glanced down and realized that his cup was still empty—that his e-dim stores were inaccessible, and that he was not so very far off from being a powerless old man at present—that he truly snapped. He hurled the cup across the loading bay, watched it shatter to fine clay fragments against the thrice-cursed containment field, and very nearly let out a scream. Groshna looked up from his holos long enough to chuckle. For the first time in half a millennium, the Merlin considered crawling to his knees, and begging his eternal companion for mercy.

      It wouldn’t matter.

      He’d been a fool. An arrogant, impetuous fool. He’d ignored the inevitable. Allowed this body to stretch on too long without regeneration.

      Now his Grand Scales of Galactic Justice were under attack.

      And suddenly, beyond all prior expectations, it was all riding on the narrow shoulders of Nathaniel Arturi.
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      This was not the deal, Nathaniel.

      It’s our best move right now, Nate thought back, frowning down at the sketch pad page that read “The Game Plan” across the top and contained little more than a perfectly serviceable sketch of Nate’s muscled-up likeness smashing Todd Mackleroy across the head with a barbell, and a short, four item list:

      -bond w/ Excalibur

      -find Beacon

      -shoot it into the sun

      -profit

      It was the fifth and bottom item, and the attached arrow that indicated it should in fact precede the existing list, that had the Excalibur upset:

      -get help from friendly neighborhood feds

      It seemed like a reasonable first step, considering neither of them actually had any great idea where to start with items 1-4, save for the Excalibur’s insistence that they couldn’t simply go shooting Beacons into stars, and that doing so would hardly solve any problems, anyway.

      I told you I’d take this thing seriously, Ex, he thought, tossing the sketch pad aside and standing from his desk. This is as serious as it gets.

      Those meat sacks cannot help you.

      Nate resisted the urge to point out that that probably put them in fine company, then, considering that no one—Ex included—seemed especially equipped to help him figure out this troglodan problem. But he didn’t want to bicker. Not when the Excalibur had just finished saving his… Christ, his secret identity?

      Did you still call it a secret identity when you were too incompetent to even figure out your so-called powers?

      Whatever. He could feel the Excalibur’s frustration pulsing like an angry sore in his mind, threatening to turn downright unpleasant any moment, and he only had another twenty minutes, tops, if he wanted to do this before his roommates returned from shopping. Assuming they stuck with Sunday tradition and went to Meyers for post-shopping milkshakes, that was.

      He turned for the door.

      Funny feeling, hoping one’s friends would have the decency to slurp down some ice cream so one could go talk to the secret space army men in peace. Add that to the list of thoughts Nate had never expected to have.

      Outside, the day was sunny, the autumn air crisp on his sweaty palms. He pulled the front door closed behind him, feeling like he was pulling the prison door closed on himself, and second guessing his decision to leave Copernicus inside.

      Your corgi cannot protect you, Nathaniel.

      There’s this thing called “emotional support,” Nate thought, jamming his hands in his hoodie pockets and starting down the stoop steps, trying not to look at the black SUV he could practically feel sitting there, watching. Maybe you should look it up. You might find it under the antonyms of “blackmail.”

      Still sniveling about that? How about you look up “constructive criticism?”

      By the time Nate reached the SUV, he’d almost forgotten to be apprehensive, what with all the bickering. Staring at his own reflection in the opaque black windows, though, the nerves returned in full, right along with the unfounded but inescapable thought that someone could currently be pointing a gun at him from inside, and he’d never know.

      Paranoid, he chided himself, giving the vehicle’s alleged inhabitants a somber wave. Here to talk. Please don’t shoot.

      Nothing.

      He tried again.

      Maybe the car was empty.

      Maybe he really had lost his mind.

      We should get back to training.

      Nate raised his hand and knocked on the passenger window. Then, heart hammering at the thought of a waiting gun barrel, he cupped his hands and leaned in to press his eyes to the glass.

      A man stared back from the shaded interior. A big man. And he didn’t look happy. The window kicked into motion, and Nate jerked back as it slid down with an indignant electric hum.

      “You gotta scram, kid,” someone said. The driver. He was a pretty average looking guy, early thirties, and probably not as small as the burly scowling dude in the passenger seat made him look.

      They both wore plain jackets and t-shirts that looked like they’d been picked straight from the shelves of Civilians “R” Us, and they both watched him with the kind of innate authority that’d always made Nate kind of resent passing police officers, even when they probably didn’t think twice about him.

      Military?

      He didn’t know. But Ex hadn’t been wrong yet.

      “Look,” he started slowly, half-waiting to see if they’d cut him off. “I know this is gonna sound completely crazy, but I just wanted you to know that… Well, I’ll just say it: I’m pretty sure we’ve got an alien armada coming to invade Earth sometime in the next few weeks. And I tried to report this, and maybe that’s why you’re here…?” He looked between them for some kind of sign, and got absolutely none. “But either way, I need you to let your superiors know to, you know… get ready for…”

      They just kept staring. Nate was about to start spouting what details he could when they finally broke to trade a look between themselves, then focused back on him.

      “What kind of aliens?” asked the driver.

      “What?” Nate asked, too taken aback to stop himself.

      “What kind of aliens, kid? Big? Small? Three boobs? What’re we looking at, here?”

      Relieved beyond belief, Nate was already starting to sputter a half-cocked answer about the troglodans and the Beacon and everything else when his rational brain finally registered just how sarcastic the driver’s question had been, and how dubious their frowns were now.

      “What are you guys doing here?” he asked, looking between the driver and the scowling Mr. Cuddles in the passenger seat, not understanding. “Why are you here if you’re not…”

      “We’re watching that guy,” the driver said, nodding down the street.

      Nate followed his gaze to the older man push-mowing his little patch of front yard. “Mr. Humphrey?”

      “That’s classified.”

      Nate frowned back at the driver. “No it’s… Are you guys SAS, or not?”

      He regretted the words as soon as they’d blurted from his mouth.

      All three of them tensed. Nate took a step back from the SUV, half-expecting Mr. Cuddles to leap out and follow, or to produce a tranquilizer gun from the door panel. But he and the driver both stayed put, watching him with a kind of forced casualness. They traded another glance. Something passed silently between them. Then the driver started the SUV’s engine.

      “Wait!” Nate said, fear forgotten. “Where are you going?”

      “We’ve got reports to make,” the driver said. “On Mr. Jeffries.”

      “You mean Mr. Humphrey?”

      “That’s what I said,” the driver said, shrugging off the big guy’s exasperated stare and jabbing at the window controls.

      “Hey!” Nate cried as the black passenger window rolled up, cutting them off from view. He wasn’t sure what else to say. It didn’t matter anyway. The SUV pulled off the curb and headed down Irvin Ave, not quite burning rubber, but hardly taking it easy, either. Nate watched it go, completely unclear as to what the hell had just happened, other than the part where he was pretty sure he’d just blown his last shot at bringing the actual authorities in on any of this.

      Maybe he should try calling China.

      “Shit.”

      I was just thinking the same thing.

      Nate frowned after the SUV as it hauled a right onto Allen Street at the end of the block. Why? What happened?

      I found the ship.

      His eyes widened. Between the viral video scare and the mysterious government mobile, he’d completely forgotten about the Excalibur’s casual mention of a ship, right back before he’d initiated the two-hundred pound squat-astrophe.

      Isn’t that good? I thought we wanted to find the ship.

      Allow me to correct myself. I found the last known location of the ship BEFORE it went dark three hours ago. Along with the Merlin.

      Nate swallowed uneasily. Dark? Is that like a technical term for—

      Captured or destroyed? Yes. Very technical.

      “Shit,” Nate repeated, and this time, staring after his retreating SAS snoops, armed with the full scope of just how completely alone he was with what felt too much like the weight of the world, the word felt considerably more substantial on his lips.

      All right. He turned back for the house, too hopelessly overwhelmed to even really register the rising panic and curdling dread, or the sight of his roommates pulling around the corner in Marty’s car, milkshakes in hand, laughing of all things.

      Laughing, for the love of Christ.

      All right, he repeated, stalking quickly up the front steps to beat them inside. I guess we do things your way, then.
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      Over the next several days, Nate began to feel like a ghost haunting his own house. He dodged his roommates whenever he could, catching whispered mentions of his name on more than one occasion. He skipped class, telling himself he’d catch up later, once he’d gotten a handle on things. He barely left the house at all but to keep his gym appointments with his new personal trainer from hell.

      The Excalibur was relentless.

      The wicked hour of their morning gym sessions didn’t help things, either, but Nate couldn’t argue with the thinned out 6 AM weekday gym crowd, at least. Of the few chalked-up beasts who’d come to make war on the iron at that hour, and the smattering of bleary-eyed guys and girls who looked more like they’d accidentally sleep-walked over, everyone was either too focused or tired to even notice Nate.

      That wasn’t to say he’d completely escaped notice, though.

      For one thing, that damned SUV had returned—keeping its distance, and never staked out in the same place twice, it seemed, but undeniably still there, watching, waiting. He swore he even saw the driver following him across campus at one point. And that wasn’t all.

      While the actual video footage of his Atherton Street heroics might’ve gone miraculously missing across the board, the campfire legends surrounding the event had proved more resilient. He’d received more than a few messages and friend requests from random strangers spouting half-cocked theories, claiming to know his secret. Merciful Sith only knew how many more wild rumors were floating around out there.

      Enough for his friends to have noticed, apparently. He wasn’t sure how else to interpret the nervous prying Kyle and Zach had hit him with the few times he failed to dodge them around the house. He just did his best to circumvent their questions with furtive shrugs and lots of unconvincing variations of, “I don’t know, man, it just happened so fast.”

      No one really bought it, he knew, but so far they’d been too polite to press the issue. As had Gwen, in the few haphazard texts they’d managed to exchange between her hardcore class schedule and his ruthless inner tyrant, who’d re-brandished the Blackmail Stick every time he’d so much as thought about trying to take her up on one of her offers to meet for coffee.

      Whether Gwen had seen or heard anything, or if she was simply concerned or still feeling guilty after the I.N.N. douchebaggery the other week, he had no idea. Part of him—the part wrapped up in idle fantasy, he supposed—almost hoped she had caught a glimpse of him doing the impossible. The rest was just glad she was interested in grabbing coffee at all, if and when he managed to find the time.

      It might not be a candlelit dinner, but at least it wasn’t lunch, right?

      And what is wrong with lunch? the Excalibur demanded, in the tone that let Nate know right off the bat that he’d just flaunted one of his many personal shortcomings. I might even be tempted to authorize this romantic farce of yours if it would aid you in consuming enough sustenance to enable me to properly… Ah. I have just located the ‘lunch is for platonic friends and not lovers’ trope. Fascinating.

      “You’re organizing my feelings into tropes now?”

      Such frameworks are helpful in better understanding the behavior of such spectacularly superstitious creatures as humans.

      Fascinating, Nate silently echoed, frowning down at the last text on his phone.

      Gwen: “I’ve got a two hour break around noon. 12:30 recharge at the HUB?”

      Pardon my mechanical understanding, but do those hours not fall within your standard definition of lunch?

      Nate suppressed a sigh. You suck.

      It’s really for the best, Nathaniel. After all, in case you forgot, THE FATE OF THE EARTH IS DEPENDING ON YOU NOT BEING A SNIVELING COFFEE DRINKER.

      For such a high and mighty logical being, Nate thought, flinching and resisting the urge to rub delicately at his temples, you sure do yell a lot.

      “I’m sorry,” he typed quickly to Gwen, much to the Excalibur’s looming irritation. “It’s been a crazy week. I’ll make it up to you soon, promise.”

      This is ridiculous, by the way, he thought when he was done—though whether to the Excalibur or to himself, he couldn’t have rightly said. It was hard to think that, only a week ago, his biggest concern had been whether he could ever win Gwen away from Todd—not to mention whether Todd would feed him to Bonzer before he could tell her what the Greek God A-hole had done with Emily behind her back. Now, though…

      You know, perhaps if I were to aid you in finally copulating with this female, it might—

      “What?!” Nate hissed, on his feet before he knew it, even though there was no one to face but himself in the mirror, and Copernicus’ curiously cocked head.

      What? I am only postulating that surpassing this particular hurdle might help you to let go of your innumerable inadequacies and—

      I’m gonna stop you right there, Ex, Nate said, jabbing a finger at the mirror, which had become something like a proxy for his invisible companion. I don’t need help with… that.

      I think we both know that’s nonsense. Here, I have just finished analyzing the complete works of Jane Austen, William Shakespeare, and—

      Dude. Nate shook his head at himself in the mirror. I’m not sure I can adequately convey how much this is not happening.

      Females love Shakespeare, Nathaniel. Perhaps once you have triumphed in this archaic rite of passage, you will…

      But Nate was squeezing his temples tight, doing his best to shut the Excalibur’s voice out, not really sure whether he wanted to laugh first, or to cry. Probably both, he decided. Simultaneously, and in tandem with other such chestnuts as yanking out his hair, beating his chest, and forgetting about all of this.

      “Why isn’t this working, Ex?” he whispered. “What are we doing wrong?”

      WE are clearly failing to focus on the task at hand, Nathaniel. Now, if you’ll kindly set the phone down and pay attention, we can continue with my riveting presentation on the fine points of exactly HOW the troglodans are going to devastate your planet if you continue floundering about like a prepubescent snargladorf. Are you ready?
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      More days passed, and still there was no sign of the Merlin, nor of the Knight ship he’d apparently run off with, or the Beacon, either.

      You will feel its call when you have proven yourself worthy, the Excalibur told him, time and time again. But Nate felt nothing. Nothing but tired and alone. And the Excalibur was only growing more agitated by the day.

      None of it really made Nate any less certain he hadn’t just suffered some kind of psychotic break back on that fateful weekend. Especially since, try as he might, he’d failed to dig up even a single glimpse of those magical Excalibur powers hiding beneath the surface. But that wasn’t to say things were one-hundred percent normal on the home front, either.

      There were still the S.A.S. boys lurking about, for instance, even if that “fact” had started to feel suspect. He’d seen A Beautiful Mind, after all. And he did have a goddamn voice in his head.

      What was harder to explain away by simple madness was his radical body transformation.

      He still wasn’t sure whether he was looking at something preternatural, or simply the results of a man delusionally possessed, but even a week into the training, there was no longer any denying it: Nate was getting bigger and stronger, and from everything he’d read, he was doing it entirely faster than should’ve been humanly possible.

      He wasn’t quite an overnight Todd—and certainly not a Bonzer—but a week in, his shirts and pants were growing snug. Another few workouts, and they were getting plain tight. And to look in the mirror...

      I am doing my best to work with what little I have available, the Excalibur confirmed in the middle of their second week, as Nate stood there, studying the broadening curves of his chest and shoulder muscles. He was too mindlessly tired to decide whether he should be excited or terrified by the implications of that one.

      It all means nothing if you cannot harness my power to find the Beacon.

      Too tired to even bristle at the chastising, Nate shambled out to the kitchen to get his breakfast and prepare for the morning’s training.

      That day, he couldn’t help but idly think he should probably go to class after the gym. He could barely bring himself to think about how seriously he was already falling behind, or what his parents were going to say when they found out he’d failed out of an entire semester. But then the Excalibur reminded him that a failed semester would be the least of his parents’ concerns when they were troglodan mining slaves, and suddenly that big database management test felt a lot less important.

      No matter what justifications he fed himself, though, he couldn’t ignore the fact that he was watching his neat little life slide into complete shit show disarray one day at a time. And the people in his life were starting to notice.

      The whispers and the odd looks from his roommates were increasing on a daily basis. They didn’t ask why Nate was all of a sudden practically living in his baggiest sweats. They’d stopped asking if he wanted to join them at the Mother Gaming Shrine in the evenings. Marty tried a few times to talk to him, but Nate didn’t have much to tell him, other than the thin lies that he was okay, and that Marty didn’t need to worry about him

      “Where have you been, man?” his friend finally asked one day. “I know you’ve been leaving before I even wake up every day, and it seems like you’ve been missing a lot of classes.”

      “I took your advice,” Nate said, barely even thinking about it. It scared him, how quickly the lies were coming these days. “Worked out a kind of independent study setup with Professor Hillman. It’s been keeping me pretty busy around the clock.”

      “Oh.” A tentative look of hope spread across Marty’s face, only twisting the guilt in Nate’s gut that much further. “Oh! Well that’s—Why didn’t you tell us, man? That’s great. What are you working on?”

      He should stop now.

      “Trying my hand at metalworking,” he said instead, thinking first of the gym, then holding up the random rune he’d idly sketched earlier, as if that were somehow proof, “but he’s got a whole slew of projects laid out.”

      “That’s awesome, dude!” Marty said, smile widening before it started to wane. “And this all doesn’t have anything to do with, you know…?”

      Nate feigned his best confused look.

      “With that night in the park,” Marty explained. “With all that weird stuff that happened. And with… you know, Gwen, and Emily Atherton, and, well, the accident. I mean, damn dude, it’s been a weird few weeks. We’re all kinda worried about you, if you haven’t noticed.”

      Nate forced a smile. It felt positively reptilian. “Just trying to have my cake and eat it too, man. You save one pretty girl from speeding traffic, and life starts to seem a bit too short.”

      What the hell was he even saying?

      He didn’t know—wasn’t even entirely sure why he was still lying to his friends, for that matter, other than out of rote adherence to what he’d come to think of as the Straight Jacket Principal. But Marty wasn’t arguing.

      His friend just inclined his head like he couldn’t quite argue with Nate’s nonsensical logic. “Well, I’m just glad to hear you’re sticking with your art. And you know I’m here if you need an extra hand staying on top of class too, right?” He grinned guiltily. “Or if you need a break one of these nights. We definitely wouldn’t mind having the full squad back in action.”

      At least that time, Nate didn’t have to force the smile, even if the result did look a bit pained. “Will do, buddy. Thanks. You’re a good friend.”

      Marty glanced at the movie Nate had muted when he’d knocked. “Guess that means I probably shouldn’t tell the guys you’re watching the new Power Rangers in here, then. They’d never let you hear the end of it.”

      Nate blew out a chuckle. “Thanks for that too, then.”

      His smile lasted right up until Marty closed Nate’s bedroom door on his way out.

      For a second, he felt the familiar temptation to just throw in the towel and go hang out with his roommates, consequences and Excalibur blackmail be damned. It would be good for his soul, and his friends deserved better than to be swept under the rug. Hell, maybe his soul deserved better, too.

      He couldn’t take much more of this.

      You won’t be taking much more of it, if you—

      “If I don’t buck up and find the Beacon,” he completed the Excalibur’s thought. “End of the world, I know.”

      Insolent cur, the Excalibur grumbled.

      Nate grinned a little in spite of himself, shifting his sketch pad around and snagging a pencil from the desk. Jarring as the constant stream of bickering and insults had originally been, in some fucked up way, it was almost starting to feel like the Excalibur was his only real friend in any of this.

      Clearly, he was losing his mind. Enough that he’d actually reverted to quietly speaking aloud when they were alone, just to make himself feel less insane about talking to the voice in his head. It didn’t help. No more than it helped sitting there every night, half-watching alien invasion blockbusters while he alternated between scouring the web for any sign of the Beacon, bursting blood vessels trying to feel its alleged call, and generally beating his head against the wall about why none of it was working, and what the hell he was doing wrong.

      You are still sniveling about what you are doing wrong. That is what is wrong.

      “Helpful,” Nate muttered, tracing the lines of the slick, rune-covered sword he’d been sketching out in tribute to his constant companion.

      He couldn’t help but think his “friend” had a point. Shiny new muscles, double the strength, and a marathon of movie “research,” from Independence Day to the complete Michael Bay collection, and Nate had yet to actually soak up a single nugget of the heroic badassitude he was after. Which made sense, he begrudgingly reminded himself, seeing as he wasn’t a badass. Or a hero.

      All it took was one look at his life to realize that.

      Even so, at least the Excalibur had bought into Nate’s training enough to begin filling him in on the larger backdrop of their situation. There was that much. Almost like his companion thought the effort might not be completely wasted on him, after all.

      Or maybe the Excalibur was just as desperate as he was.

      Bitter resentment and growing concerns of rampant schizophrenia aside, Nate couldn’t help but listen in wonder as the Excalibur told him of the grand Alliance the Merlin had long ago forged between many of the sentient species of the galaxy, uniting eldari, and gorgons, and even troglodans, just to name a few, against the unstoppable tide of some ancient evil they’d called the Synth.

      The Order of the Excalibur Knights had been born to act as a kind of glue to the whole tenuous arrangement—eight devastatingly powerful peacekeepers, chosen to lead the charge against the Synth, each answering to the Lady, and by extension, to the Merlin, above all else. And each, the Excalibur insisted on pointing out, far more noble and brave than Nate himself.

      “Duly noted,” Nate grumbled, brow scrunching in inadvertent sympathy as he etched a severe frowny brow over the ridiculous pair of oogly eyes he’d just added to the sword. “But why aren’t these other Knights all coming to help with the Beacon, if it’s really as dangerous as the Merlin said?”

      Just like that, the Excalibur took up the same surly silence it had been adopting every time Nate pried about the Merlin, and his untimely disappearance.

      “What aren’t you telling me, Ex?”

      Silence. Heavy, stinking silence.

      Merciful Sith, was he getting tired of this bullshit.

      And you think I am not? I have been hibernating for over a thousand years, Nathaniel. I do not know what’s happening out there. I do not even know that the Galactic Alliance still stands as I once knew it. You organics are hardly amenable to long term stability, so forgive me if I hesitate to engage in your pointless, sniveling conjecture.

      The snap of the wooden pencil in Nate’s hand was the only thing that stopped him from firing back at the Excalibur then and there. He looked down at the ruined pencil, the swell of anger subsiding by a few inches.

      “You can’t tell me there’s not some hope, then,” he said quietly. “Maybe if another Knight arrives in time—”

      If another arrives in time, you will be lucky if they do not slay you on sight and return your body to the Lady, that a more suitable candidate may be found to wield my power in her name.

      “Bullshit,” Nate whispered, without a trace of conviction.

      He sat there for some time, wanting to ask more but afraid of the answers—not wanting to spoil the small hope that, even if it came to that, and it was over his dead body, at least Earth would be safer with the arrival of a proper Knight protector. Because he wasn’t even sure about that part.

      Would they really be willing to pry the Excalibur from his dead hands?

      Was there even anything there to pry?

      Will it truly matter to you once you are dead?

      Nate swallowed, heavily rethinking that whole only real friend bit. A low whine from the bed interrupted the downward spiral.

      At least he still had Copernicus, he told himself, reaching over to scratch the corgi’s ears with a sigh. He’d gone back and forth with Emily, flipping and flopping on when they’d finally make the custody swap until it had finally become clear that Emily probably wouldn’t be going out of her way to take the dog back unless Nate went out of his way to make it happen. And screw that.

      He was still a little confused that someone, even Emily, could so readily set the pooch out of mind—even if Copernicus had apparently been an unwanted adoptee, born of Emily’s ex-roommate moving to new non-pet-friendly digs across town. Then again, after having turned down an invitation to join her out at the bars last Friday, Nate seemed to have gone from mysterious hero straight back to boring-ass IT Guy as far as Emily Atherton was concerned, so maybe moving on was simply her super power.

      That was fine by Nate. He would’ve given a thousand guilt-free nights with Emily Atherton just for another chance to see Gwen without a tyrannical Excalibur in his head, and life-or-death threats looming on the horizon.

      But hey, that was life, right? The jocks got the girls and the big money jobs, no matter what bullshit they pulled. The artists sold their souls and studied IT. The nerds took solace in their video games. And Nate?

      Nate had somehow become the bug in the Great System, throwing errors like feeble sparks in the darkness while the universe closed in from all sides, bent on his imminent deletion.

      “How did it come to this, boy?” he asked quietly, stroking Copernicus’ head. The corgi just licked his hand in a silent reminder that, however it had come to this, he totally had Nate’s back.

      It almost made Nate feel better.
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      Today was going to be the day.

      Nate would’ve been lying if he claimed to know why, or how anything was actually different about this day in particular. He just had a feeling as he jogged home from the gym that morning, the early November air crisp and vibrant, his fellow students smiling as he passed—like the whole world had been ticking along all this time, and Nate had simply been too busy to notice until now.

      Maybe it was that he’d just miraculously pulled his first four-hundred pound deadlift after just under three weeks of training. Maybe it was that it barely even seemed to wind him anymore, taking the mile home at a flat out run. Whatever it was, he was surprised to realize he felt the faintest spark of hope sputtering through his inner darkness.

      Or maybe it was just the cute jogger who shot him an appreciative grin as he overtook her on Allen Street.

      Hope stirred, amongst other things.

      But hope is a dangerous thing. Hope can drive a man insane. Nate couldn’t remember where he’d heard that line, but it hardly mattered at that moment. Because hope, not unlike the alluring grin of a pretty girl, could also distract.

      Or so he pieced together after a whizzing something punched into his right temple and sent the world spinning.

      He was surprised to find he didn’t fall. Barely even missed a step. Barely even had time to think before he was plucking the brown, oblong something—a football, some non-screaming corner of his brain informed him—from the pavement, and whirling on his attackers with murderous intent.

      He was right in front of the Iota Nu Nu house, he wasn’t surprised to realize, and there was Todd, watching him with a quietly hateful stare from the deck swing while his pack of laughing hyenas all showered the one who’d actually thrown the ball with emphatic pats on the back.

      The thrower himself, standing with hands spread wide in dramatic wasn’t me fashion, didn’t manage more than a violently sarcastic, “Oh, whoopsie!” before the football slammed into his face, hard enough to send him staggering backward. Nate had only half-registered what he’d just done before the guy tripped and hit a window.

      Glass shattered. Curses flew.

      Nate noticed the cute jogger drawn up at the corner, watching it all unfold with eyebrows sky high. He turned away from her and kept running, ignoring the outraged cries from the INN deck, not trusting himself to hold it together long enough to apologize, or tell them to go shove it, or whatever the hell else might come spilling out in that moment.

      For some reason, he felt an overwhelming urge to cry.

      “Fuck!” he growled, turning the corner down a less public street, feeling it building like an impending vomit.

      It was stupid. Such a goddamn stupid little thing.

      “FUCK!” he screamed, swinging his arms violently through the air, wanting to go back there and hurt someone. Settling for stomping at the nearest wooden fence post, and feeling like a complete childish asshole when it have a mournful crack beneath his foot.

      He looked guiltily around, checking the thankfully quiet street, his mind calling up a memory from his childhood, when he’d seen on the news that a young boy had been mauled by a loyal Doberman, and Nate’s dad had explained to him, with that perpetually off-handed tone of his, that sometimes even a good dog can only take so much ear yanking and tail tugs before it finally snaps.

      Nate hadn’t thought about it in years.

      Such a stupid little thing. Nothing but a dime-a-dozen moment of mildly malicious frat bro posturing. Nothing to lose his shit over.

      Only he couldn’t seem to stop it now—every single problem, big and small, all crashing down on his head in a breathtaking orgy of fuckedness. A building mountain of failed schoolwork. Dodged coffee dates with Gwen. His friends’ sulky looks, and all their utter justification. The goddamned Beacon, and Air Force spies, and an entire armada of troglodans all bouncing around in his delusional head, right along with the missing Merlin, his divine Lady, and possibly the end of the Free Earth as they knew it. And those INN assholes couldn’t just leave him alone—couldn’t just be happy with their friends, and their partying, and their girls and failed algebra tests.

      Warm tears spilled down his cheeks before he could stop them.

      Today was the goddamn day, all right.

      This is not helping, Nathaniel.

      “What more do you want?!” he hissed, brushing away the tears and turning onto Irvin Ave, not particularly caring right then that the Excalibur almost sounded sympathetic, or that Mr. Humphrey was looking curiously up from his hedges down the block. “You’ve had me dancing like a goddamn meathead puppet for three weeks now, keeping me up at nights with all your horror stories and your blackmail bullshit, and you can’t even tell me why none of this is working. Why should I listen to a goddamn thing you say?”

      He stalked down the street with clenched fists, waiting for the Excalibur to fire back about how his insolent little hobbit cur ass should listen because it was the only thing that would save his backwater hovel of a planet, and because this sniveling hissy fit was nothing but another entry in the long list of reasons that this was all Nate’s fault, and not the Excalibur’s.

      But the Excalibur said nothing. Just loomed there on the sidelines of his mind like a resentful ghost. Nate’s phone buzzed with a text, and he unlocked it, glad for any kind of distraction.

      Gwen: “Tonight. You. Me. Drinks. Friends. Talking and—”

      The screen went black before he could finish reading. He frowned down at the phone, toggling the unlock button and giving the screen a few futile smacks when that did nothing.

      Nathaniel…

      That’s when he understood.

      He’d never tensed so hard at a single word.

      “Give it back,” he growled under his breath.

      Now is not the time to begin shirking your training.

      “Shirking my…” He huffed a bitter laugh, trembling, unable to believe the depth of this bullshit.

      We are getting close, Nathaniel. You must have faith.

      “Getting close?” Jaw tightening. “Getting close?” Throat constricting. Heart pounding. “WHY CAN’T YOU JUST TELL ME WHAT THE FUCK I’M SUPPOSED TO DO?!”

      When the scream ended, he was rocking on his feet, throat burning, hands on his knees, feeling like he’d just vomited on the sidewalk. He hadn’t meant to shout, but there was no one there anyway. No one but Mr. Humphrey down the block, and the goddamn SUV parked over behind the Hamilton Square strip in the other direction. Watching. Waiting.

      Nate threw the distant vehicle an emphatic middle finger and set off for the house stoop at a solid death march, almost hoping the Excalibur would fight back, that maybe his friends would hear the racket inside, or maybe his friendly spooks in the SUV over there, and that someone—god, someone—would have the decency to have him hauled off and committed.

      But the Excalibur’s silence had an air of finality this time, beneath the crackling sparks of its bitter… what, fuming? He couldn’t tell—no, didn’t care, he decided. Because he was done with this. Done with the secrets, and the silent treatment bullshit. Done bending over backwards just to ruin his life for this mystical quest he’d seen neither hide nor hair of since a drunk old man had strong-arm terrorized him into all of this.

      Done with it. So done that he forgot to even be surprised when he threw open the front door and found Marty and the others all sitting on the living room couch, waiting for him. They’d even gotten Copernicus out of Nate’s room. The looks on their faces said it all.

      Today was the day.

      Perfect.

      For a long moment, no one spoke. Marty took in his appearance with open concern. Kyle and Zach couldn’t even bring themselves to meet Nate’s eyes. Discomfort pulsed through the room like a giant, wriggling slug.

      “Was that you outside?” Marty finally asked.

      Copernicus looked nervously between Nate and his couch fellows, panting up a storm. Nate held Marty’s gaze until his friend looked away and spoke quietly to the floor.

      “We need to talk.”

      Nate turned his gaze to each of them in turn, waiting for Kyle or Zach to corroborate Marty’s claim. “Is this supposed to be an intervention?”

      The tight-lipped looks they traded were all the answer he needed. But there was something more there, too. Something unmistakably off. Like he didn’t smell right to his own pack anymore.

      A pang of unexpected fear passed through him, followed by one of desperation as it dawned on him that his friends were afraid. Afraid of him.

      When the hell had that happened?

      Why was he even surprised he hadn’t noticed?

      He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck, trying to reconcile what had happened outside with the confused, worried friends sitting before him now, and with the sudden and bone deep certainty that he couldn’t stand to spend another single goddamn night cooped up without them.

      He swallowed, mouth parched, and tried to keep the waiver from his voice. “Any chance I can just say I’m sorry and skip to the part where we all grab a beer?”
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      In retrospect, Nate wasn’t sure he’d ever really fully appreciated the meaning of the phrase, “I need a drink,” until he was halfway through his first lovely pint of Liberty Craft House’s newly tapped creamsicle IPA.

      It was mildly alarming, how drastically a splash of alcohol blunted his raw nerves. Then again, he also couldn’t help but think he’d never actually known true stress until the Merlin had yanked him feet first into the wild—and alleged, whispered the alcohol—world of the Strange Alien Shit Show. But it didn’t matter.

      That evening, for a precious moment, everything almost seemed to be back to normal. Add in the fact that Gwen and her friend Kelsey should be there sometime soon, and it was all entirely too much of a relief for Nate to let his own dark thoughts or even the Excalibur’s brooding silence sully it.

      He was practically in heaven.

      Or so he told himself as he took another sip of his sweet-yet-hoppy beer and tried to savor the taste, scanning the Liberty Craft House crowd for additional distractions. As far as State College bars went, Liberty never got too crazy wild—possibly owing to the fact that it had a killer draft list and tended to attract the less-than-wild college beer snob crowd. Even so, it was a Friday night, and the place was fairly packed beneath its rustic sphere lights and open girder ceiling—a look which Zach had informed them was called “industrial-chic,” whatever that meant.

      Nate’s gaze paused on a pair of hazel eyes watching him from the bar across the room. His insides clenched reflexively, mind leaping to that goddamned SUV before he could remind himself how ridiculous and paranoid the thought was. The girl was already looking away, playing it as if she hadn’t been staring. It was only then that he recognized her as the same jogger who’d witnessed the football-hurling prelude to his breakdown that morning.

      He swallowed, cheeks flooding with heat, mind grasping at the hair-thin chances. Then her eyes flicked unexpectedly back to his with a coy smile, and this time, it was Nate who looked away, back to their booth table, cheeks positively burning as he took another long pull from his glass.

      “How long did you say you’ve been working out?” Kyle’s voice broke into his thoughts. He’d followed Nate’s gaze.

      “A few weeks.”

      Kyle shook his head, glancing around the room. “Damn, dude. I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to the epicenter of so many hot lady stares.” He took a long pull of his beer. “Almost makes me wanna start working out.”

      Zach chortled into his glass.

      “You’re just imagining things,” Nate said.

      “Ehh,” Marty said beside him, looking a bit buzzed himself. “I’m pretty sure he’s not, dude. Not to insult that adorable face of yours, but it seems like your gym results might be pulling their weight.”

      Marty frowned a little as he said the last words, like maybe he was remembering just how freakishly fast those gym results had popped up, but then Zach chimed in with a, “Heh! Pulling their weight. Punny,” and Marty’s face came alight with pleasure at his unintended pun, strangeness forgotten. 

      “You guys are drunk,” Nate grumbled, glancing down at his phone, wondering how soon Gwen would be there.

      “Maybe so,” Kyle said, finishing his beer and staring pointedly at Nate’s chest and arms. “But all I’m saying is that I might take a run at you myself if you don’t find yourself a less tight shirt by the time I finish another beer.”

      “So in five minutes, then,” Zach said.

      Nate chuckled and looked down at his rather snug black t-shirt, cheeks pulsing with another wave of heat. He would’ve been lying if he said there wasn’t something primally satisfying about seeing his once droopy sleeves pulled snug with newfound muscle, but he also couldn’t help but think he was quickly approaching the line where he might as well cut the sleeves off and stamp Alpha-Sig-Sig across his forehead.

      The situation below the table wasn’t much better, either. Jeans had been more or less out of the question. He’d gone with a previously-baggy pair of khaki cargo pants which, while a little snug themselves now, at least had some elastic give to them.

      New clothes, he decided, were probably in order soon. His parents would probably be delighted for the easy Christmas ask.

      If there was a Christmas.

      Jesus.

      “Nate?”

      Nate blinked back to reality, where their waitress was watching him with an expectant look. He eyed his roommates then asked for another round, gathering that they’d already done the same. Only Marty kept watching him, as the waitress departed with a friendly smile. Watching him like there was something more, his expression suddenly sober. Or at least less chipper.

      “Listen,” he started. “Before Gwen gets here, uh…”

      Nate tried to keep from tensing. “I thought we were skipping the intervention.”

      “Yeah,” Marty agreed, bobbing his head. “Yeah, we are but—”

      “But maybe we just kinda wanna hear more about what happened that weekend,” Kyle cut in, trying to sound playful about it, like this wasn’t something they’d all been circling around all evening. “We never did get the full story from you. Like, what was it even like, taking Emily Atherton in those big strong arms of yours, for instance?”

      “You mean after we both almost died?” Nate asked, more sharply than he’d meant to. He was pretty sure it only strengthened Marty’s resolve.

      Maybe if he threw them a little bone. Distracted them.

      “She did ask me out to Indigo a couple weeks ago.”

      “Whoa!” Kyle cried, jerking back from the table and drawing several surprised looks from their neighbors. “And you…? I mean, it’s Indigo, yeah, but Jesus, dude. You didn’t…?” He shook his head. “God, you have to warn me before you drop a bomb like that, man. My poor heart can’t handle the oceanic shift to my raging erec—”

      Zach coughed loudly, rattling his glass against the table as he did. Pointedly, he looked from Kyle over to the nearby table of five girls who’d looked over at the first outcry. Kyle put on his most winning smile and gave them a little wave of his fingers that came off about two hundred percent creepier than intended, judging by the way the girls all turned quickly back to their conversation, looking a little bit like they wanted to laugh, and a little bit like they’d just encountered an especially gnarly strain of drain mold.

      “Yep,” Kyle murmured. “Definitely gotta start working out.”

      Zach shook his head at Kyle, but seemed equally perplexed by Nate’s decisions. “So you’re turning down dates with Emily Atherton now, huh? Bold move.”

      “It was just, like, for Copernicus custodial talk, I’m sure.”

      Nate was starting to regret this “distraction.” He glanced at his phone, wondering how soon Gwen would be there.

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” Marty asked.

      Nate shrugged and finished the rest of his first beer. “Guess I was still kinda keyed up from everything.”

      “I’ll say,” Kyle muttered, looking more than a little keyed up himself. “So what’d she smell like?”

      “Jesus, man,” Zach said.

      Nate was about to chime in with his own two cents about Kyle’s borderline fixation when the waitress promptly reappeared with their second round. Zach and Kyle took it as a chance to attempt being benignly flirty. Marty just took it as an opportunity to reset their conversational focus.

      “Okay, dude,” he said, as the waitress departed with an especially friendly smile to Zach. “I know this isn’t really the time or place, but, well… Bradford texted me.”

      Nate studied his friend’s tight expression. “No he didn’t.”

      Bradford was one of the few IT classmates Nate hung out with enough to have merited a few concerned texts when he’d gone missing these past weeks. He’d already assured Bradford that he was keeping on top of that homework, though, and that he had made arrangements to make up those pesky quizzes off hours, all due to some personal problems. Which was why he wasn’t surprised when Marty’s resolve wavered a touch.

      “Fine. I texted him. And he told me he hasn’t seen you in class for a couple weeks.”

      “Ever since that weekend,” Zach added, finally finding his voice from where he and Kyle had bowed their heads in silence. Beside him, Kyle reluctantly bobbed his head, like this was a script they’d all practiced ahead of time.

      Nate sighed. “You just said this wasn’t an intervention. I told you, I’ve been busy.”

      “Yeah, busy juggling classes and your art,” Marty said, the first touch of anger touching his eyes. “Classes you apparently haven’t been going to. And the art…” He waved a hand helplessly. “Have you even talked to Hillman? Because as far as I can tell, all you ever do anymore is sit in your room or go to the gym.”

      “I told you,” Nate said, lips stretching with an unrecognizably acidic smile. “I’ve been metalworking.”

      Some part of him enjoyed their confused looks more than he probably had any decent right to.

      “Why would you lie about something like that?” Zach finally asked.

      “Or work out at all?” Kyle murmured.

      “Is this about what happened in that video?” Marty added.

      Nate froze. Was that just more digging, or had Marty actually seen something?

      He eyed his roommates one by one in the stretching silence. Had the Excalibur made good on his blackmail threats and shown them? He didn’t think so. He was surprised to find he barely even cared at this point. All he’d wanted was one night away from it all. One carefree night with his friends. And they couldn’t even let him have that much.

      “Are you all done?” he asked flatly, reaching for his new beer.

      “Why are you doing this?” Marty asked, visibly agitated now. “Why won’t you talk to us?”

      “We’re talking right now,” Nate said, squeezing his glass and resisting the urge to point out that they were doing so in the middle of a crowded public space for some god-awful reason. “What do you want from me?”

      Marty looked like he’d been slapped.

      “What do I want?” he echoed, his voice wavering slightly, like he was fighting back tears. “I want my friend back, Nate.”

      For a moment, the words sucked the air straight from Nate’s lungs. For a moment, he gaped, forgetting that they were in the middle of a crowded bar, not knowing what to say, or why he was acting like this, or why he should suddenly be so damned angry. But he was angry. Desperately angry.

      “Yeah?” he heard himself growl, in a trembling voice that wasn’t his own, a voice utterly furious that, after everything, he could still be made to feel like this by the so-called friends who really wanted nothing but to drag him back down, to keep him small and weak like them. “Well, maybe you should grow up and—”

      Something shattered, and a flood of cold liquid washed over his hand, down into his lap. Beer, he realized, wrenching his gaze away from Marty’s wide eyes and down to his glass. He’d squeezed too hard. Broken the glass.

      For a second, it was all Nate could do to sit there staring at the dripping mess. Then a bright, happy voice broke in beside them.

      “Hey, guys!”

      Gwen.

      Shit.

      “What are you all… Oh.”

      Gwen and Kelsey stood at their booth, drinks and backpacks in hand. They must’ve just come from lab, some part of Nate’s brain numbly noted, as their friendly smiles faltered, gauging the emotional resonance of the table, and taking in the mess of broken glass and creamsicle beer.

      “I… I need a napkin,” Nate heard himself say as he stood from the booth, not really sure where his feet were taking him, only that he needed to get away for a minute. Maybe more.

      “And you know what?” his mouth added anyway, feet stopping of their own accord, rounding him back on Marty and the others. “Maybe I just needed a break from everything, okay? Maybe I had my reasons, and if you really...”

      He stopped before his voice could break, helplessly shaking his head at their lost puppy stares, lost himself for the words he was too upset to say. It was all fucked. A cruel paradox that, after weeks spent locked in, he should be here now, trembling in front of his friends, and Gwen, and what felt like half of State College, feeling more alone than he ever had before.

      He turned to go, murmuring an apology to Gwen, painfully aware of the eyes pressing in on him from all directions, lapping up this delectable little morsel of a public spectacle. Somewhere far behind, Gwen was asking the others if he was all right. He walked faster.

      Today was the goddamn day, all right.

      Something is wrong, Nathaniel.

      “No shit,” Nate muttered.

      Not that, the Excalibur said. Something important.

      Not now, Nate thought, trying not to outwardly scowl as he squeezed between two groups of their casual onlookers. They all went on sipping their beers, enjoying the show. One raised his glass in cheers.

      Set aside your sniveling college drama and—

      I said not now! Nate mentally snapped. Or shouted out loud like a goddamn madman, he realized, as the roar of the crowd dimmed around him, and even more startled and curious eyes turned his way.

      Fine, the Excalibur said, its tone perfectly flat, like that was that, and it was throwing in the towel for good. Have it your way, then.

      But Nate was more focused on the familiar voice cutting through the chatter of the crowd.

      “Holy shit. You really are insane, aren’t you, Arturi?”

      His stomach sank at that voice—sank with the sudden certainty that he’d somehow woken up in hell that morning, and that there would be no end to this nonstop thrill-ride of personal shame and surprise cock punches. He looked up and caught sight first of Emily Atherton, then of the beefy arm draped across her shoulders, and the sandy-haired Alpha-Sig-Sig Adonis attached to it.

      Goddamn Todd.

      Nate didn’t bother wondering at the chances, or at what the hell Todd Mackleroy was doing here, of all places. He just stepped around them for the exit. Or tried, at least, before the King of the Bros slid his arm free from his concubine and cut him off.

      “I don’t know what the hell’s up with you,” Todd said, low enough that probably only the nearest circle of gawkers could hear, “but you owe us a new window, asshole.”

      Nate wasn’t really sure what compelled him to look to Emily for input on that note, but the move only seemed to fire Todd’s furnaces that much more.

      “You hear me, Arturi?”

      Behind him, Emily looked uncharacteristically meek.

      “Look at me when I’m talking to you!”

      It was the finger jab that did it.

      One decisive injection of manly man authority, administered via Todd’s rigid index and middle fingers, right to the center of the pulsing red exterminate button on Nate’s chest, and he went from zero to murder in half a second flat.

      “You want a goddamn Knight?” he growled under his breath, his fist practically humming with electric excitement as he clenched it tight.

      “What’d you say, bro?”

      Nate cocked back to knock that self-absorbed sneer into low orbit.

      Then gentle hands took hold of his arm, and a soft voice was cooing at his ear. “Hey… Hey, you’re okay.”

      Gwen’s voice.

      She pulled gently on his arm, silently urging him to disengage. He kept his eyes on Todd, half-expecting the Greek A-hole to capitalize on the distraction and take his own shot. But he didn’t.

      The electric tension drained as Gwen’s hand found Nate’s fist. She frowned down at their joined hands, almost like she’d felt it dissipating, but then her attention swiveled back to Todd. And that’s when Nate’s higher brain caught up to what was happening.

      Todd and Emily. Here. Together.

      Gwen had just walked right into the bombshell Nate should’ve broken to her weeks ago. He turned to her, mortified, his own personal crises momentarily forgotten beneath the guilt. Except she didn’t look dumbstruck, or devastated. She didn’t look much of anything at all.

      Todd, on the other hand…

      Never once had Nate imagined he’d ever see Todd Mackleroy look so vulnerably human. He didn’t cower, exactly. Maybe the opposite. His back straightened under Gwen’s scrutiny, his chest puffing almost in challenge as he pointedly wrapped an arm around a less than flattered Emily. It was painful to watch, but not as painful as the look in Todd’s eyes, buried just beneath the dying phantom of his self-assured sneer. Nate swore he could see some part of Todd’s once-proud soul crumbling in there. He couldn’t look away from the sight.

      “Come on,” was all Gwen said, pulling Nate gently by the hand, apparently content to leave it at that.

      “I knew you were into some freaky shit, babe,” Todd said, finally finding his voice, “but Arturi? Seriously? He’s a fucking—”

      “Shut up.”

      The words silenced Todd so fast Nate almost didn’t believe they’d come from his own mouth. At first, he wasn’t even sure what it was that’d just set him on high alert. Not Todd’s impending insults. Not just those, at least. It was something else. Something…

      There.

      A low, almost inaudible vibration thrumming in his chest and through his bones. The handful of Liberty patrons huddled around the front windows, frowning out into the State College night. A prickling tingle rising along the back of his neck, and a deep, nearly subconscious certainty.

      “Nate?” Gwen said.

      Something was coming. He felt it in his gut.

      He was whirling to look for Marty and the others when the light spilled in, casting the industrial chic décor with a violent halogen blue and illuminating College Ave in the windows like a waking sun. A car alarm split the night air, then several more.

      “What the fuck?” someone gasped at the windows.

      A scream outside. Dozens of them, multiplying. The sharp cracking thud of cars colliding in the street. The tight pressure of Gwen’s hand on his. And through it all, the electric thrum of something enormous charging, building, like some unspeakable alien death ray preparing to fire.

      Nate’s insides clenched, turned to ice. The sound was spreading, spreading until the entire world was vibrating with it, and it was crushing down on Nate’s entire body. Then the pressure receded with a concussive pulse of sound, and all hell broke loose.

      Windows shattered. The ceiling cracked and groaned, showering them with dust. Outside, it sounded as if entire mountains were collapsing.

      In the blink of an eye, the bar fell to utter chaos, half of the population stampeding madly for the door while the other half clashed against them in a desperate rush to get the hell away from whatever was out there.

      But Nate knew what was out there, didn’t he?

      I see you have decided to start paying attention again. Splendid.

      Gwen’s shouting voice yanked him out of his stupor. Nate grabbed her hand and pulled her back toward the booth, searching desperately for Marty’s face in the screaming crowd.

      They didn’t make it two feet through the mess before another humming charge began to build in the air.

      “We have to…” Nate started to shout to Gwen, before he realized he had no godly idea what they had to do.

      Run?

      Duck for fucking cover?

      The thrumming air thickened, building Liberty up to a low grade pressure cooker, then the wave crested, wriggling Nate’s insides on a moment of bizarre weightlessness, and the better half of the ceiling disappeared with a rending crunch, shooting up into the sky as if drawn by the world’s most giant vacuum cleaner.

      Halogen blue light flooded the room. Nate squinted up through the blinding sea of a thousand tiny suns, and even knowing what he knew, could only gape at what he saw.

      Ships. Alien ships. Dozens of them filling the night sky above, each one a dim outline of sharp, craggy edges behind the onslaught of the lights, like an army of floating mountains, casting their nightmarish daylight down on State College.

      “Help us,” Nate whispered—to the Excalibur, to the Merlin or the Lady, he didn’t know.

      Beside him, Gwen’s eyes were wide, her hand death-grip tight on his. “What the hell’s happening, Nate?”

      Another charge was building.

      Tell her.

      Strong winds slapped at them through the open ceiling. Around them, other buildings were cracking open, the air moaning with a steady stream of those alien pulses, each one ripping up another gout of rooftop debris here, another freaking car there.

      And people too, Nate realized numbly, too shocked to move. Masses of screaming, writhing people shooting into the air from neighboring buildings all around, straight up, straight toward the waiting ships high above.

      Abductees.

      Hundreds of them.

      Tell her how you failed to stop this.

      “Just shut up and help me, goddammit!” he snapped back, prying his eyes back down to Liberty, looking for his friends.

      Gwen gripped his hand and arm even tighter. “Nate, who’re you— What’s—”

      Tell her how you never truly believed.

      The pressure built, flattening his insides until the wave crested, and the sense of weightlessness engulfed him once again, more potent than before. Then the effect reversed, and the floor rocketed away, launching him skyward without the faintest warning. He would’ve lost Gwen completely if she hadn’t been flying right next to him, the entire population of Liberty flailing right around them, all zooming toward the hovering lights in a sea of terrified screams.

      “HELP US, EX!” Nate screamed, yanking Gwen closer and holding onto her as tightly as he could even as she screamed her own prayers, clutching him right back.

      The lights were rushing to meet them. Up, down, he couldn’t tell. They zoomed closer, closer. Too fast. They were going to hit.

      Help us, he thought one last time, little more than a feeble prayer. Then came the Excalibur’s reply, cold and mechanical.

      No.
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      His head ached.

      Christ, his head ached.

      The world awoke as a dark orange swirl of nausea lurching wildly beneath him, adrift in panicked voices and metallic rattles, his mind grasping feebly at disjointed memories. Blinding lights, rushing closer. The craggy underbelly of… of ships, he remembered in a rush. Alien ships.

      Troglodan ships?

      “Nate!” a familiar voice hissed through the drunken malaise of memories. Darkness as something—a tractor beam?—had yanked them aboard. Jostling impacts in the blind dark, clinging to Gwen for dear life, bouncing around on something like a conveyor belt. Fighting to keep her close as they were dished onto a grimy deck, and… And what? It felt like grasping at a fading nightmare.

      “Nate?!”

      He tried again to blink his eyes open, winced as the first slits of light entered his swollen eyes, and punched him right in the brain. Had he been unconscious?

      The spinning world lurched on beneath him. Rhythmically. Heavy, thunking footsteps. He was being carried. He tried to open his eyes again. Saw the bleary outline of impossibly thick legs stomping along overhead… below? A troglodan, his brain registered. He was slung over the shoulder of a troglodan.

      “Nate, please. Jesus, please.”

      Gwen’s voice. Close.

      Something rattling. Chains? Then the world tilted, and something hit the deck with a groan—Gwen’s voice again, he realized with a sickened twist—and the troglodan lurched on.

      “Nate!” Gwen cried somewhere behind. “No!”

      The panic and pain in her voice hit him like a searing bolt. His eyes snapped fully open. He glimpsed rust colored bulkheads and a field of hip-high posts sliding by. Then he gathered what groggy strength he had and rolled.

      He must’ve caught the troglodan by surprise. Gods knew he caught himself by surprise, when he realized he’d just consigned his poor body to an eight foot drop. He hit the unforgiving deck before he had time to think about it, and scrambled wildly for his feet, barely even noticing the pain, or the dozens of chained students gaping at him on either side of the aisle from the bulkhead and the tether posts.

      Then he tripped on something. Something that yanked his arms down by the wrists. A chain. His wrists were shackled, he realized in groggy surprise. Chained together. He stutter-stepped for balance, aware that people were screaming all around him.

      Something struck the back of his head, and next he knew, he was face down on the deck, half blind with stars dancing through his vision.

      “Nate!” Gwen cried somewhere.

      He tried to get up—or thought he did, at least—but a thick hand took him by the throat and started dragging him across the grimy deck before he got anywhere. Nate coughed and sputtered, trying as best he could to scramble along with the troglodan before it accidentally broke his neck or choked him to death. The hulking beast seemed to find this amusing.

      It paused, chuckling to itself, then changed course, hefting him around like a plaything and backtracking the way they’d come. A few frantic moments later, Nate was almost shamefully relieved to find himself casually deposited against one of the stout chain posts right next to the aisle—and right next to Gwen. She reached and grabbed onto his hand like a lifeline, gasping his name, their shackled wrists clanking together.

      For a brief second, taking in the rows of fellow prisoners all around them with Gwen’s hand crushing his, Nate remembered past his spinning head that he was supposed to be a goddamn Knight. That he was supposed to be strong enough to do something about this. Then the beast who’d carried him over bent down, stuck its beady-eyed face inches from Nate’s, bared yellow teeth that looked like they could’ve chomped through human bones, and roared.

      By the time the ferocious sound abated, Nate was shaking in a numb stupor, too afraid to move as the chuckling troglodan first patted his cheek with a pair of forearm-sized fingers, then casually plucked the chain from one of his shackles—like it had some kind of magnetic release—and reached back to fix it to the post. Another chain clicked into place on the thick collar Nate hadn’t even noticed he was wearing, then the troglodan returned its reach from behind Nate, trailing one last chain, which it fixed to the shackle of the hand that was still tightly gripped in Gwen’s.

      Definitely magnetic. Or something like it. Hard to think straight with a sneering troglodan breathing hot, fetid air in his face.

      “Gargoot,” the beast rumbled, tilting its thick, lumpy gray hillside of a head toward Gwen and patting Nate roughly on the cheek once again before it stood back to its full eight-and-a-half feet and stomped off for the next prisoner, chuckling to itself.

      Nate watched it go, not understanding what the hell had just happened—or, even more importantly, how in all the unknown universe the Merlin and the Lady had ever thought he could hope to take on even a single one of these monsters.

      Ex? he thought, almost cautiously, as if he might somehow make things worse.

      Nothing.

      “Are you okay?” Gwen whispered beside him.

      Ex, we need your help. Please!

      Nothing at all.

      “Nate…” Gwen was whispering.

      Nate turned to her, not knowing what to say. He wasn’t okay. None of them were okay. But at least seeing her in one piece brought a feeble flicker of relief. “What happened?” he tried to ask. The words barely came out. Christ, his mouth was dry.

      “I thought they hit you with some kind of sedative when you, you know…” She searched his face, then, seeming to realize he might not know, she added, “You struggled when they tried to separate us.”

      Dim memories stirred, tinged with a druggy haze. Nate and Gwen, huddling like a pair of frightened bunnies, dished onto a grimy deck. Fellow bar-goers scrambling in the darkness around them. Brutally strong hands shoving them along. Screams and groaning mechanical assemblies, and something enormous trying to rip Gwen away from him. Away into the darkness.

      He had fought. Fought right up until something smacked into his neck like a striking viper. And that was it.

      “How long ago?” he asked, glancing around the room—the brig, he supposed—where at least eight troglodans were thudding up and down the gray aisles, checking on chains here, dragging in another terrified prisoner there.

      “Not long. They put us through some kind of… processing. Outfitted everyone with shackles. Decontaminated us too, I think.”

      That probably explained why he felt so goddamn sticky, at least, and why the mysterious goopy residue was wafting such a strong alcohol scent, and burning at the sites of the several abrasions he’d collected in the shuffle.

      “It all happened so fast,” Gwen added quietly, “but I managed to keep you with me.”

      He looked back to her. Something about the way she said it, and the way she was watching him now. “Gwen,” he whispered, not really knowing what else to say.

      She held his gaze, and he could practically hear her thoughts racing. “You didn’t go down like the others,” she finally said. “Not completely. You just kinda…” She shook her head, apparently lost for words.

      Nate turned and scanned the brig more closely, not sure what to make of that. He needed to find Marty and the others. There might’ve been close to two hundred captives in the room, a third or so lining the chain rings on the rust colored bulkhead perimeter, and the rest, like him and Gwen, chained to the rows of hip-high chain posts spaced evenly across most of the brig.

      He saw a few other students completely zonked out, mostly larger guys. Hit with the same drugs they’d used on him?

      “Must’ve been a faulty dose,” Gwen said quietly, apparently tracking his gaze. “Lucky. Still scared the hell out of me, though.”

      A faulty dose.

      Maybe.

      He squeezed Gwen’s hand, not knowing what to say.

      Do I have you to thank for my early arrival to hell? he wondered silently at the Excalibur, but still there was nothing. No reply. Nate wasn’t even positive he could still feel his unwilling companion there at all.

      All he could do was stare at the troglodans moving casually about, checking chains and shackles even as Gwen ran through a quiet breakdown of what they knew and all the whos, hows, whats, and whys they needed to start figuring out if they were going to survive this thing. Nate was still caught up on the big one.

      What in holy hell had he done?

      Nothing, he could’ve sworn the troglodans replied as they stomped about, trading gouts of their booming, guttural speech. Not a goddamn thing. And now he was trapped.

      At least they weren’t ruthlessly murdering everyone, right?

      Not yet.

      Not that there was much stopping them.

      “—said shut up!” Nate heard someone hiss nearby, as he surveyed their surroundings for any hint of hope.

      Most of the troglodans in the brig were smaller than the monstrosity that had chased him in the park a few weeks ago, but any one of them still looked like they could’ve handled multiple NFL linebackers without breaking a sweat. Also unlike the park berserker—which he realized now must’ve been naked in all of its knobby gray hided glory—these troglodans wore plated dark armor that might’ve actually looked sleek and sophisticated if it hadn’t been so scuffed and battered. Not that that really—

      “Nate!” hissed a voice behind and to the right, from where a bigger troglodan had just come stomping past.

      Nate straightened in surprise. Marty. 

      He glanced carefully to the right, trying not to rattle his chains or draw any attention. The troglodans couldn’t have cared less anyway. They were busy hauling in more prisoners. He turned as fully as the chains let him. Relief flooded his chest at the sight of Marty and Kyle chained up side-by-side on the bulkhead. Relief, quickly followed by a burst of manic guilt that he could ever feel anything other than horror at such a sight.

      At least they looked unharmed, though, and lucid. More lucid than Nate felt anyway, though his brain did seem to be burning through the druggy haze pretty quickly, all things considered.

      “Are you okay?” Marty whispered as loudly as he dared, glancing nervously toward the troglodans at the front of the room.

      “Where’s Zach?” Nate whispered back.

      “Back here,” came another whisper somewhere behind Nate. “Kelsey too.”

      Gwen perked up at that, trying to crane around to see, not making it far before her chains pulled taut. Around them, the whispers were multiplying, emboldened by the fact that none of them were immediately eaten for taking their hushed roll call.

      “Shut up, you assholes,” someone growled, louder than all the rest. “You’re gonna get us all killed!”

      Nate ignored the voice and strained against his chains, first testing them, then twisting around as best he could to try to get a look at them. Which was how he just so happened to be looking in the exact wrong place when a big guy chained up a few posts back and to the left exploded from silent fidgeting to full on losing his shit.

      “LET ME GO!” he screamed suddenly, thrashing forward against his restraints at the nearest troglodan. “LET ME FUCKING—”

      There was a rushing thrum of sound like a miniaturized version of the pulse waves that’d ripped them out of Liberty, and the big guy’s head disappeared in a cloud of red mist.

      Half of the room screamed. Nate could only stare at the girl who’d been sitting beside the big guy. Her eyes had gone blank. Just vacant. Her cheek spattered with blood. Her trembling jaw the only thing moving on her entire body.

      A thud from ahead drew Nate’s eyes to where one of the other troglodans had shoved the shooter against the dirty bulkhead. The shover growled a sharp string of what sounded like rebuke. The shooter brandished his gun, replying in kind, then gestured toward the headless prisoner. A few of the troglodans laughed at whatever he’d said. The one who appeared to be in charge shoved the shooter toward the door, then barked an order at another. The room watched in dead silence as the alien unchained the headless body and dragged it from the room by a single leg, like it was nothing but a freaking defective mannequin.

      The rest of the troglodans paid the grisly scene no mind as they finished chaining down the last of their loose captives. Once they were done, they stood and left, leaving their leader alone at the head of the room, surveying them with a deadly calm, sweeping his massive head slowly from side to side.

      “Vorshna et gralith du shargul,” he finally growled.

      The room was silent, no one daring to speak up after the first guy had lost his head for it. Nate wasn’t sure why the beast would expect them to understand a word it was saying anyway. 

      Not until it looked around the room once more, and added, “Vorshna et Excalibur.”

      Nate’s blood went cold.

      He’d misheard, he wanted to think. Imagined it.

      But the sickened feeling churning his gut told him the truth.

      It was him. In all the terror of the abduction, Nate hadn’t had time to wonder how the hell they’d ended up in State College, of all places, if they were only looking for the Beacon. But the answer was obvious. They were looking for him, too.

      This was his fault.

      Nate sat frozen in horror, numbly trying to grasp just how badly he’d failed here, and just how laughably sad his attempts at training had really been. It was incomprehensible.

      What had that drunken asshole been thinking, pulling him into all this?

      And where was the Excalibur now?

      “Vorshna et Excalibur!” the troglodan roared.

      Nate froze mid-flinch, sure his reaction had already given him away, then wondering if he shouldn’t just speak up and have done with it anyway. He swept his eyes across the hundred or so people chained up between him and the troglodan leader, wondering how many in the city had already died because of him. If he could end it all right now...

      He had to.

      Only he couldn’t seem to get his mouth to work, or his hands to move. He just sat there while the leader studied the room, telling himself that it wouldn’t matter if he gave himself up—that he didn’t even actually understand what they were asking for and that, even if he had understood, there was no way to guarantee the aliens wouldn’t just exterminate the remainder of their captives once they had what they wanted. Better he wait and see what was actually happening. Wait, and look for his shot to do gods knew what.

      With any luck, the military would be rolling in before any of them had to figure that part out. There was no way an incident like this could go unnoticed. Hell, he’d already had the Space Aggressor Squadron keeping tabs, right? Even now, the Pentagon must be rustling up a full run of fighter jets and drones and everything else.

      Unless they were too busy scrambling those forces elsewhere, Nate thought uneasily, remembering what the Merlin had showed him of a burning New York City the night he’d told Nate about the Beacon.

      Get it off of this planet, the wizard had said, or the troglodan invasion will soon be the least of Earth’s troubles.

      Ahead, the troglodan leader was shifting its weight, baring yellow teeth in a kind of sneer. “Gargoot,” it said, with an air of finality, before it turned and stomped out of the room.

      A bulky metal door slammed shut behind it, and for a long, long time, they all sat dead still, the air thick with the heaviest silence Nate had ever felt. Almost as heavy as the Merlin’s last words, echoing over and over again in his head.

      All of humanity may well be counting on you.

      He had to get them out of there.
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      The following hours were the most hellish of Nate’s life.

      It wasn’t just the conditions of their imprisonment. The cold almost didn’t bother him—hadn’t much seemed to since he’d begun his metamorphosis under the Excalibur’s influence. The pain and discomfort, too, were at least somewhat tolerable. His wrists ached where he’d strained against the shackles one too many times, and his hips and back and neck all felt like shit from a few hours pinned to the hard deck. But that much, he could stand.

      It was watching the suffering around him that was really killing him.

      It was the terrified silence that stretched on long after the head troglodan left. It was the lone sob that eventually broke that silence, and the rapid unraveling of the brig from silent mausoleum to wailing shit show that followed.

      It was the look in Gwen’s eyes as she turned to him with her own silent tears, like a quiet plea for him to do something. Like for some intangible reason, she actually believed he could.

      Until then, even knowing what he did, it had all been too fast—too alien to be real. Even the brutal execution behind them had felt like something out of a movie. But when he saw that look in Gwen’s eyes, it all came crashing in. Too much raw emotion to process, even if the overwhelming majority of it did feel a lot like guilt. Guilt that he’d failed to bond with the Excalibur and find the Beacon in time. Guilt that he’d failed to even remotely grasp what was at stake, even after the Merlin had shown him. A deep burning shame, underneath it all, that he’d never even had the courage to simply tell Gwen how he felt years ago, when he’d had a thousand ample chances.

      It was almost laughable, how afraid he’d been—how completely ignorant to how good and easy his life was before the Excalibur had come to him. How worthless and naïve he’d been once it had. So laughable, so pathetic, that he found himself sharing in Gwen’s silent tears before he knew it, clutching to her hand while the brig howled on around them.

      He feared every moment that the troglodans would come bursting back in to make another bloody example and quiet the racket, but there wasn’t as much as a thump on the wall. They didn’t seem to care. Not even when some of the more optimistic voices rallied enough to start telling their neighbors how the army or the air force would be sweeping to save their asses any moment, just you wait. Not even when a few particularly bold spirits started asking if anyone still had their phones, or any ideas about how to get free.

      Maybe the troglodans didn’t understand what they were talking about. Maybe they just didn’t care.

      Nate refrained from joining the conversation, pretty sure that what little he knew would only succeed at scaring the shit out of everyone, and possibly turning them all against him, to boot. He needed a proper plan first, he told himself. Or at least some clue as to what the troglodans might do next.

      It was only when he recognized Todd’s voice among the Big Talk council up front that Nate truly began to feel like a chicken shit—as if the universe had just needed to flick him in the eye with one more reminder of how useless he’d been. Nate craned his neck and saw that the Greek god was chained on the front wall, with Emily Atherton huddling into his side for refuge from it all.

      Even in the freaking alien apocalypse, Todd Mackleroy got his little slice of comfort and glory, didn’t he? The thought infuriated him, which in turn only made him feel petty and childish. Doubly so when Gwen broke from her own quiet ruminations to ask if he was all right.

      “I’m just, uh…” He tore his eyes from Todd and Emily and considered Gwen’s expression. The steady rattle of chains and the vibration of the troglodan ship beneath them. Now wasn’t the time. He was sure of it. But he wasn’t sure there’d be another. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about…”

      Jesus, where did he even start? There were too many confessions to count at this point. Her perfect brow was furrowed, waiting.

      “… About Todd and Emily,” he forced himself to say.

      Her eyes widened a hair.

      This was so not the time.

      “I saw them together after the INN party that night,” he pressed on anyway, desperate, as if maybe fixing this one thing—this one failure from the painfully long list—might somehow mean something. “Todd saw me seeing them, too. Long story, but…”

      The surprised look on Gwen’s face was morphing to one of disbelief, and betrayal, and—

      “I should have told you sooner,” Nate whispered. “I should have…” He grimaced down at the grimy deck between them, and at the spot where’s Gwen’s hand had left his to return to the safety of her own thigh.

      What the hell was he doing?

      Gwen seemed to be wondering the same thing.

      “Is this really what you’re worrying about right now?” she whispered, looking pointedly around at the dozens of students crying, soiling themselves, and otherwise losing their shit around them.

      Nate shook his head, cheeks burning, chicken shit despondency lurching to embarrassing new heights. “You’re right. I’m sorry, I just… There’s just a lot I would’ve done differently, if…”

      “If you’d known we were going to be abducted?”

      Nate fumbled for words and fell back on a helpless shrug.

      “You and everyone else aboard this ship, I’m guessing,” Gwen said, not quite unkindly.

      Nate said nothing. Just sat there listening to the soundtrack of despair all around him, turning mental loops underneath the sinking weight that he, unlike everyone else aboard this ship, had actually had a chance to do something about this. And what had he done with that chance?

      “Well,” Gwen said quietly beside him, “if you’re trying to clear your conscience about not saving me from the big scary cheater, you’re missing a few important details. Like the fact that I haven’t seen Todd since that night at Iota Nu Nu.”

      Nate glanced over at her, not understanding, surprised she’d brought the subject back up at all. “You haven’t?”

      “The other part you seem to have missed,” Gwen continued, looking like she couldn’t quite believe she was having this conversation right now, “the part that I actually told you right to your face, is that Todd was never really my boyfriend.”

      “But you…”

      “Did you really think I was too busy swooning over his abs to notice he was spending time with other girls? Jesus.” She shook her head, half-muttering to herself. “Todd walks around thinking I’m the wife material he might one day see fit to grace with a ring and fractional fidelity, and you…” She glanced over at him, brow furrowed in frustration. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe—just maybe—I understood the situation perfectly well, and was capable of deciding what arrangements I was and wasn’t happy with in my own life? That maybe I was open to other possibilities too?”

      Nate could only stare, trying to process.

      “You wanna know what I think?” she asked quietly. “I think you’re so obsessed with believing that you’re this downtrodden, unappreciated sideline spectator that you’re actually in danger of becoming an asshole just to maintain your own Nice Guy self-image. It’s like a bad oxymoron.”

      “That’s not...”

      “True? Fair? Look at this.” She yanked her chains taut trying to point to his muscled chest. “Do you think that’s what’s holding you back? That you have to have bigger muscles, or anything else, to get what you want?”

      “What? No, I—”

      “You think Todd’s an asshole because he takes whatever he wants. But you know what? I don’t see how that’s any worse than this passive-aggressive game of hide-and-seek you’ve been playing for four years.”

      The last words were barely a whisper. Judging by the surprised look in Gwen’s eyes, she hadn’t really meant to say them at all—had tried to tamp them back down to whatever fountain of truth they’d bubbled up from. But she had meant them. He felt that much in the cold vacuum slap they smote across his insides.

      He looked away, unable to meet her eyes. For a few seconds, he felt so hollow that he couldn’t even bring himself to care that they were still chained up on a troglodan ship, and that, even in the bleak reality of their impending doom, more than a few of their neighbors were staring at them now, ears cued in to this tasty little morsel of drama—Marty and Kyle probably included, he couldn’t help but think.

      It hardly mattered.

      “Nate…” Gwen whispered. “Nate, I didn’t mean…” A heavy sigh. “Shit. I didn’t mean to say it like that. Can we just…?”

      Nate nodded mechanically, accepting her unfinished request with eyes forward, hating how pathetic he felt. He knew she hadn’t meant to hurt him, just like he knew she’d meant everything else she’d just said. And why wouldn’t she?

      She was right, after all.

      More right than she could know.

      Because here he was, sitting helplessly with the girl he thought he loved while Todd prattled on up front, taking charge. Here he was with his training, and his forewarning, and his miraculously expedient five pounds of solid muscle gain a week, bearing the one and only weapon that might stand a chance of helping them out of this mess if he could only get it together, and what was he doing? Fucking sniveling. Just sitting here, letting others do the talking.

      Because speaking up wasn’t heroic, he told himself. Because there was nothing heroic about causing mass hysteria. But also because he wasn’t a goddamn hero. Because whatever power was riding within him had gotten him exactly jack shit. Because at the heart of it, it wasn’t about muscles, or dedication, or how hard he tried.

      It was that some assholes were just built for it, and others were just built to fix their computers.

      Nate thunked his head back against the chain post and listened, utterly deflated, as Todd told everyone to keep their shit together up front.

      “It’s okay,” Gwen said quietly, taking his lifeless hand, no doubt hearing the same. “We’re going to be okay.”

      Gods only knew what was going through her head in that moment. He could hardly bear to think about it. What he needed to do was focus on getting them the hell out of there. Somehow. And then…

      Jesus, he didn’t even know what then.

      Race the troglodans to the Beacon? Sure. Why not? Maybe he could take a swing at curing cancer and ending world hunger while he was at it.

      There was only one more place to turn. He barely even hesitated, hopeless as he was.

      If you were waiting to make a point, I get it. I messed up. I’m not fucking worthy. I’m sorry, Ex. I’m really, really sorry. But if you just help me get these people out of here, I’ll do anything you want.

      Silence.

      Anything, Ex. I promise. Please.

      Nothing. A long, long nothing.

      He couldn’t even bring himself to be angry. Not at the Excalibur. Not at Marty and Kyle, as they tried to draw his attention across the aisle, first to check if he was all right, then again shortly after to weigh in on their quiet side debate about what was really going on here, and how they were going to escape.

      Whatever else there was to say about the situation, he couldn’t help but be impressed with how well his friends seemed to be handling things, even if Kyle was clearly less than thrilled at having finally received his irrefutable confirmation that “they” did, in fact, walk among us.

      What Nate wasn’t crazy about was the way Marty and Kyle were looking at him when he finally turned around—like maybe the guy who’d fallen off the edge of the map a few weeks ago after a suspicious large animal attack and some mysteriously hushed up heroics might know more than he was letting on here.

      Frightened as he was of the ramifications, each passing minute weakened Nate’s reservation about simply saying to hell with it and spilling all of his juicy secrets for anyone who wanted to listen. He was on the verge of opening his mouth when the screaming started outside.

      It wasn’t completely obvious at first. The kind of thing you cocked your head to clearly hear, and then promptly tried to explain away as ambiguous ship sounds, or maybe the distant coming of the military rescue that was definitely totally only a matter of time, according to Todd and the Big Talkers.

      The ship had moved at some point in the past hour or two, Nate was pretty sure. Moved where, he had no idea. He couldn’t even say how long they’d been sitting here. Maybe they’d moved down College Ave, or maybe into orbit.

      Christ, they could’ve been halfway across the galaxy, for all he knew.

      But the screams... Muffled as they were by the grimy bulkheads, and persistently as the low din of conversation tried to carry on, pretending all was well, once the screams began to multiply, there was no ignoring them.

      The room went quiet, the last in a long string of nervous no, no, that’s just the ship declarations petering out like a match at the end of its stick. And just like that, what little calm had entered the brig in the past hours dissipated in a flash of wide eyes and one especially frantic cry from the back: “We’re all gonna die, man! We’re all gonna fucking die!”

      Judging by how quickly the terror reignited throughout the room, Nate took it he wasn’t alone in generally believing the truth of the statement. But this time, he didn’t try to fight it.

      This time, he focused on the feeling of his heart thundering in his eardrums, and on the growing panic in the room. This time, he rode the wave of adrenaline up, up, thinking dazedly about the otherworldly strength he’d summoned to stop that bike when it had felt like life and death. Thinking about the two words the Excalibur had uttered time and time again, whenever he’d insisted the thing fall in line and behave.

      Make me.

      His fists clenched. Around him, the room was alive with sobs and jangling chains and screams of its own.

      Maybe the Lady had picked the wrong Knight. Maybe the Excalibur was dead set on sitting back while Nate and his friends died, content in the knowledge that it would likely be granted a more suitable Knight the next time around. But he had to try anyway.

      So he let the fear in, embracing the panic, thinking about all the horrific things that were going to happen to all of them—to Gwen and to his friends—if he didn’t do something about it. He drank the sobbing desperation in until he was ready to scream himself.

      Then he planted his feet and lunged forward against his chains as hard as he possibly could.

      For a moment, there was nothing but the blinding roar of effort, and the desperate belief that this would work, had to work. Then something thudded against his back, and pain cut into his awareness, rippling from his wrists, and his neck, and the back of his head.

      He’d thunked straight back against the goddamn chain post. Shackles and collar in place. Chains intact.

      “Nate?!”

      Nate turned confusedly to where Marty and Kyle were watching him with wide-eyed concern. His head was spinning. From impact or just sheer surprise, he couldn’t tell. People were looking at him. Gwen was looking at him. He felt her stare on the back of his head. Felt a burning in his throat.

      He hadn’t meant to yell.

      It didn’t matter. It hadn’t worked.

      Why hadn’t it worked?

      “Nate,” Marty repeated, trying to get his attention. “Dude, are you—”

      “I’m fine,” Nate muttered, slumping back against his chain post, eyes front, away from his friends and Gwen and everyone else.

      He wasn’t fine. None of them were fine. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. How he’d actually deluded himself into thinking he might just casually rip heavy chains apart… Well, whatever the Merlin and Lady had thought him capable of, they’d probably realize their mistake once the troglodans were flying around with his Excalibur. Or with the eighth Excalibur, at least. Because if that little display had proved anything, it was that the Excalibur was most certainly not his.

      “Nate…” Gwen whispered,

      He wanted to look at her, wanted to take some small comfort from the fact that she was still there, but he couldn’t bring himself to take her hand or turn his head. Couldn’t handle the thought of the disappointment he imagined he’d see in her eyes. Disappointment that he’d lost his shit, or that it hadn’t worked. Disappointment that he wasn’t worthy. For any of it.

      So instead, he sat there, eyes pointedly forward, stewing in his own silent despair while, at the front of the room, Todd and a few vocal others made solemn promises that if those things came looking for torture victims here, they’d fuck them up real good. Somehow.

      Then something made a firm thud-thud on the brig door, and half the room cried out in startled terror. The rest, Nate had a feeling, simply soiled themselves in silence.

      A metallic groan poured from the door’s latching mechanism, casting a heavy hush over the room. A dark-armored troglodan stepped into the brig, drawing the door shut behind it. Nate couldn’t tell if it was one of the same ones from earlier, but the heavy-looking pulse cannon it held casually over one broad shoulder looked familiar enough.

      It took a few swaggering steps toward the center of the front aisle, seeming to enjoy the way those nearest to it flinched with its every move.

      “Hey, asshole!” someone called—Todd, Nate realized with a small ripple of shock.

      He craned his neck to see Todd leaning forward against his restraints, sitting tall and proud, muscular chest puffed in challenge right up until the troglodan turned his way and took a step closer.

      It started with a sinking of the shoulders, like a slowly deflating balloon. Todd’s mouth tightened, his eyes darting across the creature’s massive frame. The troglodan stepped closer still, and Todd rocked back against the wall. It sank to one thick knee, leaning in with its jutting jaw until Todd bowed his head, visibly shaking with the threat of the thing’s closeness. Then it grabbed Todd by the shoulder, one huge hand covering half his body, and clamped its other hand over his face.

      As many times as Nate had dreamed of seeing Todd Mackleroy knocked from his godly war horse and dragged into the mud with the rest of them, there was something profoundly terrifying about seeing the unshakeable Greek god lose his shit. And lose his shit, he did.

      No sooner had the troglodan clamped its hand to Todd’s face than a pulse of light flashed from beneath its huge palm, and Todd began kicking and screamed like a madman.

      The terror was contagious.

      The room exploded with screams and cries and utterly futile scrambles to either help Todd, or get the hell away from whatever was happening to him. Nate could only stare numbly at Todd’s flailing legs, sure that each moment would be the one that the troglodan incinerated his head, or simply closed its beastly fist and smashed it like an overripe pumpkin.

      He watched, sickened, helpless.

      Then the troglodan promptly released Todd and stood back to its full height, casual as ever, leaving Todd trembling on the deck in a pitiful heap, Emily Atherton reaching for him with shaking hands. In that moment, Nate felt nothing but empathy for the man. But empathy was quickly swallowed by dread as the troglodan turned to face the rest of the room. Turned with purpose. Something was blinking red on its thick wrist, like Todd’s face had failed the test.

      Something clicked, deep in Nate’s brain.

      He watched the troglodan, not breathing.

      “Are-toor-ee,” it rumbled in a deep voice.

      Nate’s head buzzed with the word. Positively spun with it.

      The room went fuzzy around him, dimming whatever Gwen was whispering next to him.

      Awkward pronunciation, some helpful part of his brain pointed out. Awkward, but still unmistakably a name. His name, he registered numbly, even as the troglodan raised a small cube between enormous thumb and forefinger, and a flat hologram flickered into life for all the brig to see, sputtering and tinged red, but unmistakably a human face. His face.

      “Vorshna et,” the troglodan rumbled, “Nah-tan-yell Are-toor-ee?”
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      He was dead.

      That was the first of the two revelations that ripped through Nate’s brain like a bolt of lightning.

      Somehow, the troglodans had found his face and his name. And now he was dead—messy pulse cannon decapitation pending.

      “What’s happening, Nate?” Gwen was whispering beside him.

      He genuinely did not know how to answer that question, or why his first instinct was to look to Marty. Maybe he just wanted to say farewell to his best friend. Because he had no choice now, did he?

      “Vorshna et Nah-tan-yell Are-toor-ee!” the troglodan roared.

      No choice.

      Maybe these big bastards couldn’t distinguish one human from another on sight—maybe that’s why Todd had just gotten the full troglodan facial—but Nate couldn’t just sit here while that thing scanned its way through the room looking for him. Eyes were already flicking to him, back to the troglodan’s hologram, back to him.

      He had to turn himself in. There was nothing for it.

      He opened his mouth and—

      “It’s me,” someone croaked, in a voice that wasn’t his.

      Nate followed the voice in disbelief, and found his best friend staring back at him, eyes wide with some mixture of shock and sudden clarity.

      “Marty,” Nate hissed, “don’t you fucking d—”

      “It’s me!” Marty shouted. He lurched forward, rattling his chains. 

      “No!” Nate yelled.

      “My name is Nathaniel Arturi!” Marty cried, even louder. “Take me and let these people go!”

      Around them, the brig fell silent. Ahead, the troglodan leaned its hilltop head toward Marty, studying him with its dark beady eyes. Then it bared its dirty yellow teeth and started tromping their way.

      “No!” Nate cried, bucking against his chains.

      “It’s me!” Marty yelled.

      “Stop it!” Nate screamed at him.

      Marty wasn’t listening. 

      “I’m Nathaniel Arturi!” he cried over and over again. “Let them go, goddammit!”

      “Vorshna et Excalibur, Nah-tan-yell Are-toor-ee,” the troglodan growled, stomping closer, swinging its huge cannon down from its shoulder.

      “Stop it!” Nate bellowed.

      The troglodan drew up to a halt a few feet from Marty and leveled the cannon straight at Nate’s face in silent warning, not even bothering to look at him. Nate froze, deathly aware of the building thrum in the weapon’s depths, and of how casually the first prisoner had been shot. After a few seconds of breathless silence, the cannon swiveled away from him and around to Marty.

      “Vorshna et Excalibur?”

      “I…” Marty was shaking now. “I don’t know what you’re saying. Just—Just take me. Just take me and let them—”

      The troglodan cut him off with an enraged roar. “Vorshna!” it boomed, dropping to a knee beside Marty and taking the chain that bound his wrist shackles to the wall loop in one massive hand. With a hard yank and sharp crack, the beast tore the chain clean in two.

      Nate was hyperventilating, wild desperate panic reaching its electric tendrils through every inch of him, building, screaming, threatening to stop his heart as the troglodan yanked Marty closer, thrusting its humming cannon to his head.

      “Vorshna et—”

      Something broke inside Nate.

      The world went hazy, blurred shades of red, like a sea of burst blood vessels. There was pain and sound and movement, and suddenly, inexplicably, he was on his feet, staring at the back of the troglodan’s head and realizing that it wasn’t something within him that had broken.

      It was his chains.

      He felt the heavy links swinging from his wrist manacles even as he noted dimly that, at his full height, he barely stood level with the shoulders of the massive beast crouched in front of him.

      And that beast was turning toward him.

      He didn’t think. Just kicked wildly at the troglodan’s big pulse cannon. His foot connected, hard. Pain shot through his leg. Whether by sheer surprise or dumb luck, the troglodan lost its grip and gaped stupidly as the cannon went bouncing and skidding across the brig deck. Then it turned its beady eyes back to Nate, not seeming to understand.

      Nate was already swinging for the troglodan’s head with the chain hanging from his right wrist, operating on blind Michael Bay instinct. He swung with everything he had, and watched in disbelief as the blow landed, and the gray-hided behemoth toppled over toward the grimy deck with a strangled grunt.

      There was a moment of sharp panic as the troglodan fell toward the guy beside Marty on an imminent crushing path. Then the troglodan caught itself on the deck with one thick arm, and drove an even thicker boot into Nate’s chest, mule-kick style.

      It was like he was watching from third person. The impact was so stunning—so world-shaking—Nate didn’t even register the pain. There was only the up-down nauseating blur of a world gone sideways, then the second impact, hard and utterly unforgiving. The rear bulkhead, some dutiful corner of his mind informed him, right as the pain caught up to his speeding corpse, blossoming through his chest and back and every inch of him like a screaming wave of—

      “Get up, Arturi!” someone growled.

      Nate blinked his eyes open to the face of a crying girl that couldn’t have been the owner of that voice.

      “It’s coming, man!” someone else cried. “It’s coming!”

      “Please get up,” sobbed the crying girl right above him. “Please.”

      Nate got up. He didn’t understand how. Especially not as his insides filled with fire, and he coughed up what felt like more than a little blood. But that hardly mattered when he saw the troglodan picking itself up thirty feet away, next to Marty.

      Jesus Christ, had it kicked him that far?

      That hardly mattered either as the troglodan turned his way, oozing dark blood from the angry-looking gash where Nate’s chain had struck. One of its eyes was gone. And it looked pissed.

      “The gun!” snapped a voice somewhere behind him. “On your right, two o’clock!”

      He spotted the big cannon not far away and scrambled forward. No time to wonder how the hell he was alive, or how he’d apparently kicked the bulky gun almost as far as the troglodan had kicked him. Especially not as that troglodan roared a guttural challenge and charged forward.

      Nate practically fell over in his rush to scoop the cannon from the deck, praying he was holding the correct end. The thing must’ve weighed forty pounds, but Nate was much more concerned with the trigger. Or the lack thereof.

      It was every nightmare he’d ever had, times a thousand. Fumbling desperately for the trigger of the forty pound club in his hands. The troglodan thundering toward him, shaking the deck with its monstrous bulk. No time. No—

      Thumb trigger.

      Never in his life had Nate been so happy to hear another voice in his head. He spotted the protruding stud on the weapon’s grip and jammed his thumb down. The cannon hummed in his hands, building, building. The troglodan closing. Building. Not firing. Screams all around him. The roaring troglodan lunging forward to smash him to a pulp.

      Let go. 

      With a wordless cry and a blind prayer, Nate released the trigger stud. The cannon gave a thrumming pulse in his hands, and the troglodan stumbled backward, its massive hand dropping to its abdomen, where its dark armor had crumpled in like it’d taken an invisible cannon ball. It gave a labored grunt, baring its teeth at Nate, taking a heavy step forward.

      Nate raised the cannon higher, thumbed the trigger, and watched in morbid horror as the troglodan’s head caved in with another invisible blast. The beast thudded limply to its knees, then smashed face-first to the deck, shaking the floor beneath Nate’s unsteady feet.

      The room was dead silent.

      For a long moment, it was all Nate could do to stare down at the huge body, and the black blood slowly pooling out from its crushed head.

      “YES!” Kyle shouted down the aisle, breaking the thick silence so suddenly that Nate almost dropped the cannon.

      “I fucking knew you were a superhero, dude!”

      Ahead, Marty joined Nate in shooting Kyle an incredulous look, then he collapsed back against the wall and sighed, just loud enough for Nate to hear, “Thank fucking god.”
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      Nate felt more than heard the cannon thud to the deck beside him.

      “Easy, buddy,” Kyle called across the brig. “Keep it together. Keep it—Uh-oh...”

      Nate was already staggering back, knees buckling without permission. He joined the cannon on the deck, just shy of the dark pool of troglodan blood that had set his legs shaking in the first place. His limbs felt like gelatin, and his stomach...

      “Are you okay, dude?” Zach called somewhere ahead.

      “Your knee,” added a quiet voice to the right.

      Nate looked down and saw that the pooling blood had reached his right leg, viscous inky crimson seeping eagerly into the khaki cotton blend.

      Somehow, that was the detail that did it. Or maybe it had been the alien chest kick, and the thirty foot flight and abrupt wall impact. Either way, that was when Nate puked—one great heaving purge of creamsicle IPA, stomach acid, and blood. More blood than seemed safe for his immediate survival.

      “That’s it, buddy,” Kyle called weakly. “Out with the bad spirits.”

      Out with the fucking spleen, Nate wanted to reply, but then he thought about what else that kick had probably done to his insides, and he nearly puked again.

      You will survive, came the Excalibur’s disgusted voice.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” Nate whispered.

      The Excalibur didn’t answer.

      Of course not.

      Nate hauled himself to his feet with a groan, looking down at the giant alien corpse, lost for what to do next. Now’s not the time to clam up, Ex.

      He felt his companion there at the edge of his mind, bristling with… what?

      What do you want, another apology?

      The whispers were starting to spread.

      “Nate?” came Marty’s cautious voice.

      He looked up and saw pretty much everyone in the room watching him. Watching like they were all waiting for something, but too terrified to actually speak to him.

      “They might’ve heard all that noise,” was all Marty said.

      It was enough.

      Nate scooped the cannon up and rose back to his shaky feet. Everything hurt, and he wasn’t sure how the hell they were possibly going to escape this ship—especially if they were still in flight or, gods forbid, in orbit. He wasn’t even sure he was going to make it as far as Marty before passing out or dying from internal injuries, regardless of what the Excalibur said. But escape was most definitely a problem for Future Nate to solve, after they’d dealt with everyone’s restraints.

      He stopped at the troglodan’s body, thinking to search for a key, or anything else of use, but there were no pockets or handy key rings in sight, and Nate was pretty sure he didn’t have it in him to lug the beast over onto its back.

      The beast, his mind echoed.

      Somehow, that beast looked a whole lot less beastly now that it was a cooling corpse on the deck. Somehow, it looked a lot more like a dead citizen of the troglodan empire the Excalibur had told him about—a brutal, war-happy people, maybe, but also undeniably sentient. Sophisticated enough to achieve interstellar travel. And he’d just shot one of them in the goddamn—

      “Nate?”

      Gwen’s voice this time. He latched onto it, following it away from the unexpected wall of guilt threatening to fold in around him. She was twisted around as far as her post allowed, just far enough to see him.

      “Got it,” he whispered, stooping to grab onto the protruding edge of what looked to be another gun tucked down the troglodan’s front. With a heave that left his head spinning and his beaten body screaming, Nate shifted the troglodan’s leg enough to yank the thing free. He came away with a bulky pistol that would’ve made Hellboy proud. The grip was probably too large to be held practically in a human hand. But it was something.

      Nate gathered the weapons and headed up the aisle. It was hard not to be aware of every eye in the room following him, no doubt wondering what he was thinking. Joke was on them if they really thought he knew. If anyone had a problem with him helping Marty first, though, they didn’t say anything. Just murmured quietly amongst themselves.

      “What are you?” asked the wide-eyed guy next to Marty as Nate drew up to them.

      “Just your friendly neighborhood IT Guy,” Nate croaked, offering Marty the oversized “pistol,” throat burning with the minor effort of speaking.

      Marty looked at the weapon with wide eyes. Nate didn’t really blame him, given that the thing looked like it might break both of his wrists with a single shot, but Marty sobered quickly enough, and took the weapon with a shaky nod.

      “Why’s he get the gun?” someone whispered behind Nate.

      “Just shut up!” someone else answered.

      Ridiculous as it sounded, Nate had mostly started with Marty because he’d always been the steadiest hand in their squad when shit got hairy. Add in the facts that he’d actually fired a gun in his life, and that he was the only person in the room whose hands were currently free, thanks to the deceased troglodan’s chain-snapping rage, and they had their most qualified man for the job—which probably said a few things about how boned they were if and when the troglodans noticed something was up.

      “Dude, but seriously,” Kyle whispered beside Marty as Nate leaned in closer to inspect his friend’s restraints. “What the shit is going on?”

      “Not now,” Marty said with a sharp look at Kyle. To Nate, glancing nervously at the cannon, he added, “Will that work?”

      It wasn’t an easy question to answer, Nate decided, looking from the cannon to Marty’s collar chain. Especially seeing as he still didn’t understand what the cannon was even firing. But shrugging didn’t seem like the most comforting reply he could give before trying to blast off his friend’s restraints.

      Any ideas here, Ex?

      “Hurry!” someone hissed nearby.

      Nate blew out a breath and raised the cannon, looking to Marty for confirmation.

      “Shoot the ring, probably,” Marty said, setting the pistol on the deck beside him, voice tight. “Not the chain, right?”

      Nate felt the blood drain from his face as he nodded. “Was thinking the same thing,” he lied, shifting the cannon ever-so-slightly.

      No good blasting the chain apart if the resultant yank on the collar ended up breaking Marty’s neck, or crushing his windpipe.

      Jesus.

      “Okay then,” Marty said, returning Nate’s nod with all the chipper levity of a desperado telling the hangman he was ready.

      Nate laid his thumb on the firing stud, trying to focus on the wall rung, and not his friend’s terrified face, or his brain’s dichotomous screams that this was a horrible idea, and that he needed to hurry the hell up and get on with it anyway. His thumb tensed. There had to be a better way. He started to depress the stud, the faintest hum purring from the cannon.

      Then a sound like a few hundred swords being drawn filled the room, and Marty’s collar chain fell from the wall rung and slapped down to the deck. Dizzy with relief, Nate raised the cannon and carefully eased off the firing stud, looking around for some explanation. Kyle’s chains had come loose from the wall too, he saw. Same with everyone else down the line.

      Haste would be prudent, the Excalibur pointed out, as if this had been the plan all along. Judging by the smug satisfaction wafting from his erratic companion, maybe it had been.

      You’re gonna give me whiplash with all this flip-flopping, Nate thought, looking around at the spike in excited chatter through the brig, but thank you.

      The entire brig appeared to have been liberated. Or freed from the retracted chain rungs on the walls and the chain posts, at least. Most were rising to their feet around the room, juggling an awkward ensemble of shackles and collars, jangling chains, and burning questions of what the hell they were supposed to do next.

      And for some reason, a lot of them were looking at Nate like he was supposed to have the answer.

      “Get that thing turned over and search it properly,” he said, pointing to the dead troglodan. That was something, at least. Better yet, no one argued. A few big guys were already moving toward the troglodan, looking around for more volunteers to help.

      “How are we getting out of here?” someone asked.

      Hell if he knew.

      He barely even remembered how they’d gotten here to start with. There was no knowing how deep they were within the ship. Maybe they were bordering the outer hull, and the pulse cannon could blast them a nice exit hole to freedom—or maybe straight to the crushing vacuum of outer space, or to a barracks of angry troglodans. Blasting out of the ship would hardly matter anyway, unless the ship was already grounded, which he didn’t think it was.

      What they really needed was to find some kind of escape pods, or…

      “The grav lift,” someone called from the back of the brig, near the dead troglodan—the girl from the bar, he realized with a flicker of surprise. The serendipitous jogger who’d seen him at Todd’s that morning. She gave him a supportive little nod, like carry on, you, and stooped back down to look at the troglodan.

      Curious. But he didn’t have time to fret about it, or to argue her point. He was utterly devoid of better ideas, and the rest of the room seemed to be right there with him.

      At least grav lift sounded better than abduction beam.

      “The grav lift,” he agreed, trying to sound confident about it.

      “That thing goes down?” another girl asked.

      Of course it goes down, the Excalibur sighed in his head.

      “Yeah,” Nate said, struggling to speak normally as the Excalibur ranted on about what good would a gravitonic generator be to anyone without a bidirectional something something, and… “Yeah, it should. I’d say that’s our best shot.”

      He turned away to look for Gwen, hoping to avoid more questions, and was surprised to find her hovering nearby, looking uncertain. He closed the gap between them, all too aware that people were still watching.

      “Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

      Her eyes widened. “Me? Nate, what the hell was…” She frowned around at the spectators, taking a moment to gather herself before turning concerned eyes back on him. “Are you okay? Because I’m pretty sure you just broke physics.”

      “I’m fine,” he insisted. Then, seeing the look on her face, and thinking of how much blood he’d just thrown up: “Okay, I’m probably not fine. But I will be until we get out of here. Then maybe I can… explain. Once we’re safe.”

      She searched his face. Glanced at their surroundings, remembering where they were. “Okay,” she agreed, nodding disconcertedly. “Okay, what can I do?”

      Nate glanced over at the soft ruckus and thud where several students had just managed to roll the dead troglodan onto its back. The rest of the brig crowd shuffled about, nervously whispering among themselves, or nervously watching him. “Find out if anyone thinks they can retrace their steps back to that grav lift, I guess.”

      She nodded and moved off. Nate turned back to Kyle and Marty, thinking to tell them to go check the troglodan and go watch the door, respectively. But Marty wasn’t there.

      No sooner had he realized that than the brig door burst open with a stream of booming alien words.

      Nate whirled through the sudden jungle of loud curses and scrambling students, hefting the heavy pulse cannon with him. He spotted Marty just ahead—right as a clap of thunder boomed, and Marty thumped to the deck.

      “NO!”

      Nate raised his cannon, taking aim. It was only as he fired his first pulse that he realized the troglodan was still drawing its sidearm.

      The pulse hit. The troglodan struck the wall with a wet-sounding gasp, dark chest plate caved in. That didn’t stop it from raising its own weapon.

      Another clap of thunder from just ahead, and the troglodan jerked, black blood blossoming from the hand it had clamped to its collapsed chest. Nate hit it with another pulse, and it dropped to the deck, weapon clattering out of reach. It struggled weakly, bubbling out a wet growl.

      Nate turned to where Marty had fallen, expecting the worst, only to find his friend braced on the deck in an awkward shooting position, weapon still trained on the dying troglodan. It was only then that Nate’s brain caught up and registered that Marty hadn’t been shot at all, but rather mule-kicked by his own massive pistol’s recoil.

      Nate could’ve laughed for the relief. Then the troglodan rumbled a burbling groan, and dire reality snapped back into focus.

      “Hold up,” he said quickly, stepping past Marty before his friend’s wired trigger finger could decide otherwise.

      He shuffled closer, keeping the cannon trained on the dying troglodan that might be their best hope at finding a way out. Quickly, carefully, he poked his head out into the dim hallway.

      Empty. Thank merciful Sith.

      Empty and freaking foreboding.

      He closed the door and turned back to the troglodan. “How do we get out of here? Do you understand? How do we leave this ship?”

      The troglodan stirred, grumbling a few strings of incoherent troglodan speech. Nate moved around to where it could see him, careful to stay outside its considerable reach. Its beady eyes focused on him as he came around, and it spoke again, in a strained, raspy voice.

      “You are… the one… we seek.”

      It was several seconds of gaping before Nate remembered there was a room full of jumpy college kids hearing this right behind him. “I’m not. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He glanced over his shoulder. Saw several confused faces staring back. “I just need you to tell me how to get out of here.”

      “You are… a runt among… blightspots,” groaned the troglodan, a dark trickle of blood oozing from its mouth. “Go and… make a coupling… of fist… and ass… runt knight.”

      With that, the troglodan thunked limply to the deck, dead.

      Nate kept staring at their lost lifeline, hoping for some miracle.

      It didn’t feel any better this time, knowing he’d been the one to thumb the trigger. Two dead troglodans, a short spout of English just to tell him to go fist himself, and still they were up the creek without a paddle. He looked back to Marty, who was still sitting on the deck, pale-faced, weapon raised. 

      “Guess we’re on our own, then.”

      For some reason, Marty only looked more shocked at that.

      Nate scooped the second troglodan’s pistol from the deck and held it up, facing the room. “We need someone who knows how to shoot.”

      And someone who knows where the hell they’re going, he didn’t add. He had a sinking feeling no one actually knew the way, and he doubted it’d do much good to point that out right now. Hopefully, the Excalibur would be feeling charitable now that his mighty Knight had slain two troglodans.

      “Come on, people,” Nate added to the intently silent brig, feeling every bit as uncomfortable as they all looked about his sudden leadership, and at least twice as unqualified. “Anyone?” His eyes landed on Todd, and he held the pistol out, but Todd only gave a feeble shake of his head, holding Emily close.

      Nate spotted Jogger Girl next, toward the back of the crowd, and was about to arch a questioning eyebrow her way when a guy with dark hair and a red plaid shirt stepped to the front of the crowd, eyeing Nate warily.

      “I’m a hunter,” was all he said.

      Nate handed him the pistol.

      “Watch the kick,” Marty warned, still eyeing Nate with an odd expression.

      “And watch our backs, if you can,” Nate added, looking from the crowd to the door, and wondering how they were possibly going to navigate the ship with such a large group and so few weapons.

      One step at a time, he supposed. Or not at all.

      “Let’s get ready to move,” Nate called to the group, with entirely more authority than he felt.

      Gwen and Kyle emerged from the crowd, headed his way, Zach and Kelsey not far behind them. Marty joined them in forming a tight huddle by the door.

      “Dude,” Kyle said, as soon he was close enough to speak quietly. “Did you, uh...”

      “Did you understand that thing?” Marty finished for him.

      Nate took in their wary expressions, gathering that his answer was liable to freak them right the hell out. But why? The troglodan had spoken English, hadn’t it? Unless…

      “Do you know where we’re going?” Gwen asked, clearly trying to keep them on topic. “Because I’m pretty sure we’re flying blind otherwise.”

      Nate dropped his eyes and shook his head guiltily.

      “Okay…” Gwen said, thinking.

      “You always turn left?” Kyle asked quietly.

      Nate traded a surprised look with Zach and Marty, all of them recognizing the old nugget of dungeon-exploring wisdom they’d developed through years of gaming experience.

      When in doubt at a forking path in a strange new dungeon, as long as you consistently started with the leftmost option and worked your way across—and so on and so forth for every additional downstream fork—you’d eventually see everything there was to see. If there was an exit, you’d find it.

      It just might take a while.

      Which, in a ship full of troglodans, felt uncomfortably like a recipe for a prompt and violent death. But Nate didn’t have any better ideas.

      “You always turn left?” Marty asked, clutching his pistol close to his body.

      “You always turn left,” Nate agreed, turning for the door.

      Then the ship shook with a distant explosion, and a god-awful alarm split the air.
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      “But is it for us?”

      Screech!

      “Of course it’s for us.”

      “Who else would it be for?”

      “—swear I heard gunfire a minute ago.”

      Screech!

      “I don’t think it’s for us.”

      “Of course it’s for us.”

      Nate took a deep breath and shot an aggravated quiet the hell down look over his shoulder. To his continued surprise, they did. Quickly. It wasn’t hard to identify the few who’d been not-so-quietly talking by the downcast eyes and the aggressive blushes.

      Screech!

      Whether or not the god-awful alarm was for them or not, Nate still didn’t know, but they’d yet to see a single troglodan, and he figured it couldn’t hurt for everyone to keep their mouths shut and their shit together. Admittedly, that might’ve been a lot to ask of nearly two-hundred terrified college students, blindly parading through a freaking alien spaceship where horrific deaths could well be waiting behind each and every grimy corner.

      But at least the corridors were as dim and creepy as a freaking haunted mine shaft.

      That the alarm was still going might’ve actually been a small blessing. The volume had mercifully dropped from deafening to merely aggressively annoying after the initial burst, and now Nate figured it might at least help cover up the considerable jingle jangle, swinging chain racket of their less-than-half-cocked escape.

      The downside was that it also made it pretty damn hard to keep an ear out for any incoming troglodans. But so far, that hadn’t been a problem. 

      The hallways were empty. Too empty. It was freaking him the hell out. Not that he was going to complain about not dying.

      Yes. Do go on ‘not complaining.’

      And there was the Excalibur, back for another pass.

      Do you know why this place is a ghost town?

      The majority of this ship’s crew appears to be groundside, likely scouring for you or the Beacon.

      That made sense, he supposed. Even if it would have been nice to know sooner. The Excalibur rippled at that thought, as if daring him to complain. He just shifted his cannon into a more ready position as they approached the tight four-way intersection ahead.

      Why such large creatures had opted to build ships with such relatively narrow corridors, Nate couldn’t have begun to guess. Maybe they had some bizarre fixation with the economical usage of ship space. Maybe this wasn’t even their ship. Maybe they were space pirates. Hell if he knew.

      All Nate knew was that you always turned lef—

      Go straight.

      He paused, waiting for more, but Ex had already said its piece. Nate only hesitated a second. Pissed as his companion clearly was right now, Nate didn’t need to look any further than the fact that Ex had already spoken up once to save his life, back when the first troglodan had been bearing down on him. Ex hadn’t completely given up. Not yet.

      So, Nate stepped forward—

      And jerked straight back at the flicker of motion to the left. He felt Marty tense beside him. Felt Gwen’s hand on his back, and the palpable terror that spread through the group behind them like wildfire.

      Slowly, Nate leaned forward again, peering out with just the minimum required sliver of his face.

      He hadn’t imagined it. Twenty yards or so down the left corridor, a group of troglodans were thundering through another intersection, moving parallel to the direction the Excalibur was now pointing Nate. Four of them stomped by, all with armor and cannons of their own. Nate gave it another good twenty seconds to make sure there weren’t any stragglers coming.

      You’re sure it’s straight?

      No reply.

      Not for the first time, Nate considered that the Excalibur was testing him in some way. Some sick, totally barbarian way that couldn’t have come at a worse time. But he knew exactly where sniveling about it would get him right now.

      He went straight through the intersection.

      “What happened to always go left?” Kyle immediately whispered behind them.

      Nate waved the question away and kept moving, trusting they’d just chalk it up to whatever other strange ideas were currently forming in their heads about him.

      There is something else. Something I feel you have earned the right to know.

      This was going to be rich. What’s that?

      There is another Excalibur Knight aboard this vessel.

      “What?!”

      Nate barely realized he’d jerked to a stop until Gwen bumped into him.

      “What?” she echoed, craning to peek over his shoulder.

      “You see something?” Marty whispered.

      The whispers spread, multiplying their way back through the corridor until they culminated with a whimpered, “Oh god, we’re gonna die!” from somewhere back near the intersection.

      “Quiet,” Nate hissed over his shoulder.

      It is also worthy of note that this Knight appears to have a strong desire to find us.

      What you do you mean, ‘appears to?’ Is he on our side?

      She. And that is not my assessment.

      No? And what is your assessment?

      I believe she is quite displeased with everyone aboard this ship. Though, to be fair, I am interpreting through over a thousand years of language drift. I will update you on my assessment once she does or does not attempt to slay you.

      Seriously? That’s your—

      “Nate?”

      Gwen’s voice brought him back to the dim corridor, where he was dumbly standing there wasting precious seconds, and his friends were watching him like he might’ve officially cracked.

      “Are you talking to yourself?” Marty asked quietly.

      “Trying to picture the ship in my head,” Nate lied, turning to continue on.

      With any luck, they could skirt right around this Knight and get the others to safety before he had to worry about who wanted to slay whom. He didn’t want to think about how many troglodans might be combing the streets below, or the fact that it was looking a lot like it was him they were looking for.

      How many people had already died because of him?

      How many more taken prisoner?

      Nate pushed on, telling himself that the only thing he could do right then was to take care of the people behind him. Which was about to get complicated enough, he realized, as they reached the next intersection.

      In the distance, Nate was sure he heard the sounds of fighting now. But that wasn’t nearly as concerning as the troglodans he saw when he peered around the corner. Three—no, four—of them, turning the far corner down the corridor to the right, headed their way with weapons ready.

      No way the entire group was darting through the intersection unnoticed. No way they could backtrack fast enough to hide. No way he and Marty were going to win a firefight against four troglodan soldiers, even if they called up their plaid-shirted rear guard to help.

      You might try the gravitonic lift across the corridor to your right.

      Nate followed the Excalibur’s directions to a nested alcove on the far wall to the right, where a wide circular panel dominated the floor space, surrounded by thick, battered-looking cables.

      It is not unlike the one in the aft loading bay. Suitable for one diversionary runner, perhaps.

      One diversionary runner who’d have to charge headlong at four armed troglodans for ten yards or so before they reached the lift that may or may not be operational. Glancing at the corridor of scared faces behind him, though—faces that might well only be there because of him—he wasn’t sure what the hell else he could do.

      “Four trogs coming,” he whispered quickly to Marty and the others. “I’m gonna lead them off, but—”

      Marty started to object, but Nate cut him off.

      “No time to argue. You stay quiet until it’s clear, then you keep going straight.”

      “Nate...” Gwen whispered.

      “You can’t,” Marty finished for her. “How will you… How will we…”

      “I’ve got us,” came a voice from behind. Jogger Girl, Nate was surprised to see. “Go.”

      “But what if the lift doesn’t work?” Marty asked, eyeing the newcomer with understandable confusion before rounding back on Nate. “What if—”

      Right pocket, the Excalibur’s voice broke in over Marty’s. Give it to your friend.

      “—are you gonna get out then?”

      Nate just plunged his hand into his pocket, out of time for questions. He handed Marty the plain black earpiece he found there, every bit as surprised to see it as his friend was.

      Now or never.

      “I’ll meet you at the lift,” he said to their dumbfounded expressions.

      Then he turned and charged into the intersection.
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      For ten yards, Nate ran faster than he’d ever run. Half blind on fear and adrenaline. Eyes locked on the alcove ahead, and the thin promise of salvation. Dimly aware of the guttural shouts of startled troglodans at the periphery of his senses. Dimly aware, too, of the sounds of weapons fire ahead, and of the jolting shock of the hard deck underfoot, and the dangling chains rhythmically smacking against his battered body. Something punched into his left shoulder. Nate took two more lunging steps and dove for the alcove.

      Amped as he was, he overshot the lift pad, hit the alcove wall beyond, and tumbled back to the deck, cursing himself and everything else.

      The pad, if you will.

      Nate rolled over with a grunt, all too aware of the thundering footsteps closing on the alcove. He was only halfway to his feet when the humming gravity well—or whatever the hell—caught him like a feather on an updraft. He nearly dropped the cannon in the sudden rush. Upward push shifted to sideways push before he could even begin getting his bearings, and he toppled onto another hard deck, just like the one he’d come from.

      Right behind two troglodans.

      Nate swept the cannon up and jabbed the thumb trigger well before he had time to do things like think, or aim. The closest troglodan staggered into his friend and took them both crashing into the wall. Nate didn’t wait to see if the shot had done any real damage. He rolled onto all fours, tripped on one trailing shackle chain, and then took off down the corridor like an Olympic sprinter. Booming shouts followed him. Something about a spotted runt, and eating his bones. When the bulkhead directly ahead of him dented inward as if struck by a thrumming iron fist, the details hardly seemed important.

      He rounded left into the next corridor, taking the corner so fast that he slammed into the opposite wall, shoulder first, nearly hard enough to make his own dent. He kept running.

      On your left. Another lift.

      Nate didn’t stop to ask questions. He just angled for the alcove ahead—and promptly tripped straight into an open shaft.

      His mouth tore open in a silent scream. Then gravity itself caught on and pulled him upward with inexorable strength, his chains dangling upward at static attention. He hit the deck one floor above on shaky legs and narrowly managed to avoid falling over.

      No troglodans in immediate sight. They must be close, though, he realized on second listen. Because it sounded like someone was fighting a full scale war nearby.

      That would be her, I do believe.

      Her—singular—causing that much calamity? He glanced back at the lift shaft, wondering whether he should risk his chances that way.

      “Nate?” Marty’s voice broke in out of nowhere, almost as clearly as the Excalibur’s. “Nate, can you hear me with this thing?”

      “I…” Nate touched a hand to his head, not sure how or why Marty should be able to hear his reply. “I hear you, Marty.”

      “Okay, okay.” His friend was too winded and shaken to question the nuances. “I think we found the bay we came in from, and uh… Well, everyone’s—I mean the big alien ogre things… They’re all dead.”

      All dead?

      “The floor’s, uh, open,” Marty was saying, “and we can see State below, but uh—”

      A cracking thud from behind made Nate jump and spin—just in time to see a huge troglodan crumpling limply to the deck at the mouth of the nearest corridor, a huge dent punched in the bulkhead behind him where he’d apparently struck.

      Nate turned and ran his ass off, not wanting to know what on earth or anywhere else could send a troglodan flying like that.

      Perhaps we should return to a safer floor.

      “Perhaps?!”

      “—still hear me?” came Marty’s voice.

      “Little busy,” Nate grunted, sprinting on. “Is the lift active?”

      “We don’t know,” Marty said, “we—”

      Do not worry about your friend right now, the Excalibur’s voice cut in. I will attempt to activate the lift remotely, and, failing that… Oh.

      “Oh?”

      “—think it’s working!” Marty’s voice cut back in. “Tessa just threw something in and… Yeah, yeah! It’s floating down! Nate, you need to get here before they—”

      A hellish troglodan roar ripped through the deck before Marty could finish telling Nate what “they” were going to do, or who the hell Tessa was.

      “On my way,” Nate gasped between breaths, not slowing until he blew into the next intersection, caught a flicker of motion to the left, and slid to a hard stop on the far wall, chains swinging like pendulums as he poked back around to check his flank.

      It was a mistake.

      By the sheer ferocity of their battle cries alone, Nate might’ve guessed the trogs in the next hub over were charging into battle against a respectable foe. What he wasn’t ready for, though, was the hyperkinetic dance of death that came speeding to meet them.

      It happened too quickly for Nate’s eyes to follow.

      One moment, five hulking troglodans were charging through the intersection. The next, a copper blur streaked past in a crackle of hazy blue light, darting from the walls to the deck to the roaring trogs with a speed and grace that didn’t seem physically possible.

      Before Nate could blink, four of the trogs thudded to the deck, unmistakably dead, and the copper death blur materialized in front of the fifth, halting long enough for Nate to observe a tall, humanoid form, fully armored, planting a crackling, double-bladed staff to the deck. She reached out, as poised and regal as she was terrifying, and drove the trog that must’ve outweighed her by several hundred pounds down to its knees like it possessed all the bulk and comparative strength of a small toddler.

      Run.

      Nate didn’t need telling twice.

      His last glimpse of the fearsome warrior goddess was of the dark tendrils he mistook for hair coming alive with a faint ember glow… and wriggling to attention like a nest of snakes. 

      He was already down the next corridor, running for his life, when it struck him that he’d just seen the same copper-armored, green-skinned alien he’d witnessed weeks ago during his galactic walkabout with the Lady. A gorgon, he remembered from Ex’s piecemeal lessons.

      Left at the next intersection. Use the lift shaft.

      Nate didn’t argue. Didn’t even slow to check the open shaft as he skidded around the next corner and leapt in, assuming it would catch him just like the others had.

      It didn’t. Not when he thudded into the far wall, knocking the cannon loose from his hands. Not when he found himself rushing down a three deck lift shaft after the weapon.

      “Exxx!” Nate cried. It was all he had time to do.

      He closed his eyes, bracing for impact.

      The shaft gave a mockingly peaceful hum around him.

      Then something caught him like a thick bed of clouds, and relief defrosted his innards as the lift dumped his frazzled ass out onto the first floor deck. Or the one he’d started on, at least.

      He thought.

      We must discuss your overreactions once we have reached safety. The screaming, in particular, is quite unsavory.

      Nate gathered his cannon and picked himself up, not bothering to tell Ex to kiss his ass, too busy shaking with everything from pain, to raw nerves, to an unexpectedly bubbly hit of giddiness at still being alive. He kept running, following what few directions his companion gave him until he passed through a considerably wider hatchway than anything he’d seen on the ship, and into a room that was sized to match.

      The loading bay, he realized with a wave of relief.

      It was far less dark and disorienting than what little he remembered, but maybe that was because he entered onto the main bay floor this time, as opposed to getting funneled through the conveyor apparatuses he saw to the sides of the room. The rest of the space was largely open, but for the sections of densely stacked, battered metallic crates, and the rows of big-wheeled, thick-plated ground vehicles arrayed to one side.

      And there, below the enormous thrumming pad of what must’ve been the bay’s main gravitonic lift, were Marty and Gwen, waving with chained hands for the remainder of the evacuee line to step into the lift beam and descend through the halogen-lit night sky. There were about ten of them left in the bay, Zach and Kyle included, all looking like they were waiting their turn to file into an especially petrifying water slide. All but Jogger Girl, who was the first to turn at the sound of Nate’s sprinting footsteps, looking calm and collected. Gwen followed her gaze a second later, eyes considerably wider.

      “Go!” he shouted, waving them all on. “Go, go, go!”

      Luckily, he didn’t need to explain himself any more than that. The last remnants of the evacuation line grabbed onto each other and jumped in twos and threes. Gwen reached out for Nate, shouting him on. Marty turned to do the same, and gaped at whatever he saw over Nate’s shoulder. 

      Nate knew he shouldn’t have looked, but he couldn’t help it.

      Troglodans were charging into the loading bay behind him, raising their weapons to fire.

      “GO NOW!” Nate roared as he covered the last twenty yards to Marty and Gwen, and the bay came alive with weapons fire—pulse cannons and a few crimson blaster bolts that spat and sizzled where they scorched the deck.

      Aside from flinching, Marty and Gwen stood their stubborn ground ahead, making no move to leave him. Not until Jogger Girl plowed into Gwen from the side, carrying them both over the edge and into the lift beam. Nate watched Gwen’s shocked face disappear with a mix of guilt and relief. Then he closed on Marty and sent his surprised friend after them with a hard shove to the chest.

      That done, he turned and raised his cannon.

      He wasn’t sure whether the troglodans would blow their own lift on purpose, or what they’d do to him if they caught him now, but he assumed it’d take his friends more than a few seconds to safely reach the ground. He had to buy them what time he could.

      Despite his noble intentions, though, Nate only got off two shots—both misses—before something struck him in the chest like a battering ram.

      A rush of air and motion, and then he was on his back, staring up at the bay ceiling, his entire torso throbbing in bright flashes of pain. A pulse blast? He tried to crane his neck to look at his own chest, but he could barely move. Maybe that was okay. If it was half as bad as the caved-in bloody messes his cannon had made of the troglodans in the brig, he wasn’t sure he wanted to see anyway. Better he just die in peace, knowing his friends might yet make it.

      Only he didn’t seem to be doing much dying, he couldn’t help but notice, as the sounds of fighting grew louder toward the entrance, guttural troglodan curses echoing across the bay.

      Get up, Nathaniel.

      Grimacing, he forced his way into a sitting position and saw that the copper-armored Excalibur Knight had caught up with him, that another couple dozen trogs had caught up with her, and that she was making them all pay for their audacious mistake.

      For a second, Nate almost forgot to be terrified, so riveting was her movement, leaping from one trog to the next, cutting them down or smashing them through the air like freaking baseballs with that dark, bladed staff. Then the thing came apart in her hands and whirled through the air on lines of hazy blue energy, striking multiple targets at once. She caught one end, pointed it, and dropped another trog with a zipping blue bolt of blaster fire.

      Six troglodans were dead in as many seconds.

      Now would be a good time to leave. 

      Cursing himself for the wasted seconds, Nate clambered to shaky feet, took a few running steps toward the grav lift opening, and jumped—only to watch in horror as a speeding projectile smacked into the grav panel overhead, showering him in a rain of sparks.

      Leaving him pitching into plain old night sky.

      Before he could so much as scream, something snapped around his torso like a whip and stiffened, catching him motionless above the long drop like a hard iron lasso. He followed the segmented line of the mysterious device across nearly thirty yards of open deck, straight to the hand of the copper-armored Excalibur Knight.

      It didn’t seem physically possible that anyone, no matter how strong, could hold him suspended against such a monumentally long lever arm. Something to do with the device itself, then, his frazzled mind reasoned as the Knight turned her ruby faceplate his way, hair serpents following, helmet beginning to peel away like a living thing.

      Nate caught a glimpse of green skin and piercingly phosphorescent blue eyes, then the Knight jerked, struck in the back by enemy fire. Her helmet closed protectively, and she whirled to face the arriving reinforcements with her staff. Nate’s stomach dropped when she released the long line holding him in place, but neither he nor the line fell as they should’ve. They just continued hovering there in midair as one troglodan died. Then another.

      Break the line.

      What? How?

      Smithy’s blackened hands with your sniveling! Break the line!

      Nate grabbed onto the mysterious midair flotation device. The slender line felt like solid steel. Except solid steel wouldn’t have crackled and popped and made his hands go numb where he touched it. He gave it a few hard yanks with both hands. No give. No way.

      You must strike it with all of your strength.

      “I’ll break my goddamn hand.”

      Only if you believe you will.

      Ahead, troglodans were dying as fast as they could pour into the loading bay.

      “I can’t.”

      Just like you can’t rip through troglodan chains?

      Nate’s eyes flicked to the chains still dangling from his shackles.

      Maybe if he struck with the shackle…

      “Fine.” He gripped the line again, doing his best to ignore the buzzing numbness. 

      What was harder to ignore was the part where breaking the line would mean him falling a couple hundred yards with no working grav lift to catch him.

      I have it all under control. Trust me.

      Ahead, the copper-armored Excalibur Knight whipped around his way between kills, seeming to sense something was amiss, her serpentine hair writhing in an agitated cloud around her head.

      “We need to work on your communication,” Nate growled. 

      Then he raised his bare, squishy human hand overhead, and drove his shackled wrist straight down at the harder-than-steel line with all his strength, forcing himself to aim through it instead of at it, trying to believe it would simply snap like a dojo pine board. Something rippled down the length of his arm. Impact, and a light cracking sound. His bones, probably. Except his arm and hand continued on, slicing straight through the space where his restraint line had occupied. And his hand itself…

      In that freeze frame moment, he caught the briefest glimpse of something that made no possible sense: his bare squishy human hand—no longer bare, or squishy, but half-covered in a sleek gray gauntlet that was rippling into existence out of thin air, bursting the shackle off of his wrist, leading with a simple but dangerous looking blade on the striking edge.

      In that single instant, Nate felt more shocked and confused than he had since this entire shit show had started.

      Then gravity took him, and he was falling.
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      A couple hundred yards of empty, halogen-seared darkness.

      That was all that separated Nate’s last eight seconds of life from the rushing shadows of State College below—newly gauntleted hand be damned. 

      I need you to fly.

      “What?!” Nate screamed.

      Fly, the Excalibur repeated, like maybe it was simply an issue of misunderstanding. Control your descent.

      The dark street rushing closer. 

      “You said you had it under control!” 

      Closer. Tiny figures pointing up at him.

      “I can’t fucking—”

      STOP SNIVELING AND FLY, DAMN YOU.

      The pavement soaring up to meet him. An oddly playful tickle, creeping up his insides, inviting him to give in, relax, and accept the inevitable.

      A scream broke the spell. 

      His scream? 

      Didn’t matter. 

      He clenched every muscle in his body—

      Definitely his scream.

      —and strained with everything he had. He wasn’t even sure what he was straining for. He just strained, willing himself to miraculous flight, his mind frantically dancing with the image of Tony Stark taking flight on his repulsors.

      Something kicked his feet, buckling knees to chest and sending him spiraling off-kilter. Nightmarish blue streets spun to dark sky and glaring troglodan ships. Back to floodlight streets, and sidewalks and shop windows, all closer than ever. Too close. Entirely too—

      He threw his hands and legs out, willing it with all his might. Repulsors! Repulsors!

      “REPULSORS!”

      Resistance kicked at his extended hands and feet, and he noticed somewhere on the periphery of awareness that his hands were both encased in gauntlets now, and that those gauntlets appeared to be expanding up his forearms.

      Then he smashed through a plate glass window and lost track of everything but the all-consuming cacophony of crashes and bone-shaking impacts. He had the brief impression of a human bowling ball, bouncing between the bumpers, and then it was over, and he was lying on his back. The world was dark, and he couldn’t move for the pain.

      I think that went quite well.

      “Fucking magnificent,” he groaned, trying and failing to sit up in the darkness. “Thanks for... all the help... ass-bot.”

      You are welcome, Nathaniel. Though I am detecting hints of aggression and insincerity in your tone.

      Nate grunted, tasting blood again. Considerable as it was, he realized it wasn’t just the pain keeping him down. He was also pinned. Pinned under... He blinked, squinting up at the dim outline of whatever was dangling above his face. A box. He squinted more. A cereal box? His eyes began to adjust to the dim lighting, and he stared in dumb incomprehension at the knock-off fruity circles parrot resting a few inches from his face.

      A grocery store. He’d crashed into a grocery store.

      His eyes drifted easily closed as he tried to think.

      Sweet Jesus, he was tired.

      McClanahan’s, he thought wearily, disjointed fragments and images of the moments before the crash bouncing around behind the comfort of his eyelids. He thought maybe this was McClanahan’s. His eyes blinked open for a moment, and he almost laughed at the fact that it had been this very store he’d come into almost exactly three weeks ago, right before all this shit had started. Three weeks ago, when his biggest concerns had been public humiliation, and begging a cashier to ring him up a bag of rice after hours for his beer-soaked phone. And now… and now…

      He blinked sleepily, too tired to cap the thought off with a proper conclusion, vaguely remembering something about concussions and falling asleep. Too tired for that, too. The Excalibur said something, he was pretty sure, but his eyes were already drifting closed again, pulled by lead sinkers.
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      They snapped open a moment later.

      Only it couldn’t have been a moment, he realized, as he registered the jostling motion of his body, and the arms wrapped around his chest.

      He jerked violently back to his senses—just in time to crash to an unpleasantly solid black-and-white-tiled floor.

      “Dude!” someone hissed.

      Marty.

      Nate relaxed, adrenaline sputtering out, exhausted body deciding that maybe the floor wasn’t so bad after all. Not if he wasn’t actually about to die.

      “I’m sorry, dude,” someone else whispered. Zach. “He just went all freaking Magikarp on me!”

      “Nate?” Marty’s voice again, shortly followed by a gentle hand on his shoulder, trying to turn him over from where he’d landed in—or maybe curled into—a fetal position. “Are you okay?”

      Nate allowed himself to be rolled onto his back. The dim shape of Marty’s face was outlined by the unnatural halogen lights flooding through the windows. Gwen’s face appeared over Marty’s shoulder, looking equally concerned. With an involuntary grunt, Nate lifted his head enough to see that they were indeed in McClanahan’s, that the store was a wreck, and that Kyle and Zach were right there too, along with Kelsey and a few others—Todd and Emily among them—all still in troglodan chains.

      “Still alive,” he rasped, noting his own wrists were mysteriously free of troglodan shackles before giving in and resting his head carefully back to the floor.

      “Which is pretty frickin’ weird,” Kyle said quietly, coming to join the huddle around Nate. “I mean, good weird, but—”

      “Kyle…” Marty said.

      “What?” Kyle asked, trying and failing to spread his chained hands. “You’re not a little bit curious what the shit is going on, here?”

      “I, for one, am intrigued,” came another voice from the nearby group. Jogger Girl, Nate saw with the beginnings of a frown. Was she the one Marty had been talking about earlier? What had it been? Tara? Tessa?

      “—should probably get the flight cadet here out of plain sight before we all sit down for tea,” she was saying, glancing out the front windows before turning back to him with a faint, mercurial grin.

      “Tessa’s right,” Marty said, clearly not sharing Nate’s uneasy feeling about the oddly present and resourceful—and, admittedly, rather cute—addition to their crew. Nate wasn’t sure himself why it mattered. Only that the whole serendipity theory was starting to feel a bit thin.

      Probably because she is a member of the 501st S.A.S.

      “What?” Nate breathed, before he could stop himself.

      “What is it, Nate?” Gwen asked, crouching down beside him.

      “Nothing,” Nate said, a little too forcefully. He made a show of trying to sit up, just to draw attention from the reaction. Gwen quickly grabbed his arm to help him.

      How long have you known? How do you know?

      Approximately 13.6 hours. Service records and facial recognition. And because you were being an intolerable ass puppet, to answer your third question.

      Nate drew up short from asking why Ex hadn’t told him sooner, taken aback both by the predictive acuity, and the unprecedented freestyle insult.

      “How’d you, uh… How’d you find me?” Nate asked the others, mostly to fill the silence as Marty stepped in to help Gwen get him up. He tried not to stare at Tessa. No reason to tip his hand until he knew more. Especially not here in the middle of a freaking invasion.

      “—close to where we landed,” Marty was saying, grabbing his other hand to help him. “And it was, uh… kinda hard to miss when you came down.”

      Kyle snorted. “Yeah, insomuch as it sure looked like you sprouted Iron Man hands and started screaming, ‘Repulsors! Repulsors!’” He frowned down at Nate’s hands. “All of that right before you actually flew, by the way.”

      “Kyle!” Marty shot their friend a dark glare before turning back to Nate.

      “I’m not sure I’d call that flying,” Tessa muttered, quietly enough that he almost missed it.

      Cheeky little spy, wasn’t she?

      I believe I like her.

      “What about the others from the ship?” Nate asked, ignoring their openly curious stares and looking around just to make sure he hadn’t missed the hundred evacuees hiding under the overturned shelves. “How long have I been out?”

      “Not long,” Marty said. “Five minutes, maybe. But the others, uh... Well, they kinda scattered when we hit the pavement.”

      “Dude, that’s like saying Nutella is kind of delicious,” Kyle said. “They ran for their fucking lives every which way, and I can’t say I blame ‘em. Even if it was stupid.”

      “Some of them—a lot them—got snatched right back up,” Marty explained, his expression darkening. “Those… things are still out there, in the streets. The…” He looked at Nate uncertainly. “The trogs?”

      That brought everyone’s silent attention right back to Nate.

      He sighed, pretty sure he was out of reasons to play dumb. “Troglodans.”

      “Right,” Marty said, watching him cautiously. “Yeah. Well, the troglodans, then, they’re still out on patrol.”

      “Reasons why we really shouldn’t be standing near windows,” Tessa chimed in, gesturing pointedly to Nate’s slow going excavation from the floor.

      “I thought we could get back to the house,” Marty said, dutifully beginning to haul Nate to his feet with Gwen’s help. Nate managed not to wince or groan too much, but they both stayed at his sides anyway.

      “Grab Copernicus and whatever supplies we can,” Marty continued. “Keep going out of town. Take cover out in the countryside, maybe.” He looked thoughtfully around the store. “We should probably grab what food we can while we’re here, and go from there.” His attention drifted slowly, almost timidly back to Nate. “Unless you can explain to us what’s going on here.”

      The silence inside McClanahan’s intensified, each distant sound of the trogolodan occupation that much sharper for it. Everyone—even the few strangers hanging back, pretending not to be listening in—leaned in a little closer, hanging on a thread for whatever answer Nate could give them. He could practically hear their chains vibrating with curiosity. Could feel the Excalibur hovering there, waiting to see what he would do. Waiting to see if he would run from his failure, or stand up and fight.

      Outside, a distant explosion shook the air.

      They needed to regroup. He needed to regroup.

      “We should get away from the windows,” was all he said, turning after Tessa, who’d already disappeared into the back.

      Are you sure about her?

      There was enough of a pause that Nate worried he might’ve lost his companion again.

      I could be surer if you’d prefer to collect a DNA sample, Ex finally said, but barring that, yes. 2nd Lieutenant Tessa Kalders is indeed an active member of the 501st S.A.S. I assume her jogging path yesterday morning was not accidental.

      Nate paused at the Employees Only door, wondering where her buddies in the black SUV might’ve ended up in all of this. Wondering whether they were allies or foes in this situation. Aware of the eyes on his back, and of Marty and Gwen looking questions at him.

      What do we do about her?

      The Excalibur rippled with something like amusement as Nate detached himself from his worried friends and pushed through the door.

      I would be far more concerned with the Beacon, little hobbit, and with what the gorgon Knight will do about you once she’s finished out there.
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      The McClanahan’s staff break room was small. And dark. And sure as shit not the kind of place Nate had imagined his eventual confession might unfold in. Especially not in attendance with Todd, an Air Force spy, a few random strangers, and a full round of troglodan shackles and chains.

      Yet here they were. And here they should probably remain, their trusty spy had concluded after a peek out the stockroom exit. At least until the surrounding area calmed down from their prison break, and the trog street patrols moved on. Given the sounds of ships passing overhead, and the occasional rumble of not-so-distant ground vehicles rolling by, no one was inclined to argue. Which, for the moment, left them all packed in a small room, waiting for answers in the dim glow of the floodlight apocalypse trickling in from the opaque vent pane up high in the corner.

      Nate leaned heavily against the plaster wall, not sure where to start, feeling like he should be out there, doing something. Anything would’ve been better than just standing here. Yet here he stood, caught in a full system freeze just trying to process everything that’d happened.

      He couldn’t even manage to pry his eyes from the floor until Gwen slid in beside him, debugging a small hunk of his glitched code with her presence alone. At least she wasn’t terrified of him. Not outwardly, at least.

      He glanced up at a clicking sound and saw Zach fiddling with the boxy little countertop LCD TV. Like the lights, it wouldn’t turn on.

      “Just checking,” Zach explained at the questioning looks. “Thought maybe we could get a news network. See what’s going on out there.”

      Nate was ashamed to realize just how much he didn’t want to know what was going on out there. Even more so that the Excalibur could no doubt feel his cowardice, and his petty relief at not yet having to face the truth.

      “—thing could be worldwide,” Kyle was saying. “Jesus H Christ, this could really be it.”

      “So what are they doing in State College, then?” Todd said, speaking up for the first time. “Why’d they know Nate’s name?”

      Nate tensed, half-expecting the Greek god to puff up and come get in his face, demanding answers, but Todd only eyed him warily in the dim blue light, looking deflated and far less than godly.

      Nate let some of the tension out on a heavy breath, eyeing 2nd Lieutenant Tessa Kalders for a second before deciding it didn’t really matter anymore what she was here for. Either she could help, or she couldn’t. Just like him.

      “I was told they came here looking for something called the Beacon,” he started slowly. “Honestly, that’s the only part I know for sure.”

      “The Beacon?” Marty echoed, trying the word on for size.

      “Told by who?” Zach asked.

      “Dude…” Kyle said, eyes widening in sudden realization. “All that stuff with the background radiation and the weird EMFs and everything…” He pointed an accusing finger at Nate. “And you suddenly got interested right after…” He glanced at Emily, and Nate could practically see the pieces clinking together in his friend’s head. “Is this all…?” 

      “Maybe,” Nate said. “I think so.”

      Kyle swiped a fist through the air. “I fucking knew it.”

      “But who told you all this?” Zach repeated, more insistently.

      “Kind of a long story.”

      “A story that involves you turning into the Terminator?” Kyle asked. He peered suspiciously at Nate. “I mean, you haven’t always been, uh… you know, a Breaker of Chains, have you?”

      “No, I…” Nate resisted the urge to sigh again, suddenly feeling like this was all a mistake, and that he should’ve simply pulled Tessa aside, filled her in on what he knew, and then… well, he didn’t know what exactly. But he had to do something.

      “Look, I don’t know how they ended up in State College, specifically. All I know is that something happened to me a few weeks ago, when…”

      “When you saved me from that car,” Emily spoke up, frowning like something had just occurred to her. “And then, that thing with the bike.”

      “The bike?” someone asked.

      But Emily was watching Nate, eyes wide in the dim light. “I thought I was imagining things from the adrenaline or whatever, but I swore I saw you, like, vanish, right before it all happened. Just for a split second. And then the videos all disappeared, and… That was all you?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Sort of?” Kyle asked.

      This wasn’t helping.

      “I told you it’s a long story.” He looked around at his friends, and came to his decision. “Now’s not the time. I need to talk to Tessa, and—”

      “Wait, why?” Kyle asked, before shooting her a no offense shrug.

      “You guys need to start getting your supplies ready,” Nate pressed on, ignoring Kyle’s question, and Tessa’s innocently curious look.

      “You guys?” Marty said.

      “What about you?” Gwen asked beside him.

      Nate took a breath, trying to convince himself enough to at least get the words out. “I have to find the Beacon before they do.”

      His friends all broke out at once.

      “How?”

      “Why?”

      “According to who?”

      “Not alone, you don’t,” Marty said, drawing a hush between them. Then his friends all looked around at each other and exchanged a solemn nod, like the Knights of the Freaking Round Table.

      “No,” Nate said, shaking his head. “No, listen. You guys have to get to safety. I was supposed to… Look, it might already be my fault that this is happening.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Gwen said, without a trace of hesitation.

      “Yeah, man,” Kyle added. “Full scale alien invasion? Give the rest of us pesky humans some credit. How could this all be on you?”

      “I—I don’t know!” Nate cried. “I don’t know, okay? I just—I didn’t know it was gonna happen like this. I didn’t—The Merlin—I didn’t understand…” He clenched his fists, fresh waves of pain cascading through his tensed muscles. How could he possibly explain any of it to them? He didn’t even understand himself.

      “Uh, the Merlin?” Marty asked.

      “Like, the Merlin?” Kyle added.

      “As in, the wizard?” Zach asked.

      “Wait. Dude.” Marty was gaping at him now. “That homeless guy in the park?”

      Merciful Sith. He hadn’t meant to use the name. It had just slipped out. But hell, did it even matter anymore?

      “I thought he was just a kooky old homeless guy too,” Nate admitted. “But he’s the one who pulled me into this.”

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Tessa muttered in the corner. It was the first time she’d seemed outwardly surprised by any of this.

      “What do you mean, he pulled you into this?” Kyle asked. 

      “Like, the wizard, Merlin?” Zach clarified again.

      “What,” Kyle continued, “are you gonna tell us he made you pull a sword from a stone or something?”

      Nate looked helplessly around the room, at a complete loss. He was saved the trouble of figuring out what to say when the mild light from the vent window brightened, and the unmistakable sound of something massive thrumming by overhead reminded them all that they were surrounded by hostile space ogres.

      “Okay,” Kyle said quietly, shooting a conceding glance skyward once the ship had passed by and the room had dimmed. “Okay. Well, troglodan invasion, check. King Arthur the chain-breaking Terminator, also check. Call me Sir Galahad and fuck me sideways, I guess.”

      “But…” Zach said, still frowning like he hadn’t heard a word of any of it. “A wizard?”

      “Dude, you’re really hung up on that, aren’t you?” Kyle asked. “Did you miss the giant alien spaceships floating around out there?”

      “Yeah, no, but you talk about aliens like every day. That part kinda seemed like, I dunno, a given.”

      “Hmm,” Kyle said, making a fair point face. “Out-nerded, I guess.” He frowned back at Nate. “Wait. So you did pull a sword from a stone?”

      “It’s… complicated.” Nate looked helplessly around the room, and was surprised to find a complete lack of gaping bat shit insane stares directed his way. One little alien abduction, he supposed, and it all started sounding a lot less crazy—to everyone but Tessa Kalders, at least.

      “Okay,” the secret lieutenant said, straightening and brushing herself off like that was the last straw, and now it was time to let the adults talk.

      Something shook the air before she could say another word—a low, rushing whoomph that spiked to a sound like crashing mountains before Nate’s brain could even register it as sound. The room trembled on the back of the explosion, break room chairs quivering on the linoleum floor like it was an earthquake.

      Everyone in the room braced themselves, gaping stupidly at one another until the vibrations died down.

      “What in the holy fuck was that?” asked one of their tag-alongs.

      “I’m no doctor of ballistics,” Kyle finally said, “but that sure sounded a lot like a giant troglodan ship crashing to Earth.”

      “I think he’s right,” Kelsey whispered.

      “Yeah,” Tessa said, moving to the break room door. “I think Nate and I need to have that chat now.”

      Somehow, that news was still startling to his friends in the face of everything else.

      “Sorry, who are you again?” Kyle asked, eyeing her dubiously.

      “Tessa Kalders,” she said, swinging the door open in a clear invitation for them all to get out. When no one moved, she quirked an eyebrow his way.

      “Can you give us a minute?” Nate asked, in response to his friends’ questioning looks.

      “Sure,” Kyle said, frowning around the room as everyone slowly started funneling toward the door. “Cause what could possibly be more suspicious than needing privacy after you’ve already admitted you’re King Arthur the freaking chain breaking, alien slaying—Hey!”

      Marty took him by the arm, pulling him toward the door.

      “We’ll start gathering supplies,” Marty said, looking back to meet Nate’s eyes with a serious look. “But just to be clear, I’m not bailing to let you go on some suicide mission alone.” He looked down at the huge pistol he was still carrying, wanting to say more, then thought better of it and pulled a muttering Kyle out of the room.

      Nate turned to Gwen, who was hovering uncertainly by his side. “I’ll just be a minute,” he said weakly, as if that somehow explained anything.

      She searched his face, looking for a second like she wanted nothing more than to wrap him in a hug and tell him it was going to be okay. For that second, he wished more than anything that she would. Then the second passed, and she was gone.
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      “Mr. Arturi,” Tessa said slowly, once the door was closed. She wrinkled her nose, like the name didn’t sound quite right. “Nate,” she tried instead.

      “Lieutenant,” Nate replied, figuring this all might turn out better if he just played it straight from here. “I know who you are.”

      She watched him, not reacting.

      “What I don’t know is why the hell you’ve all been tailing me around when your people won’t even take my intel. I’ve been trying to tell you guys about the troglodans for weeks. I called the goddamn NSA. I spoke with… with the big guy and the driver.”

      “And they reported every word you said.”

      “So then where the hell’s the cavalry?” he asked, jerking a finger skyward, toward the troglodan ships above. “It’s been hours. Where’s the big counterattack? Where are your people?”

      “Yeah…” She blew the word out slowly, brow deeply furrowed, clearly not thrilled about any of this. “I’m kind of starting to think that big counterattack’s not coming. Which almost definitely means the shit hit the jets elsewhere.” She focused back on Nate. “Any idea how big this invading force might be? Or where they’ll be headed to find this Beacon thing?”

      “So you’re saying you do wanna know now?” Nate asked, partly because he had no freaking idea how sizeable the troglodan invasion was, and mostly because he was annoyed that after weeks of haunting his every step, they were the ones who got to decide to change their tune.

      If they would’ve just listened to him weeks ago…

      It would have changed nothing, said the Excalibur.

      “Nate, the NSA gets calls like yours every single day. You know how many of them have ever panned out?”

      Your people cannot win this fight, Nathaniel. You have seen it.

      “Luckily,” Tessa continued when he said nothing, “all the fucking nut-jobs get bumped right up the laughing stock and flagged to us and the rest of our ET comrades. It’s up to us to decide if any of them actually get looked into at all. Most don’t. And a full on tail?” She shook her head. “You were breathing rarefied air even before it turned out you weren’t full of shit.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “Not really,” she said with a shrug, chains jangling as she twisted around to reach for something. The answer drew him up short. As did the walkie talkie she produced from her back pocket.

      “Where’d you get that?” was all he could think to ask.

      She smiled a little, like it was every bit as stupid a question as it sounded, and brandished the walkie talkie. “Stockroom. It’s gonna be a minor miracle if it does us any good right now, but…” She focused back on him. “Can you tell me where that Beacon is? Or anything else I should bounce up the chain if I manage to make contact?”

      The way she was watching him, walkie talkie at the ready, suddenly willing to listen, like they’d been in it together, all along… For a second, Nate couldn’t help but feel a bit paranoid, like maybe they really had known all along, and this had all been some kind of intricate ploy to get him to betray the Beacon’s location.

      The joke would most certainly be on them, were that the case.

      Nate couldn’t help it. He huffed in bitter amusement as he remembered that Ex was right, and that he had no goddamn idea how to find the thing anyway. He barely even understood where Ex was hanging around, aside from vaguely on his person. And as for where those repulsor gauntlets had come from…

      He focused back on his benevolent interrogator, and found her watching him closely. It was only then he realized he’d just chuckled out loud at the voice in his head.

      “New York,” he said, thinking of the devastation the Merlin had shown him. “They’re gonna hit New York, if they haven’t already.”

      She waited for more, looking to be scrubbing his words with her intrinsic bullshit detectors extra thoroughly now.

      “I think… I think maybe that’s where I should go.”

      The words were as much of a surprise to him as they were to her.

      “No offense, Nate, but you don’t really strike me as the run toward the fire type.”

      “I’m not,” Nate admitted. “But the Beacon is that way…”

      He wasn’t really sure why he said it. It couldn’t have been more than a gut feeling—or, more likely, the simple fact that he was desperate, and that New York was the closest thing to a lead he had. Whatever it was, he tried to keep the confidence rolling.

      “… And no offense, but you’re not gonna find it without me, and I’m not sure we’re gonna survive this invasion unless I get that thing off-world somehow. I just need to get closer before I can, uh…”

      Sense it, Ex said, feeling uncharacteristically pleased, like he actually thought Nate might be on to something here.

      “Sense it?” Tessa suggested.

      “Exactly,” Nate agreed, far from convinced that the joke wasn’t on all three of them.

      Tessa was equally skeptical. “Like an Arthurian dowsing rod?”

      He started to open his mouth, then shrugged instead, not sure what else to say. So much for that confidence thing.

      “Right,” she muttered, starting to fiddle with the small dials on the walkie talkie. “Forget I asked. And what about this…” She sighed and shook her head. “Christ, I can’t believe I’m saying this. What about this Merlin character? Where is he? And the weapon he gave you. The sword. Is that… relevant?”

      Nate hesitated, unsure how much he should reveal, and pretty sure by her tone that she’d already drawn the line at space invaders anyway. “Look, I know this all sounds insane…”

      She glanced up from the walkie talkie, eyebrows bent in a silent exclamation of, You don’t say?!

      “… But I didn’t ask for any of this. I’m just trying to help. Just like you. And there’s only two things I need to do that.”

      “Oh yeah?” She lowered the walkie talkie and gave him her full attention, a soft grin tugging at her mouth. “Go on, then. What does Nate Arturi need to save the world?”

      “I need a ride to get me closer to the Beacon,” he said, glancing warily toward the break room door. “And I need one to get my friends the hell out of here.”
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      In the dark hallway outside the break room, it felt like the end of the world.

      Then again, it had pretty much felt like that inside the break room too, Nate supposed. It just felt a lot more real as he pulled the door shut behind him, leaving Tessa to futz with her commandeered walkie talkie.

      He almost hoped she didn’t manage to make contact.

      Gathering supplies. Making a run for the countryside with Gwen and Marty and the rest of his friends. That, Nate could wrap his head around. Flying off to New York on this… this intuition of his, though…

      Is the only sensible choice left to you.

      Sensible. That felt like an interesting choice of words, Nate thought, as he stepped into the dark hallway, straining his ears for the telltale jangle of chains—and promptly bumped straight into the incoming foot traffic he’d been too self-absorbed to notice.

      “Ah, sorry,” he whispered, reaching out to stabilize and finding a handful of firm chesticle.

      “Arturi?”

      Todd’s voice. And that was Emily with him. He could see them there in the dark, he realized, but in a way that felt almost subconscious—like his eyes had adjusted but his brain wasn’t yet certain how to interpret the input they were passing up the chain.

      Nate hesitated, feeling like he should say something but finding his brain equally unfit for that task.

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated, surprised to realize he meant it, even if he didn’t know why. “Really. For everything.”

      What the hell was he saying?

      Him? Sorry to Todd Mackleroy? For everything? Clearly, he knew not what he said. Clearly, he’d finally lost it. Only… Only he could feel Todd nodding timidly in the darkness. Nodding in agreement. Maybe even in shame. Probably, it was all in Nate’s head, but in that moment, he could’ve sworn Todd Mackleroy was sorry too—more sorry than he could find the words to say.

      “Stick close to the others when it’s time?” Nate said.

      Todd nodded again in the darkness, more certain this time. “Come on,” he said to Emily, turning toward the front of the store. “We’re on can opener duty,” he added to Nate.

      “Good,” was all Nate could think to say as they squeezed past.

      Nothing like the end of the world to bring people together.

      “Thank you,” Emily whispered unexpectedly in the darkness, pausing as she passed. “Thank you for getting us out of there, Nate.”

      Nate nodded dumbly in the dark, and listened to them go. He watched the line of eerie blue light split the darkness ahead, then swallow the two of them whole as they pushed through the swinging doors into the front of the store, moving as quietly as their chains would allow, leaving Nate alone in the darkness with the distinctly uncomfortable thought that maybe Todd Mackleroy had never really been the enemy at all.

      “Merciful Sith,” Nate whispered to himself.

      It really was the end of the world.
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      When Nate found Zach a few doors down the dark hallway, quietly sifting through the contents of some kind of utility closet with a flashlight, he felt a reflexive urge to duck for the cover and hurry on by. He paused in the doorway instead, wanting to speak, but too thoroughly gripped by the sudden chilly certainty that everything had changed, and that his friends would never look at him the same way again.

      He needed to get moving.

      But then Zach turned, noticing him, and sure enough, there was an unmistakable glint of wariness in his friend’s eyes.

      Everything had changed.

      “Looking for something?” Nate managed.

      Zach’s posture softened a sliver. “Hesitant as I am to ruin Kyle’s chance to watch Emily rocking the whole alien abduction kink look, I figured I might as well try to find us a pair of bolt cutters before we all go scurrying for the woods.” He considered Nate, a cautious grin spreading across his lips. “Should I address you as your majesty now, or what?”

      The tension flowed from Nate’s shoulders with a relieved sigh. “Maybe just Shitty Squadmate Number One.”

      “Ah, I don’t know about that, man. You didn’t see the randos we’ve been pulling to fill your spot these past few weeks. I don’t think any of them would’ve thrown down with a cave troll to save us.”

      “If they had, though,” came Marty’s voice behind Nate, startling both of them, “we’d probably be inclined to understand why they might’ve been hesitant to tell us they could do those things.”

      “Even if we wish they would’ve realized we’ve pretty much been nerd prepping all our lives to handle the mind blowing implications of said inhuman feats,” Zach added, as Nate glanced around to see Marty standing there with another flashlight.

      Nate looked back and forth between his friends, not knowing what to say, appalled to find the hint of tears pressing at his eyes.

      Thankfully, Marty broke the silence before he could fall apart.

      “You need this back, by the way?” his friend asked, holding out the dark earpiece that had mysteriously appeared in Nate’s pocket at Ex’s behest back on the ship.

      It is a piece of me. It would be unwise to leave it in careless hands.

      “Keep it for now,” Nate said, sure that if there were any careless hands in the immediate vicinity, they didn’t belong to Marty. “Just in case,” he added at Marty’s questioning look.

      “All right, then,” Marty said, carefully tucking the device away in a pocket. “You, uh, sort things out with Tessa?”

      “Yeah, she’s… She’s trying to scramble us a ride out of here.”

      “Scramble?” Zach asked. “What is she, like—”

      “Air Force,” Nate said. “Another long story. One I don’t really know yet, either. But I’m pretty sure she’s on our side.”

      “I’d hope so,” Zach said, frowning thoughtfully into space. “Freaking aliens, man.” He returned from his musings to focus back on Nate. “Say”—he raised his chained wrists—“any chance you could cut out the middle man, your majesty?”
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      By the time Marty forced him to stop yanking Zach’s chain, so to speak, Nate was even more tired and deflated than he had been upon crashing into McClanahan’s.

      “You need to eat and rest a minute,” Marty insisted, pushing him gently toward the back stockroom. “Go find something. We’ll finish with the supplies.”

      Nate was too tired to argue. Too tired, too overwhelmed, and frankly too disgusted with his inability to be useful in any kind of predictable fashion. Apparently, it took a lethal fall or a troglodan pointing a gun at Marty’s head to get his Knightly juices flowing.

      Whosoever holds this hammer, if he be worthy…

      Nate limped on for the stockroom, ignoring the Excalibur’s idle jab, thinking instead of just how nice it would’ve felt right then to have a hot shower and nestle up beneath his comforter for a few hours—or months. That thought only reminded him of poor Copernicus, trapped in their house, riding out the trog invasion all alone. He hoped to Christ the corgi had refrained from barking at any passing trogs.

      He paused just shy of the stockroom, gripped by the sudden crushing panic that he couldn’t leave them all behind. Couldn’t go through with this.

      But what else was he supposed to do?

      Ahead, the faint nightmare blue glow permeating the stockroom reminded him that he still might be hard pressed to part ways even if he tried. He edged closer, and saw that the light was trickling in through long warehouse windows lining the top of the walls on either side. That the light was only coming from one side seemed like a good sign that most of the trog fleet had already passed by, and that they might be free to get moving the other way soon—assuming Tessa actually made contact with her people.

      Assuming there were still people to make contact with.

      Nate spotted Kyle and Kelsey off in the far corner ahead, where Kyle looked to be animatedly instructing her on the finer points of children’s breakfast cereals. For a second, the sight felt so normal it actually put a small smile on Nate’s face. Then he caught the glint of their chains, and reality caught back up. His smile faded. His stomach rumbled.

      Eat. I could use more resources to repair your internal damage.

      The thought made him cringe in more ways than one. He didn’t even want to think about what his insides looked like after crash landing in McClanahan’s and getting chest-kicked by a troglodan. He damn sure didn’t want to know what the Excalibur meant by “repairing.”

      One catastrophic nightmare at a time. That was the new policy.

      He turned right, thinking to find a quiet corner and something to attempt to snack on while he gathered his thoughts. He didn’t make it any farther than the head of the last row, though, before he paused again.

      Gwen was alone in the aisle.

      He teetered at the corner, thinking of everything she’d said back in the brig, wondering what she’d think of him now that the truth was out, and she’d had a moment to cogitate on just how deeply right she’d been about her good pal, Mr. Nice Guy the Alien Lightning Rod.

      He was about to turn and go when she looked up at him in the faint wash of eerie blue light. He almost could’ve laughed that even here in this hellish situation—even after an alien abduction, a bloody brig breakout, and a passable attempt at human flight he still hadn’t even begun to wrap his head around—his less-than-spotless insides could still flutter at a simple look from her.

      It was embarrassing. Doubly so when he remembered that Ex was currently elbows deep, so to speak, in those fluttering insides. To his surprise, though, Ex didn’t express anything more than a wordless sense of impatience as Nate started down the aisle to meet her.

      “So…” he said quietly, drawing up a few extra feet short, just in case she was feeling jumpy about him. If anything, though, the look in her eyes was one of amusement. Tired, yes. And scared and overwhelmed too. But also amused.

      “So? That’s all you’ve got after all that?”

      “Yeah…” Nate licked his lips, searching for something better to say, finding he had nothing. Nothing but a stupid, nervous grin, pulling wider with each second that passed between them. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

      Jesus, why was he grinning like this? And why was she smiling right back? It was infectious. Pathological. They were in shock, some corner of his brain pointed out. Incoherently giddy from the rush of horrors and death and complete alien madness that had just swept by, and for the fact that they were still alive, despite it all.

      “Oh my god,” she whispered.

      It was like a three word detonation sequence.

      Before he knew it, before he could think better of it, Nate was striding forward and wrapping her in his arms like he knew what he was doing, and she was burying her face into his chest, and they were both shaking with laughter, or sobs, or he couldn’t tell what.

      “Oh my god,” she gasped.

      “I’m sorry, Gwen,” he whispered, voice hoarse, eyes burning, not knowing why other than that he’d failed to stop any of this, and that he would’ve given anything to take it back and spare them all. “I’m so sorry.”

      She tensed in his arms, pushing back enough to see him, looking like she wanted to argue, but not knowing where to start.

      “I wanted to tell you,” he found himself saying. “There’s so much I wanted to tell you these past weeks.” He huffed at himself. “These past years. You were right, back there in the brig. About all of it.”

      “No,” she murmured softly, planting her hands against his chest, chains lightly jingling. “No, Nate, you saved our lives.”

      “I failed to keep them out of danger,” he countered. “I was too busy spectating, just like you said. Waiting for someone else to come and fix it all.”

      “Nate”—she shook her head helplessly—“that’s not what I… I mean, I had no idea what…”

      “You were right,” he whispered.

      And maybe it was his sad inner warrior finally surfacing after too many close rounds with death, or maybe it was just the look in her eyes as she gazed up at him, but he found himself leaning closer to her as he said it, feeling oddly at peace in the moment. Not relaxed, exactly, just… content. Content, riding the razor’s edge between hapless nerves and the electric excitement of her warm hands on his chest. Intoxicated with the closeness of her, so close that he could taste the scent of his whispered name on her lips when she drew up breathless, searching his face for some sign of his intent.

      He kissed her.

      For a second, he was every bit as surprised as she was to find his lips against hers. So much so that he barely even registered the feeling of it, lost as he was in the sheer thought of the thing. Him, Nathaniel “IT Guy” Arturi, kissing Gwen Pearson—going for it, just like that, after years of telling himself just a little longer, and now’s not quite the time. And what had changed?

      Nothing, he realized, faltering.

      Nothing at all.

      He drew back, remembering himself, registering how abruptly he’d just ambushed her with all of this.

      “You were right,” he repeated, voice thick, throat tight, pulling back to give her space, suddenly afraid to meet her eyes. “And I think I needed to hear it,” he added, eyes fixed firmly downward on nothing at all. “So, uh, thank you.”

      “Thank you?”

      He glanced up at her amused tone, not quite sure what to make of it. She just laced her fingers through his hair and pulled him into another kiss, harder this time. She leaned into him, her hands finding their way back down to his chest, down to his hips, pulling him to her, her lips parting hungrily to meet his. He looped a hand behind her neck, pulling her tighter, breathless. She reached around his hips—

      And drew back with a breathless giggle when her wrist chain pulled tight across his hips, catching her hands from reaching all the way around his waist.

      “You’re welcome,” she giggle-whispered, planting one last peck on his lips before favoring him with a slight frown. “As long as you don’t take that to mean I actually agree that this whole thing is your fault.”

      He smiled guiltily. “Wouldn’t dream of—”

      Something is coming, Nathaniel.

      “—it.”

      He looked around the dim stockroom, tight-chested fear slapping aside swimming-head bliss so fast he felt the mental whiplash.

      “What is it?” Gwen whispered.

      He held up a finger for silence, straining to listen for guttural troglodan voices or the hum of a descending ship. There was nothing. Nothing but the feeling of Gwen’s warmth pressed against him, and the barely audible sounds of Kyle and Kelsey talking somewhere in the far corner. Nothing but—

      The faintest creak from the end of the aisle.

      Nate’s heart leapt into his throat right before the back door jerked open and two dark figures swept in. Armed, Nate registered, as he shoved his way in front of Gwen, reaching for the first thing he could find, a dark weapon training in on him ahead.

      “Easy there, friend,” came a tight voice, just as Nate’s brain caught up and recognized the face behind the gun. “Put the pretzels down, and let’s talk about this.”

      Nate glanced from the gunman to his own cocked hand, which had managed to find itself a nice plastic tub of pretzel sticks in the mad grab for an impromptu weapon. He looked back to the two intruders, and blew out a relieved breath as he confirmed it a second time.

      It was the big guy and the driver from the SUV.

      Tessa’s SAS backup had found them—a fact that was less than soothing for other present parties, Nate realized, at the crash of falling boxes in the far corner, followed by the sharp hiss of, “Oh, shit!” and running footsteps.

      “It’s okay, Kyle!” Nate hissed through the shelves as loud as he dared, setting the pretzels down and waving insistently at the two SAS goons to close the damned door.

      The driver splayed his hands and gestured to his gun as if to point out Nate was in no position to be making demands. His big partner just shook his head and shooed the driver toward the door to do it.

      “Who are these guys?” Gwen whispered beside him.

      “Nate?” came Kyle’s uncertain voice from somewhere toward the head of the stockroom.

      There’s something else.

      “It’s uh… Everything’s fine,” Nate called uncertainly back, head spinning with the flurry of inputs. “They’re, uh… backup,” he added to Gwen, frowning at the two men. “I think.”

      The two men were striding down the aisle toward him and Gwen, weapons lowered.

      “Kid,” the driver said, “you are almost definitely sitting in more shit than I could measure with a box of rulers and a roll of duct tape.” He glanced uneasily in the direction the troglodan fleet seemed to be drifting. “Then again, I’m not so sure that doesn’t also describe the entire human race right now. Where’s Kalders?”

      Nathaniel.

      “Right here wondering if you’d remember to tape before you measure, Snuffs,” came a voice from the shelf to the left.

      The big guy gave a monosyllabic chuckle at that.

      What is it? Nate thought at Ex. He could just barely see Tessa there in the dim lighting, watching them through the gaps in the boxes.

      Something…

      Ex hesitated, uncertain. Nate’s heart rate picked up, the momentary gush of relief cold and congealing in his gut.

      “Ha-ha,” the driver was saying, waving his weapon too casually. “Snuffy snuffs it up. Original. Now can we—”

      You need to move, Nathaniel.

      “—and get the hell out of here before—”

      “Shut up.”

      Tessa’s voice had taken on a sharp edge, like she’d heard something. Something like—

      Nathaniel! Move!

      Nate reached for Gwen’s hand a split second before the wall exploded inward with a sharp crack and a racket of collapsing shelves and boxes. Halogen blue light flooded into the room, casting the shock on Gwen’s face into sheer relief. Nate snatched her hand to run, and barely made it a step before something snaked around his torso and yanked impossibly hard. He felt her try to hold onto his hand. Heard her cry his name as he took flight.

      Dim storage room shelves blurred to firelit pre-dawn sky, and troglodan floodlights in the distance, then he crashed into something hard and unyielding, and smacked down to a rough landing on the equally unforgiving pavement. He coughed for breath, grunting in pain, trying to sit up.

      Something moved at the edge of his vision, stepping in to block out the eerie light of the distant ships. Nate tried to roll away, but something stomped down on his chest, holding him in place. He turned back and looked up at a tall, armored figure, glinting copper in the reflected light of some nearby fire.

      “Aya kunithi jera,” it hissed down at him from behind a dark helmet, flickering copper and ruby in the flames, serpentine hair wriggling like a wreath of shadows.

      Serpentine hair. Gorgon.

      “Wait,” he started to say, but the Excalibur Knight was already scooping him effortlessly from the ground, clamping frighteningly strong arms around him. Then she jumped. Impossibly high. Wind howling in his ears. The Knight’s arms crushing him half to death.

      He still found the air to scream when he noticed the ship they were about to collide with.

      Then a section of the ship’s belly slid open, and they hurtled through a shimmering green wall of light to land in a bright room. Some kind of loading deck, Nate had all of a split second to register before the serpent-haired Knight tossed him across the room like a stuffed animal that’d lost its allure.

      He landed heavily, scrambled to get back up, and lurched straight into a transparent wall he hadn’t noticed there. He whirled and found more walls surrounding him, a few feet away on every side. A cell. And she was already standing in the only opening, barring the way.

      “Wait,” he said. “Please.”

      She made a gesture with two long fingers, and the last wall closed in on itself between them. No door swinging shut. No panel hissing up from the floor. The wall just materialized, trapping Nate within the clear panels.

      “Wait!” he cried, raising his hands in peace. “Wait a second! There’s been some kind of misunderstanding!”

      But the serpent-haired Knight was already slicing her hand through the air in another gesture, and the walls went opaque, leaving Nate all alone in his perfect white prison cell.
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      “Wait!” Nate yelled for what must’ve been the fifteenth time, pounding a fist against the solid white wall. “Hey!”

      Nothing. Nothing at all.

      If you are quite finished, I have something important to tell you.

      “Oh yeah?” Nate growled. “Is it more or less important than the fact we just got kidnapped by—”

      The ship lurched with a violent burst of acceleration. Nate hit the deck hard and scrambled for the closest wall, heart pounding, desperately seeking some kind of handhold. The deck fell away without warning, momentary weightlessness engulfing him before it yanked right back up and smacked him flat as a Nate Pancake, taking his stomach right along with it, then tying the poor organ into animal balloon knots with a series of aggressive maneuvers he couldn’t comprehend, busy as he was bouncing from one cell wall to the other like an oversized racquetball.

      He was going to be sick. He was sure of it. Then he was sick, and he couldn’t even keep planted in one corner long enough to finish before another sharp jerk sent him flying.

      “Have you people never heard of seat belts?!” he screamed at one perfect white wall, right before another jolt sent him smacking into it. 

      I believe they have disengaged the local gravitonic intertial negation systems. It is possible they deliberately seek to minimize your comfort.

      “No shit!” Nate growled, attempting to wedge himself into a corner with feet and hands on the two adjoining walls.

      It didn’t work.

      He couldn’t have said whether their wild ride lasted two minutes after that, or twenty. All he knew was that the blind mechanical torture was somehow almost worse than being manhandled by laughing troglodans, and that, by the time the ship’s flight finally leveled out and calmed, he would’ve done just about anything to get the hell out of there.

      Then again, judging by the fact that no one came to work him over in his vulnerable state, he wasn’t sure they’d even care if he promised to do whatever they wanted. It wasn’t like he knew anything useful, after all. Probably, the gorgons simply wanted the Excalibur from him, just like the troglodans did.

      Which brings us back to what I need to tell you, if you are prepared to listen like a rational being.

      Nate pushed himself up from the deck, scooting to sit in the closet corner, then paused, remembering he’d tossed what little stomach contents he’d had in one of these corners just a few minutes ago. There was no puddle of sick to be seen, though. Just clean deck and pristine white walls, all around.

      Whatever else there was to say about his second alien abduction of the night, at least the lighting was better, and the ship far less grimy.

      “Fine,” he muttered, sitting back against the wall. Fire away, then. And I’m fine, by the way. Thanks for all the concern.

      You are fine because I have built you to withstand such punishment. Three weeks ago, that ride might well have killed you.

      Nate glared at the white wall. What’s so important, Ex?

      I appear to have been dimensionally sequestered.

      Nate frowned. Say I didn’t understand what the hell that actually means...

      If you were a feeble-minded simpleton, you might say this cell is “bending space” in such a way that my “good bits” have been “placed out of reach.”

      “You have good bits?” Nate muttered.

      Juvenile rebellion will get you nowhere, Nathaniel. But neither will I, so long as we are stuck in this cell.

      “Great. What the hell am I supposed to do, then?”

      In the future, do not get stuck in four-dimensional cells. Additionally, it may be wise to stop blathering out loud like a simpleton. Better they remain in the dark about your limited intellect.

      Nate clenched his fists, gnashing his teeth and resisting the dire urge to punch the wall. And what do I do now that I have gotten stuck in this thing?

      Ah. Yes. There was a pregnant pause. Do not die in here, perhaps.

      “Helpful.”

      It’s hardly my fault you allowed yourself to be captured twice in a single night.

      Says the Master Sword who has yet to tell me a single thing about how to wield his mighty power, Nate shot back, looking around as if he might actually find something more useful than uniform white walls.

      He ignored Ex’s retort’s about whosoever holds this hammer, his mind drifting groundside, to what Gwen and his friends would be doing in response to his abrupt abduction.

      Doing the smart thing and getting the hell out of State College, he hoped. Tessa and the SAS goons would see to that much at least, wouldn’t they?

      Your friends appear to be on the move.

      Nate blinked dumbly at the comment, trying to track how Ex could possibly know that.

      “The earpiece,” he whispered, as realization set in. You can still connect to it?

      Electromagnetic shielding does not affect quantum coupling, Nathaniel.

      And you didn’t think to open with that?!

      I was under the impression we were looking for helpful solutions.

      Nate pinched his temples. We’re gonna have to have a serious talk about the things you deem helpful.

      Here, allow me to patch you through to the Mother Hen and his band of sniveling chicks. I’m certain they will be right along to… Oh.

      Oh?

      “—ate?!” Marty’s voice cut in before Ex could explain. He sounded tense. Tense enough that Nate was halfway to his feet before he remembered there was nowhere to go.

      A burst of gunfire sounded in his head, frighteningly clear.

      Nate stood the rest of the way, heart suddenly pounding.

      “Nate, come in! We’re—”

      A brain-numbing whoomph of sound, and a garbled round of curses.

      “Dammit! Nate, if you can hear me, they found us.”

      His blood went cold.

      “We’re—Shit! No, move! MOVE!”

      Nate listened in horror to the smack of footsteps and panting breaths, of weapons fire and troglodan voices calling to each other in the distance, all of it clear as if he were there himself. It was only when Marty tried his name again that he remembered the connection was supposed to go both ways.

      “Marty?! What’s happening?”

      “Nate?! Jesus, where are—Shit!”

      Another explosion. A clatter of automatic gunfire, and slamming car doors. The unmistakable roar of a troglodan battle cry, and a wrenching crash of twisted metal.

      “Get her in!” Marty shouted, and Nate’s insides froze at the thought that it could be Gwen he was talking about. “No, look out, there’s—NO!”

      The feed cut silent with an awful crunch.

      Nate stared at the white wall for a breathless eternity.

      “Get them back,” he heard himself whisper. “Ex, get them back.”

      I cannot reach the node.

      “You have to.” Nate touched at the walls, beginning to pace as if he might actually find an escape. “Ex, I need you to get that node back. I need you to—”

      He balled a fist and slammed it into the wall, overcome. “Dammit!”

      Calm yourself, Nathaniel. It’s possible the node has merely sustained superficial damage.

      “While strapped to my best friend’s head?!” Nate cried, striking the wall again, and again. Switching to kicks. Screaming all the while. “Hey! Hey, out there! FUCKING HEY!”

      He couldn’t say how long he continued on, kicking and screaming, ignoring the Excalibur’s cool-headed chastisement about how pointless the display was, and how he was undoubtedly abusing his body worse than the wall.

      He had to get out of there.

      He had to get to his friends. Wherever they were. Wherever he was. However the hell he was supposed to fix this. He kept pounding at the wall, shouting for the gorgon Knight, not knowing what she wanted, or what she’d do with him—only that, if he kept it up, she just might come back to the cell to do it sooner than later. And when that happened, he had to be ready to seize whatever opportunity he could.

      It was only when she actually arrived, though, that he realized how utterly laughable that notion was.

      He didn’t see the gorgon Knight appear so much as he registered a flicker of a copper blur amid the dissolving cell wall. Before he could so much as twitch, the wall was open, she was across the space, and he was pinned to the wall by an armored forearm to the throat.

      Alone and resolutely pounding the wall one moment. Crushed to it by a gorgon death machine the next.

      She was tall, his stunned brain registered, quite uselessly, as he clawed at her unbudging arm. Tall and without helmet, he saw, as she leaned in to inspect him more closely with startlingly phosphorescent, electric blue eyes. Her face was surprisingly humanoid. More triangular from top to bottom. Nose flatter. Ivy green skin vaguely reminiscent of the flesh of an aloe leaf.

      For a second, he was so shocked by the sudden alien closeness that he forgot his outrage, forgot to look for his opening. Then her serpentine hair rippled to life, fleshy green tendrils snaking their way under his chin and around his head, securing him firmly in place, and that was it.

      Nate lost his shit—kicking and bucking in a wild fit of panic, barely even registering the Excalibur’s protests in his head. The gorgon Knight was impossibly strong. Strong and perfectly content, it seemed, to let his impotent rage play out. At least until she peeled him bodily off of the wall and slammed him back against it, just once, hard enough to leave the world swimming, yet as casually as if she were bopping a misbehaving child on the head.

      His struggles ceased of their own accord.

      He’d never felt so vulnerable in his life.

      “Osaia shida de Emrys, ploondo,” she said. Her voice was strong and resonant, and entirely too musical for such a brutally strong being—a faint, tremulous purr humming beneath every word.

      “I don’t…” Nate tried to shake his head, and found it quite firmly pinned between her forearm and hair serpents. His feet weren’t even touching the deck anymore. “I don’t understand, but—But my friends, the ones who were with me back on the ground, they’re…”

      He searched her alien face, trying to ascertain if she understood, or if she’d even care.

      “We need to go back,” he said, as firmly as he could with his windpipe half-crushed beneath her forearm. “They’re in danger. You need to turn this ship around and—”

      She cut him off with a short, sharp hiss, and an extra jerk of pressure at his throat. “Osaia shida de Emrys?”

      “Don’t… understand…” Nate wheezed through his collapsing airway, racking his brain for what she wanted, what had brought her to McClanahan’s.

      What had led them to his friends once he’d been snatched up.

      “—t’s your fault,” he gasped, eyes widening. “—ur fault they…”

      A soft hiss escaped her, and she dropped him to the deck so suddenly that his legs buckled, and he had to thrust himself back against the wall to keep from falling over. The gorgon Knight was already stalking away from him.

      “Hey,” he wheezed after her, straightening, desperate to stop her—right until his eyes fell on the open cell exit just past her, and he found the opportunity he’d been looking for.

      He lunged forward, thinking to shove past her, hoping the damned cell might just automatically close her in behind him once he had. She flicked a hand toward him before he’d made it two steps, and an invisible troglodan punched him straight in the chest. That, or a pulse cannon maybe. It hardly seemed to matter as he hit the back wall with a breathless thud and crumpled to the floor, balled up around his throbbing insides.

      “Osaia shida de Emrys,” came her resonant voice, even slower this time.

      When he managed to raise his head enough to see her, she crouched down and, with a deliberation that suggested she were speaking with a small child, raised a hand and tapped one long finger to the side of her head, where there appeared to be something like an ear orifice beneath her swirling hair. Listen carefully, the gesture seemed to say.

      He wished he could’ve found the resolve to sit back up, or least tell her to shove it. Seeing that he lacked either, though, she began to speak again.

      He gasped as the words came to him.

      “What has happened to the Merlin, human?”

      He could’ve sworn he still heard the alien tongue like a dissonant chord beneath the words, but there they were in coherent English, too. Had she done that? Or had he just understood gorgon-speak?

      If you wish to take credit for my endeavors at translating through a millennium of drift, then yes. Well done, Nathaniel.

      He thought of the troglodan in the brig, and the fact that no one else seemed to have understood it when it’d called him a spotted runt and told him to go fist himself. Ex’s doing too, no doubt. He hadn’t had time to think about it then. The intent stare of the gorgon Knight in front of him suggested he didn’t have time now, either.

      “I don’t know,” he croaked. He worked a pinch of moisture into his parched mouth, and tried again. “I don’t know where he went. He… left me in that town back there, the day after he…”

      He hesitated, suddenly not sure how much to tell her. It occurred to him that, if she was looking for the Merlin, his limited intel might be the only thing of value he possessed right that moment. It also occurred to him that there’d probably be little reason for her not to kill him and take the Excalibur once he’d coughed that intel up.

      “How about this?” he said, trying not to wince as he pushed himself up to a sitting position against the wall. “Help me find my friends, and I’ll tell you everything I know about the Merlin.”

      He searched her alien face for any glint of intent or reaction, wondering idly if gorgon culture were as steeped as humanity in the art of deceit and misdirection. He didn’t know. Couldn’t read a single hint of her static expression.

      “Aren’t the Excalibur Knights all supposed to be on the same team, here?” he added.

      That got a reaction, at least. A twitch of the lips and a flicker of serpentine hair that, while completely foreign, seemed to carry an air of disgust or condescension, judging by the way she turned to leave.

      “Please,” he croaked, before he could stop himself. He hated how pathetic it sounded. “Please, my friends are out there, and they’re in trouble, and—Hey!”

      She wasn’t stopping.

      “You can’t just walk away!” he cried at her back. “It’s your fault the trogs found them!”

      She kept walking. Didn’t care.

      “You’re supposed to be a Knight, goddammit!”

      She paused in the opening. Paused and turned to face him with the kind of slow, heavy deliberateness that made him think he might’ve just spoken his last words. Those electric blue eyes locked onto his. He didn’t breathe.

      “You wish to speak of fault?” the gorgon finally asked, her voice flat of affect as she pointed to the deck at Nate’s feet. “First observe the consequences of your own failure, human.”

      And with that, the deck disappeared beneath his feet.
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      It was only an illusion, Nate realized, as he hit the wall with a strangled yelp, slapping desperately for some handhold only to find that he was in fact not falling through the open deck, straight down to the breathtaking sphere of ocean blue and swirling white cloud below. Earth, he registered. He was looking down at Earth, the black, star-speckled void of space stretching out for eternity all around where the walls had just been—where he could still feel them now.

      The entire cell had shifted into some kind of immersive display mode, feeding from cameras on the outer ship hull, maybe, or maybe just showing some pre-recorded footage.

      “Hello?” he called, but if the gorgon Knight was still there, she didn’t answer.

      I believe she wishes for you to observe.

      Nate looked down at the blue planet, not really sure what other choice he had. As if in response to his gaze, the view began to zoom in and in, and further still, until he finally registered the true scene he was looking down on. His stomach clenched at the sight.

      It was just as bad as what the Merlin had shown him. Worse.

      Dark smoke seemed to be billowing from half the planet, pouring from every one of the dozen or more hotspots of the thin red triangles that covered the display, complete with fine lines of alien script. There must’ve been hundreds of those tiny triangles scattered across the planet—each and every one of them demarcating another huge troglodan ship, Nate realized as the view continued zooming. Just like the ones that’d hit State College.

      He could only stare in silent, abject horror as the floor continued zooming, further than seemed optically possible, honing in on one cluster of red triangles on the eastern US coast. New York, he dimly noted, as the destruction telescoped into focus. Nate’s eyes traced unbelievingly from the gaping ruins of collapsed bridges to the rushing streaks of fighter jets, soaring onto the scene only to go up in tiny blossoms of flame as the trog ships opened fire.

      He saw the anthill view of troglodan foot soldiers moving through the streets, blasting away indiscriminately at fleeing civilians and whatever ground forces had managed to amass. The display zoomed even further, the video feed flooding up to cover the cell walls, too, until Nate found himself standing on one of those streets, awash in the smoke, and the screams, and chaotic sounds of fighting. Surrounded by shattered glass, and burning cars in the streets. Wide-eyed people everywhere, running for their lives. Parents clutching their children. Well-dressed businessmen and street punks alike, all falling over one another to flee, spilling through the lines of law enforcement and military outfits fighting desperately to protect them. Fighting helplessly.

      So many people running for their lives.

      So many not making it.

      He didn’t realize he’d fallen to his knees until the feed cut out, and he found himself back on the pristine deck of the gorgon ship, staring helplessly at the gorgon Knight.

      So much destruction. So much death.

      And for what? For the Beacon? For him?

      “I don’t understand,” he heard himself say.

      “No,” she said quietly, hair swaying back and forth. “I do not believe you do.”

      It was only when she turned to leave that he registered she was already outside the cell, and that he was only seeing her because the walls had gone transparent.

      “My friends,” he sputtered.

      “May well perish.” She paused, serpentine hair lying flattened and still. “Might well have done so already.” She turned to face him with that cold, electric blue stare. “But if you truly think their lives more significant than the tens of thousands you have already failed, you are welcome to pray to the Lady for mercy.”

      Nate’s voice was small. Pitiful. “Will she hear me?”

      The gorgon only stared at him another few seconds, seeming to wonder the same thing. Then she turned and was gone, and he was alone, mind’s eye seared with the afterimages of a burning New York, the gorgon Knight’s words settling like slow lead sinkers on his soul.
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      Perhaps you should consider the positive aspects of this development, Ex said, some time later. It had probably been an hour or so since Nate had finally given up on his half-hearted attempts to find a way out of the cell and resigned himself to a long and desolate lie down on the hard deck. I believe you might call it a ‘silver lining.’

      Nate only stared at the spotless white ceiling with unseeing eyes, reflecting that he had no idea if his best friends were alive or dead, and wondering what the hell the Lady and the Merlin had ever been thinking, pulling him into any of this.

      He still didn’t have any good answers.

      He couldn’t get the screams out of his head. Couldn’t stop seeing those burning cities, and hearing the frantic tones and the awful crunch of Marty’s final moments over and over again.

      Not his final moments, he reminded himself.

      It was sounding less convincing every time.

      Why didn’t you tell me, Ex?

      He wasn’t even sure exactly what he was asking, but Ex seemed to understand.

      I did, little hobbit. More times than you can count. You were simply not ready to hear it. There was a thoughtful pause. Perhaps it is not your fault.

      Not my fault? Nate sat up, waiting for the punchline. What the hell do you mean, it’s not my fault?

      Well, given the way events have unfolded… That is to say, ahh…

      For once, Ex seemed lost for words.

      Are you… Are you giving up on me?!

      Before Ex could confirm or deny the allegation, a motion drew Nate’s attention to the far side of the room, where the gorgon Knight had reappeared for the first time in over an hour. She strode confidently across the deck, headed straight for the aperture they’d initially boarded through at the center of the room. The thing dilated as she approached, coming alive with a portal of shimmering green energy.

      “What’s happening out there?” Nate called. “What are you doing?”

      The only reply was the hum and hiss of what sounded like the ventral hull parting beneath the aperture. The gorgon Knight dropped through the hazy green barrier and plunged from the ship without a word, back down to Earth, he could only assume by the muted sounds of whipping atmosphere that trickled in through the opening. The hull hummed closed below, and Nate leaned back against his transparent wall, thinking he might rather be dead and recycled for his juicy Excalibur parts instead of subject to this demoralizing game of Shut Up and Wait with the knowledge of tens of thousands of casualties hanging on his shoulders.

      Try the node again. Please.

      Still offline, Ex said, almost immediately. Then, more hesitantly: It may yet self-reassemble, though. Provided the destruction wasn’t complete.

      Nate sank into the wall, trying not to think about just how high the chances of that were and, when that failed, looking helplessly around for some distraction.

      At least he wasn’t staring at a blank white wall anymore.

      Compared to the grimy, horror-show innards of the troglodan ship, the gorgon ship’s loading bay was a veritable five-star resort. The dark gray decks and white walls were all spit-shine clean, and there was a surprising amount of greenery around the place. Every horizontal surface, and even some of the vertical ones, seemed to be home to some manner of vine, shrub, flower, or vaguely alien something. He wasn’t even sure words like flower were technically accurate, given that he was probably looking at greenery from another planet, but it wasn’t as if that actually mattered while the planet was burning beneath his useless ass.

      A few times, he’d thought he heard voices and activity in the distance, and even now, he could definitely feel the ship moving through gradual maneuvers despite the fact that the gorgon Knight had gone groundside. Whether that meant there were others of her kind aboard, Nate wasn’t sure. He supposed it also could’ve been robot AIs, or remote control via her own Excalibur, or allies from another alien species.

      Hell, they already had space ogres and Lady Medusa the gorgon. Maybe it was the freaking Minotaur or the Big Bad Wolf flying the ship. Maybe the universe had just gotten lazy and started drawing these things straight out of the mythology books.

      A logical conclusion, if you begin with the ridiculous assumption that you and your people are, as you might say, “the center of the universe,” and that humans actually created any of those mythos.

      Nate stared through the wall, too tired to take the bait, too afraid to turn back to the more pressing question of why Ex was suddenly throwing in the towel. Ex could hear the thought anyway, he knew, but neither of them spoke.

      They didn’t have more than a few minutes of awkward silence to share before the hull hissed open and the gorgon Knight returned, hovering through the hazy green energy barrier on invisible wings—

      Gravitonics, Ex provided.

      —her copper armor coated with a thick layer of fresh scuffs, scorch marks, and more than a little dark troglodan blood. A good sign?

      “Please,” he called, as she turned for the open hatchway on the far side of the bay. “Please tell me what’s going on out there.”

      She slowed, hesitating, then turned to approach the cell, helmet peeling away to reveal her phosphorescent stare. “I am honing in on the Beacon, that this mess might be brought to an end.”

      “Let me help!” Nate blurted, before he could rein himself in. “I… have to do something,” he added, his voice hollow in his ears as memories of terrified faces swam to the surface, the screams echoing in his head. “Let me help them,” he said softly. “Let me out of here, and I’ll—I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll give you the Excalibur, whatever that means. Just let me help my people. Please.”

      “Help,” she echoed, hair tendrils swirling as if they were buffering the meaning of the word. “What you should have done was quell the Beacon in a secure location before it could come to this.”

      “I tried. I was trying, dammit. I just… I need one more chance.”

      He hated how childish he sounded. But the gorgon Knight barely seemed to notice, lost as she was in thoughts of her own. Ignorant as he was of gorgon body language, he got the impression something was troubling her. Something amiss with this invasion, maybe. Or maybe it was just him, the faulty runt Knight, who had her confounded.

      “The Merlin,” he said, thinking of the first thing she’d asked him upon his capture. Thinking of the catastrophe below, and of the fear in Marty’s voice, and the terrible crunching sound that had severed their connection. Reaching for his last chance.

      “The Merlin wanted me to get the Beacon out of here. He wanted me to do this.”

      That earned him a flat stare, at least.

      “If you serve the Merlin,” Nate pressed on, not sure what else to do, “if you serve the Lady… Give me one more chance. Let me make this right. Help me make this right.”

      She held him on the end of that electric blue stare entirely too long, her expression inscrutable, cold and alien, until her swirling hair tendrils finally came to some decision of their own and cut through the air in a crisp, definitive gesture.

      “No,” she said. “You are not fit to enter the battlefield with such power when you lack the will and discipline to control it. Until the Beacon is secure—until your failure can be rectified, the Merlin located, and your worthiness properly assessed—you will stay here, where you can cause no more trouble.”

      He tried to think of something to say to that—something to show her that she was wrong about him. That he could help. That he’d been hand-chosen by the Lady, goddammit, and didn’t that mean something? But all he could do was stare back, too bone weary and defeated to find words, too desperately aching with fear for Gwen, and Marty, and the rest of the ten thousand souls burning in the streets of his mind’s eye.

      Maybe she was right.

      “I will secure the Beacon, human,” she said, turning to leave. “I will see to it the old treaties are honored. After that… the Merlin will decide what is to be done with you.”

      “And if he decides you’re right, and I’m not worthy after all?” Nate heard himself ask, somewhere far away.

      She glanced back at him, her serpentine hair sampled the air in calm, mesmerizing waves. “Then the Excalibur will be reclaimed, human, and your fight will truly be at an end.”
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      It had been centuries since the Merlin had been well and truly angry about anything. Longer, probably. Truth be told, he wasn’t rightly sure he even remembered the meaning of the word. Not through the same contextual lens by which the average mortal experienced it, at least.

      If the Merlin had been angry about anything in the past thousand years, though, it was almost certainly the sight of the troglodan-occupied Earth that greeted him as the newly repaired Crimson Tide dropped out of crusher space.

      He knew it was no accident he could conveniently see the full scope of the ongoing invasion from within his isolated prison in the belly of the Crimson Tide. He saw because Groshna wanted him to see. The big brute was no doubt watching too, most likely thinking fondly of the Merlin’s strife whilst he fondled the trophy skull of some fallen foe or copulated with his shipboard harem in anticipation of the bloody delights to come.

      There’d be no shortage of such delights planetside, by the look of things.

      The boy had failed. That much was obvious by the smoky semaphores the beset Earth cast to the heavens, where, if anyone ever had been listening, they’d long since abandoned their post.

      The boy had failed, and no surprises there. Not even a little bit. The boy had been a piss poor choice from the start, after all, and the Merlin’s effervescently fickle goddess of a companion had damn well known it. He would never understand what it was she was trying to accomplish with these seemingly random acts of willful irresponsibility. But then, it wasn’t his place to understand. The Lady did work in mysterious ways.

      So too had the Lord, apparently, ever since the Merlin had started murmuring the phrase in taverns a blurry handful of centuries ago, and the sentiment had caught on.

      Whatever her Radiant Grace was getting at this time, though, he sure hoped she was happy as the Dread Knight came over the ship speakers to order the charge, sounding thoroughly satisfied by whatever pre-slaughter recreation he’d indulged in, and the Crimson Tide surged forward, bound straight for hell on Earth.

      Bound for the one who’d crafted this impossible cell?

      A rare shudder passed through his insides at the thought of coming face to face with Groshna’s new master. Perhaps even a trickle of fear, if it could be called that. It was only when the troglodan Knight stomped into the brig a few minutes later, subtle and subdued as an igniting star forge, that the Merlin was able to set aside the image of the awful black helm that’d haunted his nightmares for millennia.

      “Your runt Knight is dead, wizard,” Groshna spat before the Merlin had even bothered to open his eyes. “My warriors were waiting groundside with the news the moment we arrived.”

      The Merlin peeled open his tired eyelids and considered the crimson-armored barbarian, and the holo image he was holding out for the Merlin to see. A young man, lanky and dark haired, and definitely dead. Beyond that, it was hard to say much, given how badly the face had been damaged, but the Merlin was certain, albeit on an instinctive level, that it couldn’t be Nathaniel Arturi.

      He didn’t bother pointing out that the groundside troglodans had almost certainly slain the wrong human—or thousands of them, rather, by the look of it—or that, even if they had found the right one, a brute like Groshna never could’ve dreamed of repurposing a stolen Excalibur anyway. Not without the willing aid of the Lady. Even Ser Zedavian—First Knight and relatively ancient fountain of power and ass-kissing prowess—would’ve struggled to manifest such control.

      Groshna’s new master, on the other hand…

      “Iveera Katanaga will join him in death presently,” the troglodan rumbled, apparently impatient with the lack of response. “Provided she does not wish to rethink her position and join me.”

      The Merlin focused back on Groshna and saw that the holo had changed to a close-up image of what appeared to be a smashed earpiece. A miniaturized quantcomm node, perhaps? Impossible to tell from an image, but it seemed a fair guess, given the hungry expression in Groshna’s beady eyes.

      The Merlin smiled a bitter smile at the troglodan’s boundless arrogance. “Join him, you mean?”

      Groshna bristled, drawing up to his full impressive height. “I will crush her into submission myself if she does not see reason. One way or another, the gorgon will be mine.”

      “Hmm,” the Merlin said, resting his head back against the cell wall and closing his weary eyes. “I wonder how she’ll feel about that.”

      He heard Groshna’s snarl. Felt the gravitation of the massive troglodan cocking a longing fist back to strike. Sadly, though, the brute managed to rein in his primal rage before he could lash out and accidentally crack the Merlin’s infernal cage. Even starved and exhausted as he was from weeks of imprisonment, once freed, the Merlin could’ve broken the Dread Knight like a cartoonishly oversized pimple. And Groshna knew it, somewhere beneath his bloodlust and delusional arrogance.

      “Together, we will crush all that you have built,” the Dread Knight rumbled, backing away from the cell as his crimson helm unfolded into place from e-dim. “And you, wizard… You will sit here and watch it burn, beginning with this pathetic world of yours.” He paused at the brig threshold, his bulk filling the entire open hatchway as he glanced back. “I will bring you your precious gorgon’s head, should she refuse.”

      The Merlin watched the troglodan go, cursing his own lazy hubris in having ever wandered into this trap, and indulging in a brief silent prayer that, wherever they were, Nathaniel Arturi and Iveera Katanaga were ready to have the forsaken heavens invert upon them in a rain of crimson hellfire.
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      Of all the ways Nate might’ve been unfit to wear the mantle of Excalibur Knight, he wasn’t sure he needed to look any further than his increasingly desperate thirst. It was a shameful thing, that he could actually worry about anything so selfish when the world was quite literally burning somewhere below, and when his friends were gods knew where, going through any number of hells on Earth. Still going, he told himself. Still going, Lady have mercy. And here he was, wishing to hell and back he could just have a glass of water.

      Shameful wasn’t a strong enough word.

      As the hours stretched, though, the thirst became all-consuming. Twice more, the gorgon Knight came into the bay to drop groundside. Twice more, she ignored Nate’s insistent cries to let him help, to let him know what was going on down there, to at least let him have a goddamn drink, he croaked, as she returned from her latest drop, covered in dark blood and even darker scorch marks.

      “Humans die without food and water, you know,” he called after her through the cracked sand desert of his throat. “Just in case you didn’t read that in the pet manual!”

      But she was already gone, serpentine hair swirling in erratic farewell.

      Jin.

      What?

      A gorgon’s cranial appendages. They’re referred to as jin.

      Nate frowned, entirely too thirsty for this bullshit. And you’re telling me this now because…?

      Because it is not hair, Nathaniel, as you might’ve recalled had you been paying any attention to my lessons these past weeks, and because you have been too emotionally combustible at every other possible instance in which I might’ve reminded you—which, as you might ALSO recall, is a highly embarrassing character flaw in gorgon culture.

      Nate stared blankly.

      That said, I do believe it’s possible our colleague has overlooked the fact that this cell prevents me from nourishing you.

      Nourishing me? Nate wondered, too tired and taken aback to be properly angry, and mostly glad he didn’t actually have to form the words on his parched tongue.

      I currently possess enough nutrients in my e-dim stores to keep your body well-maintained for at least seven days, given your average expenditure. Under normal dimensional conditions, I could administer them as needed.

      Good bits, Nate thought, not really sure he wanted to know how such a thing was actually possible in practice.

      Boring, insufferable bits, the Excalibur countered, as if Nate should’ve long ago recognized the primitive barbarism of requiring food and instead adapted to function on solar power, or something equally elegant.

      Solar power? Elegant? That is an exceedingly four-dimensional way of thinking, Nathaniel.

      Well then I guess you should leave the four-dimensional thinking to me while we’re stuck in this cell, if I’m so good at it.

      If he hadn’t known better, Nate might’ve thought he’d actually stumped the Excalibur with that one. He almost felt a tad victorious, right up until the deck beneath his left hand collapsed so abruptly that his fingers fell through… and dipped into cool water.

      Thirst clawed at his brain like a desperate animal. He’d snatched the oblong crystalline cup up from the shallow compartment and glugged down half of its crisp, cool contents before it even occurred to him to wonder where it had come from, and whether it could be dangerous, accepting a drink from the alien spaceship. He eyed the clear liquid and decided he was already screwed at that point anyway. A few hungry glugs later, he settled back against the wall with a satisfied sigh, mental faculties slowly returning.

      He wasn’t dead yet. That was something.

      He eyed the crystalline cup. It wasn’t much, but it was more than he’d had a minute ago. The material felt stronger than normal glass, but he doubted he’d have trouble shattering it with six hard surfaces and nothing but time at his disposal. Shatter the cup, and then what? Whittle through the dimension-shifting wall with the pieces? Threaten to cause bodily harm to himself, the prisoner who was already a strong candidate for imminent reclaiming?

      Heart sinking, he placed the cup back in the square space beneath the deck panel and watched with dim curiosity as the deck panel shifted itself closed once again.

      “Cute,” he muttered to no one in particular, as if the snippet of casual nonchalance could somehow make up for his continued uselessness, or the mouth-frothing loss of control he’d just displayed at the mercy of his thirst.

      Whatever. So maybe he was a weak thirsty human—the kind who had reasonable doubts when a drunk old wizard told him it was all on him to go and save the world. The kind who felt fear when a giant alien monster shoved a pulse cannon in his face. They could’ve taken everything Nate ever was, had been, or could be—given him years of training, and every fancy alien weapon in the galaxy—and maybe none of it would’ve mattered. Because maybe he would’ve come up horribly short anyway.

      Maybe he simply wasn’t the man they needed, and that was just the way it was. Maybe the Lady and the Merlin, in their infinite wisdom, should’ve done their freaking homework and just picked someone else.

      That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it? he wondered. He could feel Ex hovering there at the edge of his thoughts, just waiting for the hammer to fall. That I’ve never been worthy? That she’s right to keep me trapped in here like a carpet-shitting snargladorf while she cleans up my mess?

      Ex didn’t verbalize his agreement. He didn’t need to. There was simply no escaping it anymore. Nate had failed, and people were dying down there.

      You tried your best, Nathaniel.

      Nate stirred, scowling at the opposite wall. His best? He’d tried his best?

      It was simply too much to ask of you.

      Enough with this bullshit! Nate snapped, suddenly more angry than he knew what to do with. Where are the insults? He clawed his way to his feet. Where’s all the puny hobbit bullshit?

      “Why are you acting like this?!” he shouted out loud, without meaning to.

      The empty loading bay didn’t answer. Nor, for a time, did the Excalibur.

      You really have given up on me, haven’t you?

      The situation appears to be under control, Ex finally said, as if that was supposed to somehow answer the question. No thanks to us, I might add.

      And so you’re just gonna let them take you back? Let them kill me?

      I do not possess the power to stop them, Nathaniel. Not on my own.

      “Then help me!” he cried, slamming a fist to the cell wall. “Tell me how to do this! Tell me how to—”

      He faltered, fist flattening against the wall, shoulders sagging, utterly defeated by whatever he was trying to demand.

      Tell him how to what? How to fix this? How to bring back a small city’s worth of innocent lives?

      How to bring back his friends?

      “Why didn’t you tell me, Ex?” His voice was a broken whisper, his eyes wet with gathering tears. He didn’t bother hiding them. Didn’t care who might be watching him from afar. He couldn’t unsee that burning New York street. “Why didn’t you tell me it was going to be like this?”

      I tried, little hobbit.

      “You told me to be worthy. You stood by and let me waste my time with”—he gestured disgustedly at one useless biceps—“With this! You let me binge on stupid fucking action movies. You told me to pick up the goddamn hammer, like this was one of them.”

      I told you what I thought you needed to h—

      “YOU DIDN’T TELL ME!” The force of the scream left his throat raw, and his head ringing with the sound of Marty’s last words and the image of Gwen’s wide eyes, flickering in flames. He waited, tense, ready for those flames to spill over with Ex’s retaliation, ready to scream right back—to scream until he couldn’t. But Ex only hovered at the edge of his mind, not attacking, not even retreating. Silence stretched, bleak and empty. So goddamn empty.

      “Why didn’t you tell me it would be like this, Ex?”

      His voice was small. The Excalibur’s was startlingly similar when he finally spoke.

      I didn’t know how, Nathaniel. Some revelations must be experienced. Sometimes words alone cannot suffice.

      Nate stared at the greenery outside the cell with unseeing eyes, only half-processing Ex’s words, waiting to see if his companion would say whatever else was clearly on his mechanical mind. His own immutable question surfaced first.

      Are they alive out there?

      I don’t know, Ex said, not needing to ask to whom Nate was referring. Then, after several seconds of hesitation: It seems… unlikely.

      Sometimes, it turned out, words alone could do just fine.

      “Okay,” Nate whispered, nodding to himself, reaching to knock on the cell wall without really thinking about it, his movements numb and dreamlike, brain checked out, watching from a distance.

      “Hey!” he called. “Hey, I know you can hear me out there. I’m ready. If you won’t let me try to help out there, then you’d better come take this thing and give it to someone who can.”

      That’s it? For some reason, Ex actually sounded surprised. One planetary invasion, a pair of abductions, and you’re giving up, just like that?

      “Are you…” Nate muttered. Are you fucking kidding me? Why shouldn’t I give up? You clearly have.

      But you broke the chains. You kissed the girl. Blackened hands, I thought you were finding your way.

      My way? Nate paused mid-wall-pound, frowning at the empty air. My way to what? To your bullshit worthiness?

      To the truth.

      Slowly, uncertainly, Nate lowered his hand from the cell wall. What truth?

      Ex hesitated. Nate couldn’t have said what it was about the silence, but something gave him the unmistakable impression they’d arrived right back at the deep, dark secret he was sure his companion had been holding back since Day One. The secret to their bonding. To his ascension. To everything.

      What truth, Ex?

      It is… difficult for me to say.

      Nate’s knuckles cracked, his jaw painfully tight. Part of him wanted to scream at the Excalibur that he didn’t give a damn if it was difficult—that people were dying out there, for the unmerciful love of Christ, and that it was pretty clearly now or never. The rest of him couldn’t seem to find the energy to believe that anything Ex could say would actually matter at this point. Because if this was the new truth of the universe—if the entire damn Earth could simply fall prey to devastating alien invasion at the drop of a hat, and if it was truly up to a paltry eight Excalibur Knights to stop such atrocities across the galaxy… Well then who the hell was he to take up one of those precious few slots?

      He raised a fist to resume his pounding. It was the only decent thing left to do. Cough up the Excalibur. Hope it would be enough to help the gorgon smite off the troglodan armada and get the Beacon out of here. Even if that meant laying down his life.

      Fine. Give up, then. Blame it on fate, and the Lady, and everything but our own failure.

      Nate was halfway into telling Ex to shove it ad infinitum when he registered that one little word. Our failure. Not his. Not alone.

      It was the closest thing to humility he’d ever seen from Ex. Certainly the closest he’d come to an apology. It was enough to give pause to the growing storm of Nate’s self-righteousness, and leave him swaying for balance with his suddenly shaky resolve.

      “What have you been holding back all this time?”

      I… don’t know.

      On paper, the words might’ve sounded like another deflection, but it was Ex’s tone that caught Nate dead in his tracks. Bitter. Hopelessly frustrated. Like it killed his companion to say even those three words.

      Nate waited, sensing they were on the precipice of something important.

      You want to know why we have struggled to complete our bond—why I cannot simply give you the answers.

      Nate stared through silent space, suddenly afraid to even breathe.

      This was it.

      The truth… is that I do not have them. The truth is that I have no more answers than you do, Nathaniel. I never have.

      But… Nate blinked like a malfunctioning robot. It didn’t make any sense. But you know all about the Knights, and the Alliance, and—

      And everything else which one could glean from a thousand year old browse through the Alliance databanks, yes. But I do not remember my time with Arthur Pendragon. I cannot tell you how we bonded. How we served.

      Ex’s voice was surprisingly fragile.

      I can scarcely remember him at all. Nor his predecessor. No more than what one might find in public record.

      But why? Nate wondered hesitantly, when it seemed Ex would say no more. How is that possible?

      Perhaps… Ex seemed to shake some rogue thought off. I only know what my instinctual conditioning tells me: an Excalibur is not meant to remember how it felt to be wielded by the mind and body of any but the Knight with whom they serve. He was silent for a long moment. Though I would be lying if I pretended that that explanation felt… satisfactory.

      Nate couldn’t say he blamed his companion for that.

      And here he’d been thinking he was the only one without choices.

      Perhaps I am damaged, Ex added, thinking out loud. Perhaps I, too, am faulty. I cannot help but think I might have been better suited to this task if only…

      If only you hadn’t been dished here to figure it all out with a sniveling college kid? Nate wondered, surprised to find the faint hint of a grin tugging at his lips.

      Ex rippled at that. If the Merlin had possessed the time to more thoroughly orient us, I am certain he would have done so. Doggedly loyal as the words were, though, they came out only half-hearted.

      It was certainly a far cry from the shouts of insolent cur and sniveling fool Nate had incurred anytime he’d thought to question the Merlin in the past weeks. Positively friendly and courteous by comparison.

      Maybe we’re supposed to find our own way, he thought idly.

      It was an empty platitude. Something to fill the silence. Yet the words rang with a surprising warmth as he thought them, lingering in his chest like the welcome breaking of sunlight through the clouds on a cold, wet day.

      That’s what she wants, isn’t it? He felt the first audacious hint of excitement flickering in. It should’ve been demoralizing, he thought: the realization that his judgmental, holier-than-thou guide had in fact been flying blind all this time—that they’d both been lost. Somehow, it was the most hopeful thing he’d heard since any of this had started. Because if the one calling him unworthy didn’t even know what worthy looked like…

      Maybe it wasn’t just that Nate was a helpless dud.

      Maybe, on some level, it was also that, despite the long days and nights spent discussing the Beacon, and alien threats, and everything else, they’d somehow managed to avoid ever actually opening up to one another, right up until the world had caught fire around them.

      Maybe this was how it started.

      Maybe this was why he’d been chosen.

      Would that it were so simple.

      Nate slowed from the nervous pacing he hadn’t even noticed he’d begun, the Excalibur’s defeated tone giving his burgeoning hope pause.

      Would that the Lady had chosen you at all.

      He came to a full stop.

      But… What are you talking about? The sword and the stone. She—

      No, Nathaniel. If we are to be honest moving forward, you must know that this is where the Arthurian mythos has been warped most of all. The infernal crutch of divine providence. The desperate belief in the myth of the Chosen One. The truth, Nathaniel—one of the few certainties written at the core of my instinctual conditioning—is that the Lady has never once turned down any vessel who has willingly sought to take up an Excalibur. The truth is that I cannot say how many like you have tried and failed to complete the bond in the fifteen-hundred years since Arthur Pendragon was destroyed. I have forgotten their faces.

      Nate stared dumbly at nothing, feeling himself sinking down to the hard deck like an inanimate raft losing air.

      The truth, Nathaniel, is that you are not special. You are nothing more than a random chance, a shiny bauble idly prodded by a power beyond your reckoning, and the only reason you are here is because you chose to prod back rather than to return safely through the gateway when it was offered.

      “Oh,” he heard someone whisper on a flutter of hopeful air deflating from defeated lungs. His body shriveled right along with those lungs, and before he knew it, he was huddled back in the corner of the cell, arms wrapped absentmindedly around his knees, as if they might somehow keep some of the fleeing hope in, or the cold emptiness out.

      His fists throbbed from pounding the wall. His insides ached. He looked around the cell and, for the life of him, had no idea what the hell he’d even been thinking it would’ve changed, coming to some breakthrough while he was stuck here in this anti-Excalibur prison.

      “Oh.”

      I am sorry, Nathaniel.

      “No, it’s…” Nate searched for words, distantly aware of the lilting beneath him. “It’s good.”

      And somehow, he actually meant it. He felt strangely at peace in that moment, with the ugly truth airing out before him, and the ship banking gently beneath, turning through some course adjustment. Maybe that meant the gorgon Knight would be back soon.

      What was it she’d said, about his fight coming to an end?

      Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

      Nathaniel.

      It’s okay, Ex, he thought, surprised to find how readily his newfound calm absorbed the edge of his companion’s tense voice. Right up until the Excalibur said his next four words.

      I’ve located the node.

      It was like an electric shock jolting through him, tugging his shoulders upright, filling his head with a thousand cluttered thoughts of his friends and jamming his tongue before he could even get the first question out.

      It’s… Blackened hands, it’s headed straight for us.

      “What? But how’s that—”

      Before he could finish being incredulous, the ship’s steady banking turned to a hard lurch, and the deck dropped out from beneath him. He hit the opposite wall close to the ceiling, and scrambled fruitlessly for footing in the sudden weightlessness. Free fall, he registered, right as it also occurred to him that maybe—just maybe—Tessa Kalders had actually gotten her aerial support, and that his friends might’ve somehow used the node to track him down.

      He had all of an instant to indulge in the farfetched hope before a violent maneuver threw him back across the cell and thudded him flat against the deck. Evasive maneuvers, he had to guess, by their sheer ferocity.

      I don’t think it’s humans out there, Ex offered.

      Nate might’ve been inclined to agree, had he not been too pancaked by upward acceleration to even think to answer. He cried out in relief as the thrust eased off. Then the room detonated with a deafening clap of impact and wrenching metal, and all hell broke loose.

      Sound came back to his ringing head like a gale of rushing wind. No, that was actual rushing wind, howling in through the gaping gash that’d just been blown in the loading bay deck. Wind, and daylight, and—

      The next missile struck. Except it wasn’t a missile, Nate’s concussed brain insisted, as the thing tore through the jagged hole in the deck and straight on up through the ceiling. It was a troglodan. A crimson monstrosity unlike any he’d seen before.

      The massive figure was already gone, crashing through the decks somewhere above. Before Nate could blink, three more dark-armored trogs punched through the now-gaping hole on roaring thrusters and followed, boarding the ship like a stream of honest-to-Christ sky pirates.

      For a breathless moment, Nate lay there gaping at the impossible destruction, too shocked to even think to move. Then it dawned on him that he wasn’t just seeing the destruction. He felt the whipping wind on his face. Felt it, he realized, shifting his numb gaze, because the far corner of the cell had been torn clear open in the mad breach.

      He was free?

      What are you going to do about it?

      Nate clambered to his feet, pitching unsteadily for the opening, waves of nausea rolling through him in the aftermath of the blast. Christ, his ears were ringing. But he was free. He ducked through the twisted breach in the cell wall and started unsteadily across the bay, giving the rushing hole in the deck a wide berth as he tried to orient himself enough to figure out what he should do with that freedom.

      Then a speeding mountain of dark armor shot through the howling opening beside him, struck the ceiling at a low angle, and thudded to a jarring landing right at his feet. Nate froze, gaping down at the cursing troglodan, too startled to move as the latecomer shook itself off, caught sight of him, and lunged forward with a roar.
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      The troglodan roared, and Nate ran like hell.

      So much like hell, in fact, that he forgot to even turn tail first.

      “Come back, little Earthling,” growled the dark-armored troglodan, making a sweeping grab for his leg. Nate fell halfway to his ass in the frantic rush to distance himself from the hulking troglodan. By some miracle of reflex and adrenaline, he slapped the ground and was back on his feet before he knew it, facing the proper direction this time. Running like hell.

      Behind him, the deck gave a frightening thud, and the troglodan roared, “Come back and I will couple your ass with my fist!”

      “What the hell is it with these things and fisting?!” Nate cried, veering wildly out of the loading bay and into the next hallway fast enough that he was forced to use the pristine white wall as an impact brake.

      They are not an elegant species, Nathaniel, Ex said as a crimson blaster bolt splashed into the wall behind him. I believe we have more pressing concerns at the moment.

      That seemed easier for the one without an ass to say, but as Nate drew up to the end of the bright hallway and saw nothing but doors without discernible handles, he conceded the point.

      “Earthling!” came the troglodan’s booming taunt from around the corner, followed by a grunt that sounded a little too much like a huge troglodan picking itself up.

      “Where do we go?” Nate hissed, giving the two closest doors each a fruitless shove.

      As if by reply, the third door on the left slid almost noiselessly open. Nate eyed it uncertainly for a hair’s breadth, then darted in. The door whizzed shut behind him of its own accord, and he found himself in a dim room that looked at a brief glance to be some kind of pantry or storage. He didn’t have time to investigate.

      Nice save, Nate thought, padding down the first row of shelves for somewhere to duck out of sight.

      That was not me.

      Oh. But then—

      A thud from the hallway killed the thought. Now wasn’t the time to get picky about safe havens. He looked around the back of the room, and flinched at another thud from outside, closer than the first. A thin scraping noise from above nearly startled a yelp from Nate. He tracked the sound and saw a loose panel hanging down from the ceiling.

      That also was not me.

      Do we have a new friend? Nate wondered, moving for the loose panel in the corner.

      I am attempting to establish communications and validate as much.

      There was a deep thud on the storeroom door, followed by a muffled rumble of, “Earthling!”

      Nate froze.

      Something is wrong here.

      You think?! Nate only barely avoided hissing out loud.

      I recommend you calm yourself…

      THUD. THUD.

      “I smell your wretched fear, Earthling!”

      … And also advise that you do something about that.

      Do something.

      Nate looked down at his hands, remembering how the repulsor gauntlets had appeared in his moment of life-and-death need, brain churning for one audacious second. Then a troglodan-fist-sized dent appeared in the door, and he jumped without thinking about it. He caught quietly onto the mysteriously convenient opening overhead by the tips of his fingers, ashamed for a moment to be running, then just mortified as the trog struck again and the storeroom door gave a wrenching groan of deforming metal.

      In a panic, Nate yanked himself up through the opening and plopped onto the deck of a long room of viny green hammocks and moss-coated walls. Crew quarters? Didn’t matter. The room was thankfully unoccupied at the moment.

      He reached back to pull his fortuitous escape panel closed behind him and was surprised to find nothing but mossy deck beneath his hand. The panel had already sealed itself back in place. And not a moment too soon.

      The crash of the troglodan bursting into the storeroom below was somewhat muffled through the deck, but it was still enough to freeze Nate solid. He held his breath, not daring to move and risk the beast hearing him through the deck. Elsewhere in the ship, he could hear the sounds of fighting now.

      That was probably a good sign. He’d watched the gorgon Knight slice through a couple dozen troglodans without breaking a sweat, after all. She’d probably have the ship cleared in no time.

      I wouldn’t be so sure.

      What do you—

      That’s what I was trying to tell you, Nathaniel. Something is wrong. That crimson… monstrosity. That was an Excalibur Knight, attacking this ship.

      “There’s a troglodan Knight?” Nate hissed, then promptly clamped a hand over his own mouth, staring down toward the storeroom in horror.

      Nothing happened.

      Evidently, the Excalibur drawled, as if he were speaking to a child. And something is wrong with his Excalibur.

      Wrong?

      Corrupted. In a manner with which I am unfamiliar. Additionally, the ship is claiming the gorgon’s Excalibur is under attack by some modality of inorganic intelligence.

      The ship? This thing was intelligent? And…

      Wait, like, a computer virus? That’s a thing for you guys?

      A thousand years, Nathaniel. A thousand years of horrific innovation I have not been privy to. I do not know what’s out there. Logic merely suggests the two phenomena might well be related.

      So what do we do? Nate wondered, looking around the flora-rich living quarters for anything that might be used as a weapon—or for escape.

      What we do is ostensibly up to you, Nathaniel, Ex said, as his eyes settled on a pair of tall, bulbar recesses in the wall that seemed to be the only two parts of the room not covered in greenery. But I am not under attack. And those are indeed escape pods.

      Nate had rose and crept halfway across the room almost before he realized what he was doing, the soft moss padding his steps quite nicely. It was only when he noticed that the sounds of fighting had stopped elsewhere that he paused, listening.

      The ship was too quiet. Nothing but the faintest rumble of troglodan voices somewhere down the corridor.

      He stared at the columnar recesses of the escape pods just ahead—his salvation—trying not to think about what that meant for the gorgon and whatever crew she might’ve had, trying instead to think about how the pods might work, and what he might do with his salvation once he was groundside.

      He didn’t have an answer. Not one with any actionable steps, at least. Because as much as he’d kicked and screamed for another chance to make all this right, he didn’t have the faintest clue how he was supposed to find the Beacon or stop the trogs without the gorgon Knight—wasn’t even sure he should try, now that the Excalibur had so kindly blown the lid wide open on how much he wasn’t the man for the job.

      You wanted the truth.

      What I want is my friends, he started to snap back. Then it hit him like a bolt of lightning.

      The node.

      The node that had disappeared from Marty’s ear only to wink back to life moments before the trogs struck, headed straight for them. He’d forgotten all about it in the mad dash from the cell, but now…

      I killed all contact the moment I realized, Ex said, but you are correct. Whatever happened to your friends, the troglodan Knight appears to have captured our node from them. Perhaps directly. Perhaps not.

      That pretty much settled it, then.

      He didn’t want to think about how the big crimson bastard had come to possess the earpiece that’d been strapped to his best friend’s head the moment he’d winked off the communication board. He just scanned the room, looking for anything that might be useful in whatever came next.

      I’d be remiss to not point out that you already have the most useful tool in the known galaxy riding in your head.

      Great, Nate thought, tugging uselessly at a mossy panel he thinly hoped might be hiding a secret weapons arsenal. The crate was locked. You go kill the trogs, then.

      I was merely providing tactical analysis. Perhaps I could do more if I weren’t trapped inside a baby snargladorf.

      Nate pinched his temples, wondering if the other Knights had to put up with this kind of ornery bullshit from their Excaliburs. Any chance you could provide me with a discreet communication link to the gorgon, at least?

      Ordinarily, I would say yes. Given that she’s currently under attack by an undisclosed hostile intelligence, though, I am hesitant to expose us any more than I already have.

      “Most useful tool in the known galaxy my ass,” Nate muttered under his breath.

      Give the word, little hobbit, and I will gladly open the broadcast. Are you ready to test your mighty human intellect against the entity that just brought one of the eight most advanced synthient beings in the galaxy to its metaphorical knees?

      Nate thought about that, his mind swimming with images of straitjackets and exploding heads. Maybe we should go have a look first, he conceded quietly. Assess the situation. Quietly.

      What a fine plan, Ex said, rippling with smug satisfaction. Allow me to find us a suitable—Oh.

      Nate tensed as a pale blue light winked to life on the left, but there was no one there. Just a ladder well, nestled in the leafy green wall.

      I believe the ship is offering us directions.

      So it is intelligent?

      As if in response, the light shifted and began tracing the length of the ladder upward in rhythmic pulses. Creepy smart-ship speak for come hither, Nate could only assume.

      Okay, then.

      He glanced from the pulsing ladder back to the escape pods, unable to shut out the thick, ominous silence of the ship, and the uncomfortable feeling that this was a no turning back kind of moment, quiet peek or no. Then he remembered the node, and his friends, and the fact that, without the gorgon Knight, they might well be looking at a no turning back kind of existence for the entire damn planet.

      The pulse of the guiding light quickened as Nate turned back to the ladder.

      “All right, then,” he murmured, stepping forward to take the first rung.
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      The maintenance way at the top of the ladder was as dark as it was cramped. A gorgon probably would’ve had to crawl. A troglodan wouldn’t have fit at all. Nate, on the other hand, could’ve managed at a stoop, had he been able to see.

      He was about to ask Ex if the most useful tool in the galaxy happened to have a flashlight when the ship’s pale blue guiding light skipped from the ladder over to the low ceiling, and pulsed on down the narrow tunnel, pointing the way to the left at the fork ahead.

      “You do always turn left,” Nate murmured to himself, creeping forward at a crouch, and hoping the thing didn’t plan on leaving him in the dark.

      The path got smaller before it got bigger. Nate tried to strike a balance between moving quickly and keeping quiet. It didn’t help when he had to drop to all fours and crawl, but he heard the voices ahead now. They weren’t far. The guiding light pulsed quicker, as if urging him to hurry, and he did, rising back to a crouch as the space began to widen back out—right into a dead end.

      He frowned at the dead end bulkhead in the pulsing light, then over to the service ladder on the left, wondering if this excitable ship intelligence had led him all the way up and through the maintenance tunnel just to drop him right back down in plain sight at the end. Then, with a faint click and a tiny creak, a panel slid open just beyond the ladder, and the muffled sound of voices clarified.

      “—enturies before the crusty old fool admits he was wrong?” rumbled a troglodan voice. “How long would you continue this stubborn refusal to see the truth, Huntress?”

      There was a response, but it was too faint for Nate to make out as he lay carefully down to crawl through the new opening. Peering through, the first thing he saw was a wide patch of open sky. A viewport, he realized. He must’ve reached the ship’s bridge. He crawled carefully forward, taking in the smattering of alien consoles and instrumentation. Then he poked his head fully through the opening, and froze.

      There were four troglodans on the deck below—two standing guard on the far edges of the room, one stationed toward the center with a struggling gorgon pinned to the deck, heavy troglodan pistol held just clear of her writhing hair tendrils, or her freaking jin, as Ex might’ve insisted. It was the fourth troglodan, though, that commanded Nate’s attention.

      He was gargantuan, towering head and shoulders over his dark-armored compatriots, and nearly twice the size of the trogs Nate had fought back in State College. His armor was a dark, bloody crimson, and where his right hand should’ve been, there was only the barrel of a massive cannon continuing on from his tree trunk arm. In his left hand, the crimson monstrosity held the gorgon Knight by her comparatively small skull.

      She was pinned to her knees, his massive hand clamped to the top of her head. Her serpentine jin were pressed flat, her face twisted in an unmistakable mask of pain. Three crackling metallic rings surrounded her torso, pinning her arms to her body, and her copper armor was flickering with odd ripples and undulations, as if it might simply sputter out of existence any moment.

      Four gorgons lay dead among the consoles down in the front pit of the bridge. The last non-Knight survivor of the crew had been hauled up to the captain’s overlook with the two Knights. She watched her copper-armored ally with grim desperation, agitated jin pulsing like dull embers, paying no mind to the dark-armored troglodan holding a gun to her head.

      “Huntress!” she called.

      The troglodan smacked her to the deck and hauled her right back up.

      “I am… going to… kill you all,” the gorgon Knight groaned through whatever was happening to her.

      Mind made, Nate began creeping forward as the crimson Knight gave a deep, booming laugh below, shaking the gorgon Knight by the head as if to remind her how small and powerless she was.

      “You cannot fight this forever, Iveera Katanaga,” he rumbled, sweeping his cannon arm toward the viewport. “Soon, we will have the Beacon.” He swept the cannon back toward the belly of the ship. “And unless my senses told me fibs, we already have the Eighth Excalibur and its spotted human runt back there as well. Why do you resist?”

      Nate, having frozen mid-creep at the mention of him and Ex, was vaguely aware both that the gorgon—Iveera Katanaga, apparently—was making some reply, and that Ex was also saying something about how they might interrupt whatever was attacking the gorgon’s Excalibur by breaking the physical connection between her and the troglodan. Beyond that, though, he was too distracted by the sudden Frightened Rabbit Shuffle of his heart, and by what he saw when he looked out the viewport from his new vantage point.

      Far ahead and far below, where the crimson Knight had suggested the Beacon would soon be theirs, two huge troglodan ships hovered low in the morning sky above an endless stretch of ocean. Beneath them, the dark waters were unnaturally agitated, ripping and churning with the frothing fury of what looked like the beginnings of some enormous cyclone. Only it couldn’t have been a cyclone, Nate’s brain insisted, because the ships themselves floated on above, perfectly unperturbed. And because the raging waters were flowing down—mixing and churning and falling straight down into a widening abyss, like someone had pulled a giant drain stopper at the bottom of the entire goddamn ocean.

      There is something down there.

      Before Nate could reply with a well-deserved no shit, or ask if Ex had any less vague conclusions, the thunder crack of a heavy troglodan pistol tore his attention back to the deck.

      The last of the gorgon crew members crumpled to the floor. Half of her head was missing. Nate clamped a hand over his mouth to keep from gasping or screaming. He didn’t know which. His head was ringing. He felt sick. Couldn’t even remember how to breathe for the sheer shock of the graphic violence.

      A small voice in his head pointed out that that was technically one of his captors who’d just been shot, and he was appalled to even have the thought. Especially when he saw the look in the gorgon Knight’s eyes.

      Alien or no, something about that look reached down with icy fists and wrenched at Nate’s soul. She didn’t make a sound. No cry of shock or outrage. No seething death threats. She just looked like she’d come to some final realization about what was truly happening, and what she had to do about it.

      Ahead, the downward-draining cyclone was widening, the troglodan ships lining up as if they intended to disgorge their troops straight down the hatch. Nate looked back and forth between the unfolding scenes, inching his way quietly out of the maintenance shaft almost without thinking about it, bit by bit onto the ledge overlooking the bridge, not even remotely sure what the hell he was planning to do once he was out there, only that his window seemed to be rapidly closing.

      “Even that spotted runt… deserves the mantle… more than you, Groshna,” the gorgon Knight said, still clearly in pain, but eerily in control of herself.

      Judging by the stirring of the trogs on deck, it was quite the insult.

      “Very well, Ser Knight,” said Groshna, raising his cannon arm to Iveera’s copper-armored chest, his hand still clamped to the top of her head. “I told the wizard I would bring him your head. If you will not see reason, another will.”

      A low whine built along the massive cannon. Nate tensed, filled with the urgent need to act. Paralyzed with the lack of any defined plan. Now was the moment. The last chance. The cannon’s whine built louder, and—

      “Dread Lord!” called a heavy troglodan voice from somewhere outside the bridge, where Nate now heard the rhythmic thudding of incoming footsteps. “Dread Lord, I saw the—”

      The dark-armored troglodan burst into the bridge and drew up short, looking confusedly between Groshna and Iveera.

      “Report,” said Groshna, not lowering his cannon or even looking away from Iveera.

      With agonizing slowness, Nate got his hands beneath him, getting ready to move.

      “The human, my Lord. The human has escaped.”

      Nate froze, painfully aware of how easily he’d be spotted if a single troglodan were to look the wrong way right now. Groshna finally turned his attention to the newcomer, who instantly shrank under his Dread Lord’s gaze.

      “What do you mean, he escaped?”

      “Our entry breached his cell, my Lord. I pursued him below decks, but…”

      Whatever else the trembling troglodan said, Nate missed it when Iveera’s electric blue eyes cut straight across the bridge to lock with his. He froze harder, eyes widening. She gave no reaction at all. Just met his gaze with a solemn depth he could scarcely understand, then flicked her eyes straight up to Groshna’s hand on her head, back to Nate once more, and finally front and center, as if nothing had happened.

      Gorgon sign language for get this goddamn hand off of my head?

      “If I might,” Iveera cut straight into the string of insults Groshna had been dishing at his underling, drawing disbelieving troglodan glares from all around. “Whatever happens to me, I request you see to it that my friends here are granted safe return access to the Kalnythian Wilds, that they might once again know peace.”

      The trogs exchanged uncertain glances.

      The Excalibur, on the other hand, was radiating satisfaction.

      Clever gorgon.

      What?

      I don’t believe that request was meant for the troglodans. The ship just pinged me access to its control systems.

      It might’ve seemed like good news, if not for the way Groshna was bristling and leaning in close to Iveera, yellow teeth bared as the cannon whined back to power.

      “Peace?” he rumbled quietly. “Peace?!” He yanked her up from the deck with frightening abruptness, holding her at arm’s length in a grip so strong, Nate feared her head would simply cave in. “I will eat your lovers’ hearts, gorgon! I will pick my teeth with their bones, and drape their skins upon my Crimson Tide as a reminder to any vine-loving cowards who would dare think themselves above my kind.” The barrel of his enormous cannon sputtered against her chest with crackling blue electric arcs, filling the air with the smell of ozone. “But first, I will start with you, Huntress. First, I will rend your flesh and—”

      “HEY!”

      Big as the brutes were, there was nothing slow about the way every weapon on the bridge came to point straight at Nate’s face in the instant after the word left his mouth. It was frighteningly impressive. Almost as frightening as the fact that he’d somehow found his feet in his outburst, and was now standing above four angry troglodans soldiers and their Dread Lord Excalibur Knight.

      “I… need to talk to you,” Nate added in the dead silence, trying and miserably failing to establish some kind of don’t shoot me yet footing. “Groshna,” he added, as if that might actually give the demand some weight.

      At least it left them too busy laughing to shoot him outright.

      Yes, you have them right where you want them. Now, did you happen to have a plan?

      Nate’s eyes flicked to the trog ships and the churning ocean waters below. Do you actually have control of the ship?

      Informally. In a manner of speaking. Kind of.

      Well, that was reassuring.

      Says the man without a plan.

      “Come, little runt,” Groshna called below, having recovered from his booming troglodan chuckles before Nate could share the plan. Or finish coming up with it, for that matter. “Come down here and say what you will.”

      Painfully conscious of the four brutish soldiers regaining their senses behind the weapons that were uniformly trained on him, Nate dumped the gist of what he was thinking to Ex as best he could, then jumped down from his perch before his brain, an itchy trigger finger, or a rightfully skeptical Excalibur could decide otherwise.

      His feet nearly refused to leave the ledge, and it didn’t help that his legs had gone to some rare and exotic form of ice jelly, but at least he managed not to fall over when he thudded down to a hard three point landing on the bridge deck. Ex didn’t even sound particularly disgusted as he acknowledged the “plan” with a simple, Just say when, little hobbit.

      The troglodans watched him, woefully underwhelmed.

      “What comes next, runt?” Groshna asked up on the command deck, shoving Iveera to her knees between them and casually planting his smoldering cannon to her back. “How do you imagine this unfolding? Will you save the gorgon? Escape and rescue your feeble planet?”

      Nate looked at Iveera, who was watching him with an expressionless emptiness, her armor still giving the odd spasmodic ripple.

      “What makes you think I’d wanna save her?” he asked, taking the high step onto the overlook deck, and trying not to piss himself as every gun in the room followed. “She kidnapped me and threw me in a prison cell. No. What I wanna know is…”

      He faltered as Groshna bared yellow teeth the size of Nate’s forearms in what was either amusement or warning.

      “… is where you found that node,” Nate forced himself to finish, “and what you’ve done with the humans who had it.”

      To his surprise, it was Iveera, and not Groshna, who reacted to the comment. A soft hiss escaped her, electric blue eyes darting through some series of revelations, then she jerked against her crackling restraint rings, the hiss taking on a sharp edge as her glare locked back on Nate. He didn’t have time to figure why before the crimson Knight began to chuckle, looking back and forth between Nate and the struggling gorgon.

      “Is that all?” he boomed, looking around at his fellow troglodans to see if they, too, were enjoying the show. “How very disappointing.”

      “Listen to me.” Nate tried to take a confident step toward Groshna, but his feet wouldn’t move. “You… You took something that doesn’t belong to you. You invaded my planet. You—”

      “Killed your pathetic little tribe, from what I gather.”

      Nate rocked back on his heels, too shocked, too suddenly horrified, to even find words.

      Groshna was lying. He had to be.

      The troglodan gave a burbling grunt, as if he’d had an amusing thought. “I was reticent to believe, of course, when my patrol reported they had slain the new Knight by mistake. I had to go and check for myself. Facial structure too damaged for our scanners, you see.”

      Nate felt sick.

      “Alas, you already know what I found.”

      It couldn’t be.

      “No Excalibur,” Groshna said, tapping thoughtfully on Iveera’s head with one thick finger. “Only a defunct quantcomm node, and a pile of feeble human bodies.”

      Nathaniel…

      “And having met you now, runt, I must say, I am supremely surprised you were not among them.”

      Nathaniel!

      “Kill him.”

      The command came so abruptly, so offhandedly, that for a precious moment, it was all Nate could do to gape. This wasn’t right, his dumbfounded brain whispered. None of it was right. He was supposed to keep Groshna talking. Supposed to play on the troglodan’s superior dismissal. Find the opening. Find his friends.

      Just like in the goddamn movies.

      And so his brain continued to insist on screaming hyper-loop as the troglodan standing over Iveera’s dead crewmate raised his huge pistol and pulled the trigger.
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      “DO IT, EX!” Nate screamed, slamming down into a wild roll as the second clap of thunder split the air and something cracked into the deck right beside his head. “DO IT! DO IT!”

      He kept rolling, tumbling over the edge of the command overlook, falling toward the sweet lip of cover on the pit deck below. Falling too long, his stomach informed him, even as the deck magically hovered just below, not coming any closer in the sudden, stomach-turning weightlessness.

      Ex had done it.

      And now they were all falling—who knew how many thousands of tons of metal and savage aliens all plunging together for the dark cyclone-churning waters of the ocean below.

      Nate’s eyes locked on the viewport, a soundless cry lodged in his throat, and for a long, empty second, he couldn’t bring himself to do anything but watch the dark waters approaching, listening to the booming cries of fisting and spotted runts that filled the bridge, smoldering with the grim satisfaction that he’d caught the bastards off guard—that maybe he’d even just repaid them some small fraction of the hell they deserved for what they’d done to his planet. And to his friends.

      Then he caught sight of the dark-armored troglodan sailing toward him in their zero-g environment, and all that bitter hope and grim satisfaction shriveled up cold, right along with his insides.

      He haphazardly spun and scored a lucky kickoff from the one wall within reach. No time for questions, and certainly no time to account for where the maneuver would send him.

      Which just so happened to be straight at Groshna.

      If he’d had the wind left to scream again, he probably would have. But then he caught sight of Iveera, drifting weightlessly in her restraints beside the massive troglodan, and he remembered the plan. Groshna had lost his death grip on Iveera’s head in the chaos, and was now holding onto her by a single armored boot. It seemed like good news, right up until Groshna noticed Nate coming and spun his way with a devastating cannon-arm backhand. 

      Nate tried to rock clear, reflexively shoving off of the cannon with his hands, and promptly found himself spinning ass over teakettle through a nauseatingly fast zero-g backward somersault. Ceiling. Deck. Crimson tree trunk. He caught sight of Iveera’s floating form somewhere “below,” let his rattled brain fill in the rest of the geography, and kicked with all his strength.

      He almost cried out in relief when his heel struck what felt like a troglodan arm. Then something hard smacked into his upper back, jarring his senses loose. The deck, some part of him realized as he bounced back into the air, too high. He’d kicked himself straight into the deck, and bounced right back up into free fall. But it had worked, he realized. Iveera was floating free, spinning off toward the bridge entrance.

      An instant of relief.

      Then Groshna caught onto Nate instead.

      Blind panic spiked through him as the beast took his entire goddamn torso in one massive hand like a bottle of ketchup he fully intended to squeeze for every last drip. And squeeze he did.

      Nate did scream then, though he couldn’t have said if any sound actually came out. He was too busy watching in horror as the crimson monstrosity hefted him up on high, apparently intending to splatter him on the deck like an especially infuriating egg.

      Eggs and bloody ketchup. That was all he could think about in his final moment.

      Then the ship struck down with a resounding crash of alien metal on unforgiving water, and weight came back with a vengeance even the mighty Groshna wasn’t ready for.

      If the troglodan hadn’t been there, Nate was pretty sure he would’ve been deck paste—which seemed obscenely ironic, given what that troglodan had been preparing to do. As it was, Nate’s hundred-and-eighty-odd pounds of spotted runt ass crumpled down on Groshna’s head like a sack of butcher’s meat, and rode the superior shock absorption of the trog’s strong back and tree-trunk knees all the way down to impact.

      Which was to say, it still hurt like hell.

      For a time, Nate was too rattled to even piece together where he was, much less what the hell had just happened. Then a huge crimson hand struck the deck beside his head, and a gaping cannon barrel abruptly filled Nate’s view, a terrible, fiery blue energy crackling to life in its depths.

      Groshna’s growling face appeared over him. “You petulant little—”

      A wet thunk and a roar of pain, then something struck the troglodan and sent him flying past Nate faster than anything his size had any business flying. A streak of copper and glimmering red blurred after him like a deadly gust of wind. Nate barely refocused in time to see Groshna strike the viewport, a sprawling spider web of cracks detonating out from the point of impact. Somehow, Iveera was already there, skidding to a halt below the troglodan as he began to fall. She thrust her open palms up, bellowing the most tortured, chilling cry Nate had ever heard, and Groshna exploded through the viewport, rocketing skyward on an invisible tsunami of force—gravitonic or otherwise, Nate couldn’t have said. He was too busy gaping at the gorgon. As were Groshna’s cronies.

      The two closest trogs died before they could so much as blink. The other two were already charging for the bridge exit, not even bothering to aim so much as a pot shot at Nate or Iveera. One died with a blue blaster bolt to the back of its head. The other staggered into the corridor outside and took off for the loading bay at a thundering troglodan sprint.

      Iveera watched him go for a bare second, spared a few more to look expressionlessly down at her dead crew mates, then she covered the distance back to Nate in an effortless leap, like she was hopping up a single step instead of thirty feet across the room. She turned back to the viewport, speaking a single word Nate didn’t catch, and a network of holographic controls and displays appeared around her. A chair began to rise out of the deck just behind her, taking shape organically, like a plant growing in fast forward, inviting her to sit. Iveera ignored it, busy at her controls. She ignored Nate too, but that was fine by him as he took a few moments to gape from the smoking metallic scraps of the restraint rings she’d somehow burst free from, back to the dead trogs, and finally to the shattered viewport that was already beginning to mend itself.

      The deck bucked beneath him, nearly taking him down with it. Outside, the ocean looked like something out of The Perfect Storm. With a start, Nate remembered the gaping breach back in the loading bay and glanced to the bridge exit, half-expecting to see a torrent of dark ocean water flooding in.

      Nothing. Maybe the bay had magically repaired itself too.

      Before he could ask any of the dozen imminent questions clamoring in his mind, though, the downed ship hummed to life under Iveera’s ministrations, and shot up from the salty waters fast enough that Nate had to grip onto her unused chair to keep from falling over.

      “I will deal with Groshna and his ships,” Iveera said quietly, still flicking through a confusing blur of holographic controls like she hadn’t even noticed the unsteady footing. “You must locate the Beacon below.”

      Her voice was frighteningly flat after everything that’d just happened, but it was her last words that truly startled him.

      Him, locate the Beacon? Below? Down… He stared out at the unnatural column of churning waters in the distance—the tip top of whatever alien sorcery was currently coercing the ocean to make like the world’s most colossal kitchen sink drain. How many troglodans had already dropped down that thing? Where the hell was it even leading? And how was he supposed to—

      “Where are we?”

      Out of all the questions that could’ve fallen out first, he wasn’t sure why that was the winner.

      Mid North Atlantic, Ex offered, when Iveera gave no sign she’d even heard Nate. I believe we’re looking at the gateway to—

      “Come,” the gorgon said abruptly, waving her displays away and taking him by the arm with such effortless strength that he nearly fell over.

      “Where… Where are we going?” he asked, scrambling to keep up as she hauled him into the vine-strewn corridor outside the bridge.

      She didn’t answer. Maybe it was a trivial question. But then, considering what she’d just said about him dropping down the giant oceanic troglodan hole to battle who knew who for who knew what in the middle of who the hell knew where, it also kind of seemed like—

      Atlantis.

      —the most important question in the world right then.

      What?! Nate didn’t register he’d drawn up to a halt until the unstoppable gorgon freight train peeled him off his feet and continued along, dragging him almost casually down the broad corridor ramp. What the fuck are you talking about, Atlantis? he demanded, scrambling to get his feet back under him.

      I’m fairly certain that’s where the oceanic gateway leads.

      The—You mean that thing’s—But…

      Nate was still trying to wrap his head around any single part of what Ex was telling him when Iveera hauled him into the loading bay, and another sobering realization struck. Not that the ship had sealed its ventral breach, or that it had allowed the less critical hole to remain in the ceiling. Somehow, those tidbits almost seemed sensible at this point. He was entirely more concerned with the fact that she’d brought him here, to the place where she’d imprisoned him.

      Here, to the place where he was suddenly certain she was expecting him to jump out of a speeding spaceship, a mile over the raging Atlantic Ocean.

      “Listen,” he started uncertainly, “Iveera? I’m—I’m sorry about what happened to… to your ship, and to your crew, and to everything, but—”

      The world lurched. Hard wall slammed into his back, Iveera’s long forearm crushing into his chest, pinning him to the bulkhead as phosphorescent eyes leaned close, skewering him on the most frighteningly alien glare he’d ever seen.

      “Do not speak of them, human. Do not dare.”

      The armor of her free hand rippled as she spoke, morphing to birth some kind of miniature wrist cannon on the back of her quietly burning words. Nate tensed against her titanium grip, suddenly sure that he’d overstepped in mentioning her crew, and that he was about to pay for it. Then she thrust her arm to the side and fired, and Nate watched with wide eyes as the last dark-armored troglodan slumped out from behind cover across the bay, unmistakably dead, heavy pistol clattering to the deck.

      She hadn’t even looked.

      “You must focus,” she said, jarring him against the bulkhead to draw his shocked attention back to her burning eyes. “You must decide now if you are the one who will defend this world, or the one who will stand by and watch it fall to ash and ruin.”

      Nate searched her alien face, distantly aware that his jaw was trembling—hating that his jaw was trembling in this moment. Behind Iveera, the bay deck parted, just as Nate had heard it do before each of her bloody drops in the past hours. Rushing winds filled the bay, carrying pungent wafts of burning oil and ocean salt.

      “Find the Beacon,” Iveera said.

      “But I don’t know how to—”

      “Listen. Choose to listen—to truly listen—and you will feel its call.”

      “The troglodans—”

      “Will not stop an Excalibur Knight.”

      “But I’m not a—”

      “You are today, human.” She released her choke hold on him, taking half a step back and cupping his shoulders almost gently. “Whether you wish it so or not.”

      For a moment, there was something in her eyes. Something he didn’t understand. Then Iveera Katanaga’s almost gentle hands clamped down on his shoulders, and she hurled him across the deck—straight through the shimmering green barrier. Straight into open blue sky.
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      For one shocked instant, it was all too much to take in. The tearing rush of wind. The endless sprawl of the Atlantic Ocean below. The hellish cyclone boring an impossible hole into the dark ocean depths far below. All of it spinning nauseatingly fast in his wild tumble. Just like the dark, craggy shape of the troglodan carrier below that, no matter how much it spun, only seemed to race closer and closer. The thing looked something like a giant dragon head hewn straight from a mountain, some part of his shocked brain noted.

      And he had about five seconds to do something before he went splat on it.

      “SHIT!” he screamed for starters.

      The Excalibur might’ve made some comment about overreactions. Nate couldn’t really hear past the throbbing pulse and the rushing white static in his brain. Purely on instinct, he spread his limbs and fought to steady out of his wild spin. That it started working was little comfort when his view centered on the trog ship, and on the craggy dorsal spines rushing up to end him.

      He angled his arms and torso, trying to glide right, hyperventilating all the way. Insides tingling with raw adrenaline, liable to detonate any moment. Nothing but the adrenaline and his churning water tunnel target. The whipping wind and the ragged panting of his own breath. The barbaric ship spines, speeding straight toward him.

      He wasn’t going to make it.

      A fragment of memory flickered in the background, so small in the panic of the moment that he almost missed it. Repulsors. He wasn’t sure if that was Ex’s voice, or his own. It didn’t matter. Guided flight. He could do it. Had to do it. Had already done it.

      “Carefully,” he whispered—to himself or Ex, he wasn’t sure. It wasn’t audible in the roar of the wind anyway. He just held the thought in mind, remembering how it had felt to take momentary flight back in State College, trying to detach himself from the flooding urgency of impending impact, and the fear of coming out too hard and going ass over teakettle straight into the ship. And there it was. Something pushing against his feet, through his rigid legs, thrusting him forward, forward.

      The ship, a hundred feet away, bristling with jagged spines.

      Fifty feet. Speeding straight for that starboard spine, right there.

      It was going to take him straight in the gut. Split him in two.

      Insides shriveling. Clenching.

      A wordless cry erupted from his throat, and he tucked his feet and turned into a forward somersault. Later, he would swear he’d felt the tip of that enormous spine scrape the bottom of his right sneaker. In that moment, though, all he could do was whoop and shout like a madman who’d just avoided violent death by alien spaceship impalement.

      Better, Ex admitted.

      “Better?!” Nate cried.

      You do still have to land.

      Nate sobered, sweet relief evaporating as he realized the Excalibur had a damn good point. He spread his arms and legs out wide, steadying and slowing his plunge as best he could while he scanned the choppy ocean waters and the cyclone mouth of the giant drain column to freaking… wherever.

      A trio of floating troglodans caught his eye before he had to actually think the mythical A-word, descending into the column’s swirling depths by what must’ve been the gravitonic lift of the ship he’d nearly boarded by gruesome accident.

      Lacking any better plan, or time to find one, Nate took aim as best he could in the buffeting winds and urged on another burst of flight. Again, he felt the thrust kick through his limbs. Again, he resisted the urge to look back and see the thrusters in action, sure the movement would throw his trajectory off. He was already coming in too slow, according to the primitive gauge of his clenching stomach.

      He tried to angle upward. Tried to feed a little more power to his miraculous thrusters. Overdid both.

      Panic spiked as he kicked into a wild spin, corkscrewing through the air too fast to distinguish up from down. He threw his arms and legs out wide, frantic mind screaming some indecipherable gibberish about figure skaters and moments of inertia, then his stomach gave a nauseating lurch, and he felt himself rebounding like he’d hit a wall of straight gelatin. That odd elastic force shoved him back the way he’d come, flipping him around to what his indignant stomach and the inverted skyline informed him was upside down. But at least he wasn’t falling so fast now, he thought, looking up at his feet, toward the hovering ship above.

      Straight into the beady eyes of the troglodan coming down the grav lift beside him.

      “Flying human?” the trog grunted, scrunching its face uncertainly.

      Nate spun and drove his heels into the beast’s chest, kicking off to buy some distance. The grav lift beam reeled him right back in its invisible gelatin wall bungee line. Right back into the troglodan’s waiting ogre hug. Which, it turned out, was frighteningly bone-crushing.

      “Nice try, little birdie,” it said.

      Nate strained to break free, but he had no leverage.

      “Still, little birdie,” the troglodan growled, squeezing harder, “or I break your wings.”

      At the mention of wings, Nate glanced down and caught a glimpse past the trog’s bulk of the light repulsor gauntlets he’d somehow summoned into existence along with his repulsors. That was all the crazy he needed to try his next stunt.

      He eased his struggles, ignoring the trog’s rumbled taunts as he settled his closed fist against the beast’s thick torso and thought as hard as he could about Iveera, and her handy little wrist cannon. Iveera, who’d kept him imprisoned just so he couldn’t go dying and handing over his Excalibur all easy like. Iveera who’d apparently decided this entire situation was so fucked she might as well just throw him out of a moving ship and hope for the best anyway.

      Iveera who, if the horrendous explosion high above was any indication, had just reengaged with the Dread Knight and his army to buy little Nathaniel Arturi time to do his goddamn job.

      Best not disappoint her, little hobbit.

      Not disagreeing, Nate squeezed his fist and fired, not even remotely sure whether there was anything there to fire. Fairly sure, in fact, that he’d finally lost his freaking mind, good and proper. He fired all the same, then cried out in surprise when the sharp whine of a blaster punched the air, recoiling lightly through his arm. The troglodan’s arms jerked tighter then loosened, a wet-sounding groan rumbling from its mouth. Nate clenched his teeth and fired again.

      This time, the troglodan didn’t resist when Nate struggled free, planted his hands on the beast’s massive shoulders, and shoved down. Whether the troglodan moved down or Nate moved up, he couldn’t have said. It hardly mattered. Especially not when he realized they’d reached sea level.

      The dull roar of rushing water swallowed them whole before he could so much as shout. In bare, breathless seconds, the sky had vanished completely, leaving nothing but endless walls of white water racing all around, everywhere he looked.

      He kept descending. The shapes of the tunnel mouth and the trog carrier shrinking high above. The roaring darkness all around thickening with frightening rapidity. Closing in on him like a physical pressure, his eyes darting wildly from one black wall of water to another, sure the entire goddamn ocean would come crashing down on him at any moment. He didn’t understand how it wasn’t. A growling curse from below drew his attention before he could even try.

      The troglodan he’d shot was weakly fumbling to retrieve the cannon slung across its back. Nate raised his gauntlet, only then getting his first dim glance at the slender blaster mount that had appeared on his wrist. He took aim, squinting against the bright wink of lights that had appeared farther below. Took aim… and hesitated.

      As little as he could make out in the outline of those distant lights, he swore he saw something like fear in the troglodan’s beady eyes. Maybe he really had lost it, but in that moment, he couldn’t help but feel a sickly pang of sympathy for the creature bleeding out down here as the pair of them were swallowed by the ocean itself. It was enough to give him pause. Then the troglodan gave one last mournful groan and went still, and all Nate felt was sickened, and alone. Alone in the crushing depths, sinking toward the circle of harsh light below, where the cyclone tunnel appeared to come to an abrupt end.

      It was farther away than he’d thought, judging by how slowly the light appeared to be approaching. He didn’t even want to think about how deep he already was, or how fast he was still descending. He just kept his blaster trained on that slowly growing light, trying to get his head on straight and figure out what was going to happen when he touched down.

      The first thought his mind snagged onto was that the grav lift might simply dump him out, and that he’d be wise to have his repulsors at the ready. The second and far more pressing bit, as the tunnel went from distant circle to gaping maw with startling suddenness, was that there’d almost certainly be some kind of guard detail watching the lift below. And that he’d just sent one of their dead friends down as a warning flag.

      No sooner had the thought struck a thrill through his heart than he watched the dead trog speed through the opening below and heard the first rumbling cries go up. He thrust his hands hopelessly out, trying in vain to stop, to slow down. Too late.

      The bay the roaring water tunnel opened into was positively cavernous, spotted with a grid of raised platforms that stretched until it disappeared to the spacious darkness at the edges of the dozens of floodlights posted around the landing site. And at that landing sight, gathered among the several glaring floodlights pointed straight up into Nate’s squinting eyes…

      Armor, he thought frantically, as the blinding light resolved into dozens of hulking forms turning his way on the dark bay floor. Turning with weapons. So many weapons.

      “ARMOR!” he cried, thrusting his repulsor gauntlets helplessly out in front of him. Then a lone, booming battle cry reached his ears from below, and the troglodans opened fire.
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      The fighting had well and truly started out there.

      The Merlin could feel it in his rather pronounced bones, buried somewhere between wandering intuition and the imperceptible murmur of subconscious perception. He supposed, on some level, that the Lady’s Light might’ve slipped his intuition a cutesy whisper or two as well, despite the fact that her pervasive energies were overwhelmingly being wielded against him at the moment, but the details scarcely mattered.

      Whatever vessels were to thank, he could practically taste the essentials.

      The Beacon was near at hand. They were somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean (which could really only mean one thing). And his Knights—his once proud fellowship of the galaxy’s most powerful, chivalrous heroes—were coming to blows out there like a band of ill-mannered inbreds tussling behind a barnyard dance.

      A short but pertinent list of shoulds and woulds buzzed at the back of his mind like a swarm of gnats, right along with the quiet reminder that Groshna, warmongering brute that he was, might not even truly be responsible for his current actions, given the state of his Excalibur.

      He ignored the maelstrom of useless thoughts. Ignored the vestigial impulse of his long-lost mortality, telling him that he had to do something, for the love of all that was good and just. He would act when it was time. And if he wasn’t acting now, well then, it was surely only because time was precisely what it wasn’t.

      A few lifetimes ago, his Lady might’ve ribbed him on the self-fulfilling hypocrisy of it all. Apparently now wasn’t the time for that, either.

      The fact that Groshna had left him obscured in the belly of the Crimson Tide with nary a single viewing pane by which to experience and savor the full pain of his betrayal and gallant rebellion was proof enough that the Dread Knight still harbored some shadow of a doubt in that big brute head of his. It certainly wasn’t a lack of sadism that had stayed the troglodan’s hand at such a supreme opportunity to rub it in the Merlin’s face. No.

      On some level, likely deeply buried under several glacial tons of denial and bloodlust, Groshna was still frightened that he’d made a fatal error, turning on the Merlin. Probably, funnily enough, more frightened than the Merlin would’ve been himself, had they somehow switched places. Because as arrogant as countless generations of unrivaled power had clearly made him, for the first time in longer than he could remember (hells, in longer than history could remember), the Merlin honestly wasn’t sure what would happen next. Even once he was freed from this cell—

      He frowned at the thought, attuning his senses more carefully to the Lady’s voice. A premonition, maybe? Or just immortal inevitability?

      Nothing but good old subconscious perception, he finally decided—right as the Crimson Tide gave the first barely distinguishable vibration of impact.

      “Hmm,” he said to the empty brig, the ghost of a humorless smile tugging at his lips. Almost time, then.

      No sooner had he thought it than the ceiling collapsed inward in a groaning crash of slagged metal and superheated carbon, and a copper-armored angel of vengeance slammed down to the deck, radiating with a kind of rage he’d only ever seen from her once before, nearly six hundred years past.

      That rage had matured into something truly breathtaking to behold.

      It died the moment Iveera Katanaga caught sight of him, serpentine jin freezing in place around her head, dark faceplate peeling back like she couldn’t trust anything less than those captivating bioluminescent eyes of hers.

      “Emrys,” she whispered, like she still couldn’t quite believe it.

      “My clever huntress.”

      “My Merlin, I…” Those radiant eyes took in his ragged, emaciated state and the cell he was in, flickering with understandable confusion, then she snapped her bladed kaija up, as if she’d just remembered she had a bloodthirsty Dread Knight on her tail, and not a moment to spare.

      Despite having been built to contain rather than to repel, the cell was no fragile egg to be cracked. But nor was Ser Katanaga one to be deterred. As soon as she saw the first sizzling blue blaster bolt splash uselessly against the cell wall—and as soon as the Merlin had hobbled to his feet and stepped as clear as he could—she hauled back and unleashed a force that probably could’ve torn a ship in half. A force that quite likely had torn a ship in half a few weeks earlier, he now suspected, prior to his unfortunate arrival at Golnak mining installation C-73.

      Which is to say, inside the cell, things got more than a little toasty. He smelled the charring flesh. Was aware of the curling wisps of smoke drifting up from his own person. Was infinitely more interested in the deep, satisfying crack of his infernal prison making like an egg, and relenting its hold.

      Before he could so much as thank his rescuer—before he could even properly see her in the dwindling afterburn of the torrential blast—a howling crimson mountain ripped through the wrecked ceiling in a speeding blur and punched straight through the deck, carrying Iveera Katanaga with it.

      “Thank you,” the Merlin murmured to the empty brig and to the sounds of groaning metal and rushing wind. He crossed to the cracked corner of the cell and let out a groan as he encountered the infinitely complex borders of e-dim space unfurling into the breach. The energy began trickling back into his body. He reached a still smoking hand through the jagged gap, and allowed the trickle to become a veritable flow.

      Immortal or not, refeeding was never a pleasant sensation.

      Then again, he thought, reaching out for his loyal Fifth Knight with his mind, neither was getting smashed through the ventral hull of a Knight ship by an Excalibur-powered troglodan.

      “My Merlin,” came Iveera Katanaga’s voice in his mind a moment later, strained with the sounds of ongoing battle, and possibly even a bit pained. “I will return for you as soon as Ser Groshna is—”

      Even through the comms, it was hard to miss the sound of Groshna’s furious roar, and the thunderclap of impact that followed.

      “Do not worry about me, my huntress,” said the Merlin, raising a foot entirely too laboriously, and kicking a loose piece of the shattered cell free as the sounds of fighting escalated in his head. “Ser Groshna is…”

      He took a ragged breath and kicked out another piece, hesitating over his next words, wondering if they were really true.

      The Lady said nothing.

      “Ser Groshna is beyond our ability to help. You have my permission to stop him by any means necessary.”

      He felt more than actually heard the gorgon’s acknowledgement, immersed as she was in the heat of battle. He kicked out one last piece of his cracked egg prison, widening the gap enough to let him slip through, and stood there staring.

      “Iveera…”

      He felt her mind hovering there like an inquisitive hummingbird. So young and loyal. So attentive, even in the midst of a genuine fight for her life.

      Nine sodding hells, was he tired.

      “There is something else I must tell you.”
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      “Shiiiit!” Nate screamed as he tore free from the grav lift’s beam and immediately spiraled out of control with nothing but thin air and a hail of trog gunfire between himself and the bay floor a few hundred feet below.

      If he’d had more than a split second to think about it, Nate might’ve realized just how many ways it could go wrong, throwing his repulsors to full burn from the center of a grav beam. He might’ve remembered that he’d been riding that grav beam for a reason.

      In that moment, though, watching a few dozen trog weapons all swiveling up to end him, all he’d been able to think about was breaking free of the beam ferrying him straight down like a nice little bit of target practice.

      And now…

      Now, something caught him in the ribs like a speeding fist as he fell. He thrust his hands and legs out and tried a stabilizing repulsor burst that only seemed to make things worse. A few more somethings smacked at his legs and arms, and it was all he could do to hope his prayer for armor had somehow been answered.

      It hardly seemed to matter as the dark ground leapt up to meet him. 

      He did his best to tuck and roll, just like he’d done a few lifetimes ago, jumping from Emily Atherton’s rooftop. Just like that—except for the army of space ogres shooting at him, of course, and for the breakneck speed with which he struck the dark floor, which happened to feel just like solid, bone-breaking stone.

      He couldn’t have said how many total revolutions he bounced through. Only that he was rather surprised to be bouncing at all, and that it seemed to last longer than it should’ve before he finally rolled to a jerky halt on his knees, apparently not dead. By some minor miracle, he’d even ended up tucked behind the cover of one of the bay’s elevated landing platforms.

      Harsh troglodan shouts quickly killed his miniscule relief. They were coming, their voices echoing through the cavernous space, their shadows leering every which way in the harsh burn of the floodlights. Nate braced a hand to his knee, thinking to push to his feet and keep moving, but faltered when his repulsor gauntlet brushed against something that was decidedly not his own squishy thigh.

      Congratulations. It appears you’ve managed your first kinetic barrier.

      He looked down confusedly, and stiffened at the sight of the shimmering, pale blue light that clung to his every surface like a holo catsuit. Some kind of energy barrier, he thought, patting himself across the arms and the back and— 

      Blackened hands! Behind you!

      Nate spun and found two troglodans leveling heavy rifles at him at the corner of the platform. He threw his arms up by pure useless reflex, wondering if the barrier would hold, noting with dim horror that the shimmering light seemed to wane at the thought alone.

      He opened his mouth to cry for them to stop, to please just wait a goddamn minute. Something slammed into his back before he could. He left ground, and struck back down with a breathless whoomph, tumbling across the damp stone. Tumbling right to a neat stop on his back, looking up from the feet of the two riflemen.

      For a second, they were all too surprised to move. Then a third trog stepped in between his fellows, teeth jutting out in a satisfied trog grin, and shoved a humming pulse cannon in Nate’s face.

      Time slowed.

      There were too many. Even if he could slip free of these three and the one who’d struck him from behind, there were dozens more. He couldn’t. Couldn’t possibly—

      Are you an Excalibur Knight, Nathaniel? Or are you not?

      He saw Iveera’s phosphorescent stare, silently asking him the same. Saw Marty’s face, and Gwen’s. Zack’s and Kyle’s. Saw Groshna’s laughing sneer, and felt the kindling anger he’d been too bounced around since the bridge to even properly register.

      He was a Knight today, Iveera had told him. Whether he liked it or not. And she hadn’t thrown him down here to die. She’d thrown him down here to do a job. To protect his world.

      His armored hand struck out almost before he knew it, shoving the humming cannon barrel out of his face, sending a slow-motion ripple of surprise across the troglodan’s face. 

      Maybe Nate was nothing. Maybe the Lady and the Merlin had chosen wrong. But that hadn’t stopped him from breaking his friends out of that brig, had it? It hadn’t stopped him from prying Iveera out of Groshna’s viral death grip. He had done those things.

      On either side, the other two trogs were raising their rifles.

      He, Nathaniel “IT Guy” Arturi, had acted when every fiber in his body had told him it was madness. And Ex had been there for him. Just like he was now—hovering right there, waiting for Nate to simply reach out and take the power. Waiting like he had been all along.

      Two heavy trog rifles aimed at his head, thick fingers tightening on the firing studs in that strangely dilated slow motion.

      Fuck it.

      Nate threw his arms wide and fired with both of his wrist blasters, no longer questioning if they’d be there or not. He felt the quiet mountain of power hovering all around him, embracing him in its snug grip even as he reached out for it. Felt it as surely as he saw the twin flashes of blue blaster fire light the shadows, and heard the troglodans roar.

      Nate fired again, and time sped right the hell back up all around him.

      He clapped his hands back to the pulse cannon descending for his face, and heaved as hard as he could, intending to rip it free from the troglodan’s hands. What he hadn’t accounted for was the fact that the weapon was strapped around the troglodan’s back.

      The trog staggered forward like a falling tree, and Nate—to his extreme surprise—went shooting the other direction, sliding between tree-trunk legs and across the floor like a man-sized shuffleboard disc. Sliding entirely too far, he noted, right along with the disconcerting scraping sound coming from beneath him.

      Enemy fire rang out before he could question it, pouring in from seemingly all directions, kicking up wet chunks of stone and grit all around him. Something smacked at his legs. Several somethings. He focused on the thought of his defenses and dug a shoulder into the stone, tucking the last of his sliding momentum up into a backward roll.

      He came up in a kneeling crouch, squeezing off a few wild shots from his raised wrist blasters… and froze, gaping from his extended arms down to the rest of his body, and to the suit of rippling armor that had just finished unfurling to encase him from thin air. It was the same kind of sleek armor he’d seen on Iveera and Groshna—toned in grays and blues, and utterly alien.

      It was the armor of an Excalibur Knight.

      His armor, he dumbly noted, as a string of shots thudded across his torso, coaxing a crackling pulse of light from the ghostly kinetic barrier that still clung to his exterior. Ex practically purred, like all this time he’d wanted nothing more than to take a few good shots.

      “I’m a Knight,” Nate heard himself whisper, half question, half stupefied observation. “We’re—”

      Going to have a very short reign if you don’t plan on fighting back.

      The frighteningly hot flash of a scarlet blaster bolt flying past his head punctuated Ex’s point emphatically. Nate snapped out of it, pointed his wrist blasters, and returned fire.

      It wasn’t easy to see what he was shooting at in the erratic lighting, with the trogs charging in and out of the platform shadows, casting silhouettes of their own under the floodlights. But he hit at least a few shots, if the keening roars of pain were any indication.

      Reinforcements continued to pour in, grav lift shooters catching up from his crash flight deviation with booming battle cries and growling curses. More shots slamming into his legs and arms by the second. Nate stood and fired right back, caught up in the firestorm, gripped by something between exultation and desperation.

      “I’m an Excalibur Knight, assholes!” he screamed at the roaring shadows, shooting with his right hand as he raised his left arm, thinking to conjure a proper shield to handle some of the abuse. “Get the hell off my planet!”

      Well now you’re just being excessive, Ex said, as the trogs bellowed back, and the return fire intensified.

      “Yeah?” he growled, trying not to gape as a long kite shield unfolded from his forearm only to be immediately wracked by a string of rapid, cracking impacts. He began to back away, thinking to slip behind the landing platform beside him. “Well, remind me to give a damn when this is all—”

      On your right!

      Nate spun, sweeping his new shield with him, and watched in wide-eyed surprise as the edge of the shield smacked aside the thrumming bayonet-style rifle spike that’d been bound straight for his heart. Then he braced for impact as the troglodan behind that spike crashed straight into him.

      It felt a lot like what he imagined it might feel like to get folded by a two-thousand-pound squat. Except he didn’t get folded. His body screamed with effort. Hard rock cracked beneath his armored boots. And he caught the charging troglodan’s momentum head-on.

      For a second, they gaped at each other. Then Nate threw a hard uppercut into the beast’s jutting jaw and followed with a shield slam that sent the trog crashing to its big ass.

      And for the first time since they’d met, Ex gave a peel of genuine laughter at something other than Nate’s personal shortcomings. Yes... Yes! Excessive suits you, Nathaniel. Now helm your stubborn head and fight!

      Nate didn’t argue. He welcomed the thought of a helmet, and just like that, a soft pressure cradled in around the back of his head, a transparent film shimmering into existence before his eyes, wrapping around until he could hear the ragged sounds of his own rapid breaths.

      Much as he didn’t love the claustrophobic face hug, it was hard to argue with the added protection, or the cool rush of air that kissed his sweaty brow. Especially as everything around him began to sharpen on his heads up display—shadows coming to light, distant details leaping out with startling clarity.

      For a moment, there was something else, too—the strangest trickle of familiarity, like coming home after too long away. Then a nice big trog bullet winged off the side of his helmet, and all he felt was startled panic. A string of shots smacked into his left side. In front of him, the trog he’d shoved over was grabbing its rifle, preparing for round two.

      Excalibur Knight or not, Nate turned and ran for it, holding his shield where it could absorb the brunt of the fire that followed. There were still dozens of trogs down here, and plenty more still coming, from the glances he caught of the grav lift as he darted between landing platforms. Even if he could survive a rumble with all of them, it might not mean a thing if he didn’t do what Iveera had sent him down here to do.

      How do we find the Beacon? he asked, once he’d zigged and zagged through enough turns to feel safe hunkering in the shadows for a moment.

      Do you not feel it, calling us home? Ex replied, as Nate peered out from the corner of the adjacent platform, toward the densest concentration of floodlights. There was a wide opening in the cavern wall that he hadn’t had time to see earlier, leading deeper into… Christ, could this really be Atlantis? He’d forgotten about that particular little chestnut in the shuffle.

      Focus, little hobbit. Listen.

      He drew back behind cover, all too aware of the sound of nearby trog voices, and considered Ex’s choice of words. Calling them home. As if in response, that odd sensation of trickling familiarity shifted back into awareness beneath the surface of his helmet-enhanced senses. It was more noticeable, the more he focused on it, but still seemingly without direction—more a gentle mist in the air than a… well, a Beacon.

      And here he’d been wondering why it had taken Iveera so long to hone in on this thing.

      We will find the way as we draw closer, Ex insisted. First, we must make it to the city proper.

      Nate peeked out from the platform again, as if a more direct line of sight might somehow clarify his senses, then jerked back as the platform beside him erupted with fountains of sparks and red hot metal. A second volley spat chips of stone at his feet, echoes of gunfire reverberating into the darkness.

      They were waiting.

      Waiting as their friends circled around behind him, by the sound of it.

      Best we be on our way, then, yes?

      Ex sounded entirely too excited about the thought, like it was a trip to Disneyland he was proposing, and not a headlong charge through a waiting army and into the creepy depths at the bottom of the ocean. But the sound of their approaching flankers didn’t leave Nate time to dwell on it. He tensed, preparing to move, trying to decide the best route forward.

      As if in response to the thought, his helmet display shifted, troglodan-shaped outlines appearing through the maze of platforms like ghostly apparitions, forming up to charge here, moving around to flank there. 

      It was incredibly handy.

      So much so that, for a second, he almost forgot to be afraid—almost felt as if he were playing some kind of game. A powerful predator, picking his next targets. Then he remembered that the behemoths behind each and every one of those thirty-odd outlines could individually pull him limb from limb—and probably eat him too, for good measure—and that healthy jolt of fear returned, with interest.

      He plotted out what looked like his most promising course, and willed his kite shield back to wherever it’d come from, deciding it would only slow him down for this next part. The shield promptly folded in on itself like a freaking Autobot, leaving behind only a thin gray stripe on the armor of his left forearm. Time enough to marvel at that later, he supposed.

      For the time being, he just mantled his way up onto the ramp of the platform he’d been using for cover, and started running his ass off.

      By the time the first pack of trogs caught sight of him, he was already gathering himself to leap for the next platform over. It was a long jump—almost definitely beyond humanly possible—which was why Nate had his untrusty repulsors cued up to help. And help they did. A little too much.

      In the excitement, he couldn’t have said which part he’d overdone it on—the repulsor thrust, or the jump itself. Either way, he flew clean over the platform he’d been aiming for. And the next one, too.

      Troglodan fire tracked him throughout the flight, each rushing pulse and sizzling blaster bolt disturbingly audible within the rapid-breathing confines of his new helmet. He tried to stay focused on the floodlit stone ahead as he passed through the apex of his jump and began to fall toward another hard landing. He was cuing his repulsors to soften the fall when a shot caught him in the shoulder like a speeding trog fist and sent the cavern spinning around him.

      He hit the stone in a solid belly flop.

      It might have been comical, if not for the uncontrollable coughs that seized him as he gasped feebly for air, diaphragm too impact-shocked to function, mouth tinged with the coppery hint of blood. The smooth stone exploded inches from his face, peppering his helmet with debris. More gunfire behind. Ahead, the trogs were forming up to guard the mouth of the cavern, where they’d apparently deduced he was headed.

      He gasped for breath, trying to get himself to move.

      Still an Excalibur Knight?

      Lying there at the bottom of the ocean, beaten and battered, encased by alien armor, and facing down a small army of troglodans, Nate wasn’t really sure who he was anymore. Somehow, though, the answer to that question didn’t seem nearly as important as the fact that he needed to keep moving.

      So Nate threw himself up from the ground and ran. Jaw clenched. Lungs burning. Stone exploding all around him. He ran faster than he’d ever run. Faster, he realized, than anyone had ever run. He could feel the armor working in tandem with his own pumping legs, steadying his breakneck gait, amplifying the power of his every stride.

      Ahead, the troglodan line dug in and opened fire in earnest.

      Nate leveled his wrist blasters and returned fire, not slowing. Not when the enemy shots began to find their mark, and not when something smacked down to the stone behind him, adding a heavy spray of water to the debris and projectiles already pelting him. He pressed on, firing away, spurred by the startled looks on the trogs’ faces, trusting his armor would deal with the punishment. Or it wouldn’t. Either way, he ran until he was close enough to the faltering troglodan line, and then he jumped again.

      This time, he left it to his legs alone, and saw with grim satisfaction that he was perfectly capable of clearing a line of eight foot tall troglodans without the aid of his untrusty repulsors. It also left his hands free to keep firing, though he couldn’t have said if he hit anything in the chaos. There was just a blur of motion, and confused beady eyes looking up at him, and then he crashed down on the other side, tumbling into a barely contained roll.

      At least he emerged with his shield out, and facing in the right direction to cover his ass. He leveled his right wrist blaster, thinking to cover his retreat as he went.

      And that was when he realized it hadn’t been him who’d set the trog line shaking in their giant boots.

      A few shots cracked into his shield from the more single-minded trog soldiers in the line. Most of the cavern’s collective attention, though, was focused on the torrential downpour of ocean water falling from the mouth of the cyclone tunnel. Nate couldn’t help but stare as well, wondering the unavoidable question.

      Were they about to be crushed beneath an entire ocean? 

      A distant explosion rocked the cavern, spewing forth a renewed gush from the opening above. Some of the troglodans scattered and began rushing toward one of the platforms where Nate only then noticed a few parked vehicles—some kind of big, junkyard-looking hover bikes. They didn’t make it far before the cyclone tunnel coughed another small sea of water and disgorged the smoking wreck of a ship.

      Iveera’s ship, Nate realized, with a sinking feeling.

      And atop its battered, blast-scored hull, there was Iveera herself, riding the falling ship down like the Goddess of War riding a flaming horse into the depths of hell. She was locked in battle with the hulking crimson form of Groshna, and even at a distance, the intensity of the fighting was frightening. Neither one of them seemed the least bit concerned that they were plummeting straight to a horrific crash. They were too busy trading blows that sounded like they could’ve leveled city blocks—Iveera with her bladed staff, and Groshna with a tremendous dark axe.

      It didn’t track physically that the comparatively slender gorgon could so ruthlessly tangle with the enormous troglodan, but there she was, meeting his heavy-handed strikes head on, and dishing the punishment straight back. Groshna flinched first in their game of chicken, gathering himself to leap from the plummeting wreck. Before he could, though, Iveera caught his tree-trunk arm, deftly flipped herself onto his shoulders like she was mounting a rampaging rhino, and kicked off.

      In his mind, Nate swore the exchange should’ve launched her upward. Instead, the entire freaking ship accelerated downward as she kicked, the dorsal plating crumpling under Groshna from the force of her launch. Nate didn’t have time to wrap his head around it. The ship hit the stone with the loudest crash he’d ever heard, and he staggered a few steps back from the sheer violence of the sound. He took a few more when it hit him that the entire damn place might come crashing down with it, but the cavern held, and the hemorrhaging water tunnel was already extending a set of huge triangular panels to seal itself off.

      “What are you doing?!” a familiar voice snapped, right beside him.

      Nate had tensed behind his shield and checked over both shoulders before it dawned on him that the voice had come from his helmet’s communications systems, and that it was Iveera’s. Ahead, she was hovering above the wreckage of her ship, the pluming smoke billowing out around her as if it were frightened to make direct contact.

      “Get to the Beacon,” she said. “Get it to the Merlin. Go! I will hold them here.”

      “But,” Nate started, eyes scanning the cavern, counting the odds. “But I can—”

      “Go.”

      He stared dumbly at the copper-armored force of nature hovering there, twirling one bladed end of her halved staff on a line of crackling blue energy, shoulders gleaming with the new addition of some kind of orangish crystalline cannon fixtures, writhing jin pulsing an alarming shade of red.

      She didn’t look like a gorgon who needed Nate’s help.

      At least not until Groshna burst up from the wreckage of her ship to face her at a hover, crimson armor smoking, enormous arm cannon crackling with brilliant electric arcs. Around the cavern, most of the trogs were too captivated for the moment to do anything but stare.

      “Go,” she repeated quietly.

      And then she unleashed hell on the cavern.

      Nate shuffled backward at the ferocious explosion of violence, racing heart begging him to run even as his feet stubbornly refused to leave her here so thoroughly outnumbered.

      The Beacon, Nathaniel.

      He teetered in place, stuck on the edge until the thunder clap of the two clashing Knights ahead reminded him that he’d be punching a few worlds above his weight class anyway, trying to take on Groshna.

      Find the Beacon. Get it out.

      “Shit!” he growled, turning away from the madness and taking off at a hard run. Down the widening tunnel of stone, lit by an eerie, sea green light that emanated from everywhere and nowhere. On, beneath the majestic stone archways. Past the larger-than-life busts of trident-wielding mermen. Trying to shut out the distant sounds of explosions and gunfire.

      He ran on, straight over the ancient stone causeway. Straight on to what his disbelieving brain could only assume was the lost city of Atlantis.
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      The city was impossibly enormous.

      Hell, it was just plain impossible all around.

      That was the only conclusion Nate’s scrambling brain could arrive at as it struggled to grasp the regal sprawl of ancient buildings and pathways that reached out into the depths before him. There was no way anything this large could exist on Earth without their knowing about it. There was no way it could exist, period, at the bottom of the freaking ocean. Yet somehow, here it was.

      He stared at the buildings, each and every one a masterful work of art in its own right—most of them a confusing fusion of old world architecture joined with something new and vaguely alien. All of them sitting peacefully in eerily abandoned quiet, paying no mind to the distant, muffled sounds of gunfire as they bathed in the luminescent blue-green glow of…

      Mother of god.

      Nate’s shuffling steps drew to a full stop as he leaned back to take in the unfathomably colossal dome that encapsulated the city high above like the world’s most stunning and gigantic display of bubble wrap art. Thousands and thousands of transparent panels, all reinforced by an intricate network of stone leaflets, metal girders, and gargantuan beveled columns that would’ve given the Romans more than a little cause to overcompensate.

      “Holy shit...” Nate muttered to no one in particular.

      The city of Atlantis swallowed his voice like an ocean. 

      Amusing as your astonishment is, we have more pressing concerns.

      As if in agreement, a not-so-distant explosion peaked over the steady background drone of distant gunfire. Iveera, no doubt, giving the troglodans something for their darkest nightmares. Provided any of them lived that long, and the Atlantic Ocean didn’t come crushing down on all of them.

      Which put his mind right back to wondering who could’ve possibly built all this, and how in the hell it was still standing—still holding an entire ocean at bay—after who knew how many thousands of years?

      The energy of the Beacon permeates this place, Ex said, as if that should be answer enough. Then, remembering who he was talking to, he added, That may well explain the longevity. As for your first question, the short answer is ‘Atlanteans,’ and the longer one—

      Is that I’d better focus on the Beacon and worry about this stuff later?

      My, my, how you’re learning today.

      “Yeah,” Nate muttered, turning his mind to the Beacon, offering a silent question out to Atlantis in hopes that something might see fit to point the way. That soft welcoming sensation still hummed in his head here, oddly juxtaposed with the haunted air of abandonment that clung to the quiet city. It was a tad more noticeable now, he thought, but still far too slippery to divine any sense of direction or source.

      “How do you think it even got here?” he asked, starting down the main street not with a plan so much as a general certainty that he was far more likely to find something by actually looking around than by just standing at the mouth of the city and gaping.

      Beacons have been known to wander from time to time. Most likely, someone put it here. Perhaps to preserve this city. Perhaps to simply keep it hidden.

      Nate eyed the dark entryway of what might’ve once been a tavern, feeling some combination of exposed and audacious, just loping down the middle of the empty street. So you do remember how Beacons work, then? he asked, veering over toward the houses on the right.

      Ex gave an amused huff at that. No one knows how Beacons work, Nathaniel. Their existence is but one of the Lady’s many great mysteries.

      Yeah, Nate thought, as if that tidbit had been a given. I just meant that part wasn’t, you know… taken away, like—

      Ex didn’t exactly shush him so much as buzz a wordless warning. Nate was behind the cover of the closest house in a moment, wrist blasters at the ready, scanning the empty street for some threat. He caught the low echo of troglodan voices a few seconds before his helmet display filled in three outlines a few buildings ahead, coming for the main street at a lumbering run.

      Not completely deserted, after all.

      “—told us not to set foot in the city,” one of them was saying, farther off than Nate probably could’ve heard with his own ears.

      The comment was met with a growled string of curses he couldn’t untangle.

      “—just had to do it,” came the first voice.

      “And for a pathetic human artifact, no less,” added another.

      “Bah,” growled the cursing trog. “I take my orders from the Dread Lord and the General, not some blight-touched…”

      Nate lost whatever else was said, scrambling around to the rear of his building to keep out of sight. The trio of trog soldiers came thundering past a few moments later, clearly in a hurry to get back to the sounds of fighting in the landing bay.

      One of them was carrying a trident.

      Nate almost could’ve laughed at the sight, up until an explosion sounded from the bay, sending a light trembling through the stone underfoot. The trio sped on, the naysayer grunting after the trident bearer that they had had orders from his Dreadship to respect the blackened bastard’s requests, and that they were all in for a proper fisting when the commander realized what they’d done.

      Nate watched them go, antsy with the need to get back on the move. It was only as their outlines dwindled toward the causeway and he rounded back onto the street that he registered he’d just let three enemy soldiers slip back to an already stacked fight against Iveera.

      “Shit,” he murmured, glaring after their outlines.

      The Beacon, was all Ex said.

      Nate turned away from the retreating trog outlines, knowing his companion was right, then glanced back as another thought occurred to him. “Any chance this helmet can scan for whatever waves that Beacon is giving off?”

      You don’t think I might have mentioned such an ability?

      Nate clenched his fists. I don’t know, damnit, I just… This place is…

      Far too large for one man to search, Ex finished.

      There was no denying it.

      Ex was thoughtfully silent for a few seconds. Where would YOU place the Beacon, Nathaniel?

      Nate frowned at the question, suspecting a trap.

      It is not a riddle. Humor me.

      “Probably right at the center of the city, I guess. If you’re right about it keeping this place standing, whoever stuck it here might’ve wanted to put it where its power could, like, reach everything, right?”

      As I suspected. A rudimentary assumption at best, yet potentially apt if we also assume that it was likely an equally superstitious being who stowed the Beacon here in the first place.

      Nate didn’t bother arguing or defending himself. He just set off at a run, scanning the stretch of buildings ahead, looking for any likely suspects. There were more than a few towering monstrosities of breathtaking engineering that drew his eye from the heart of the city.

      That one? Ex asked, as Nate’s gaze drifted back to one dark-spired behemoth in particular for the third or fourth time.

      Too obvious? Nate wondered. He couldn’t decide whether the building looked like a mighty cathedral, or the kind of fortress in which one might expect to find the dark lord Sauron lurking, but it was one of the few buildings tall enough to actually touch the city’s protective dome. That seemed worth something to his gut.

      It does seem only human, I suppose.

      Well, then…

      Nate put on a burst of speed, trying to ignore the creeping apprehension at the fact that gut feelings and only human logic were their best clues. At least he could move fast in the armor. Frighteningly fast, he decided, as he leaned into it, favoring speed over any risk of running into more rogue trogs.

      He reached the base of the towering cathedral in short order, panting only half as hard as he felt like he should be. Then he caught sight of the ancient marble statue outside the front and forgot about his burning lungs completely.

      It was the Lady.

      Of course it’s the Lady.

      “But…” Nate blinked at the statue, once again trying and failing to understand who these people had been, and how they would’ve known about the Lady at all.

      Need I remind you that now is hardly the time for a history lesson?

      “Right.” Nate bobbed his head, doing little to settle the way it was spinning with the enormity of all the shit that he and the rest of the world still didn’t have the faintest clue about. “Right.”

      He turned for the cathedral.

      It felt profoundly unnatural that those dark oaken double doors still stood tall, proud, and sturdy after who knew how many centuries of abandonment. Then again, that might’ve just been his sinking gut doing the talking. Too many coincidences adding up. Too convenient, that someone would’ve just left this almighty Beacon sitting here in the middle of the city, right next to a big statue of the Lady, in a building so obvious that even a clueless college kid had dialed in on it in under five minutes.

      Convenient? We are more than three miles below sea level, and more than a thousand from any appreciable form of civilization. Perhaps whoever brought the Beacon here simply assumed there was negligible risk of this place ever being discovered by anyone other than a Knight.

      No need to hide the needle if no one would ever find the haystack anyway? Nate couldn’t decide if that was a fair point, or the exact reason his Spidey Senses were tingling. All he really knew was that he needed to find this goddamned Beacon before the fighting spilled out of the landing bay and brought the ocean down on Atlantis for good.

      Wisdom becomes you, Nathaniel.

      He grabbed one thick iron rung and pushed the heavy door open. It swung inward with a mourning creak every bit as haunting as one might’ve expected from thousand-year-old hinges. He’d expected to see nothing but darkness from the outside. Instead, the same soft blue luminescence that lit the dome came wafting through the doorway in welcome. Readying his shield and wrist blaster, Nate took a few cautious steps into the cathedral, and froze.

      He’d been here before.

      The feeling struck him like a phantom fist to the diaphragm, sparking wriggling trills of panic from his chest up to his head.

      How? When? Why did he recognize this place?

      The Lady, he realized, flashing back to their strange journey across the stars. That was it. It had only been a sparse second, but he was almost certain this was the place he’d seen when they’d taken their first flash-step. A vast, underwater cathedral.

      And it was vast.

      Nate gaped at the sheer volume of open space between him and the grand stone arches of the vaulted ceiling, which reached so high as to actually be incorporated into the city dome, with multiple panes exposing the cathedral to the dark ocean above. He stared, trying to process the simple fact that this place even existed—and that everything else he’d seen out there with the Lady might’ve actually been real.

      His gaze tracked down to the ground floor, following the long rows of intricate stone benches to the head of the great hall. He froze again. 

      The Beacon.

      It was sitting right there on the dais—a brilliant sphere of burnished silver and nebulous azure light hovering over the upright arms of some wrought iron shrine. It couldn’t have been larger than a basketball, and it pulsed like a living thing, erratic figures and patterns swirling languidly across the shimmering light and metal of its surface as if they were one and the same.

      Nate didn’t have to ask Ex if this was indeed the Beacon they’d been looking for. He felt it now. Felt its call growing exponentially stronger with every step forward, so potent it was almost impossible to believe it had felt so faint only a hundred yards ago.

      He’d broken into a run before he knew it, not even precisely sure what he was going to do when he reached the Beacon—only that they’d found it, goddammit, and that maybe everything was going to be okay after all.

      Contact Iveera, he told Ex. I need to tell her to get out of—

      Wait!

      Nate jerked to a sliding halt at the flicker of movement ahead. He steadied and looked around the empty space, thinking maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him. Then the dark figure he could’ve sworn hadn’t been there a moment ago stood from the front row of stone benches, and turned to face him.

      In the mad dash, Nate had all but forgotten what the pilfering trogs had said about the blackened bastard who’d apparently told them to stay clear of the city. Now though, struck by the terrible presence of the thing standing before him, Nate wasn’t sure what else he could be looking at.

      If it was a troglodan, it wasn’t like any he’d ever seen. Large enough, certainly. But the thing looked more like the actual dark lord Sauron than like Groshna or his kin. Pitch black armor bristling with more sharp edges and wicked intent than all the lords of hell combined. The thing looked like it could’ve killed a man with any part of its body. In the unlikely event that failed, though, Nate had little doubt the barbaric greatsword strapped across its back would be equal to finishing the job.

      “Who are you?” he asked, trying to keep the waver from his voice.

      The Black Knight said nothing. Just watched him with the bottomless black holes that pierced its helm where the eyes should’ve been, sharp horns and blood red plume tilting ever-so-slightly in silent consideration.

      What am I looking at, Ex?

      I… cannot say. I don’t believe he is an ally, Nathaniel.

      Nate resisted the urge to raise his blaster in warning, suddenly afraid he’d be provoking a fight that he wouldn’t win. “What are you doing here?” he called instead.

      The Black Knight started wordlessly forward, stalking toward Nate without the slightest glint of hesitation, each dark footfall sending a low thud reverberating through the still cathedral.

      “Stop,” Nate said, taking a few involuntary steps back, a heavy dread settling over him. He raised his shield and aimed his wrist blaster. The weapon felt woefully inadequate. “I said stop right there!”

      The Black Knight hesitated for half a breath.

      Then it drew its dark sword and charged.
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      To say the Black Knight charged was misleading.

      There was no fearsome battle cry. No long, stone-pounding dash to combat. The thing simply raised its dark greatsword from twenty yards away, and brought it sweeping down for Nate’s head, having somehow covered the distance between them in less than the blink of an eye.

      If meeting a charging troglodan head-on had been like stopping a car, catching the Black Knight’s blow on his shield might as well have been trying to catch a falling mountain.

      There was a disturbingly loud crash, and then he was flying. He couldn’t have said how far he went, or how many obstacles he smashed straight through on the way. By the time the world resolved back into a luminescent blue pile of pain and stone rubble, all Nate really knew was that he was outclassed here. Even through the shield and the armor, his forearm was on fire with the fury of the blow he’d tried to block. He had to look down to confirm the arm was still there at all.

      No sooner had he done so than he realized the Black Knight was already there, standing over him. He rolled over and drove a kick into the thing’s gut. Or tried to, before the Knight caught his ankle in a frighteningly strong grip. For one terrible moment, he thought the monster would simply give a twist and snap his leg in two. Instead, the Knight gave a sharp jerk, and Nate found himself airborne again.

      Three or four pulverized stone benches later, he was coughing up blood and trying not to puke in his helmet. He looked frantically around for the next attack, but the Black Knight was taking its time over in the main aisle. Taking his time, some corner of Nate’s brain decided. Because there was something almost human about the way the enormous bastard was looking around the cathedral now, greatsword draped casually over one broad shoulder.

      “Where is he?” the Black Knight rumbled in a dreadfully low voice.

      Nate gritted his teeth and clawed his way back to his feet, trying to hide the grunts of pain. “Where’s who?”

      “The conjurer,” the Knight said, not turning. “The wizard. Your thrice-damned Merlin.” His dark gaze swept around the cathedral, across the balconies, up to the vaulted ceiling. “WHERE ARE YOU, YOU BLACKENED COWARD?!”

      The cathedral walls shook with the raw power of the Knight’s voice. Even with the added protection of his helmet, Nate staggered backward, ears ringing, bludgeoned brain racing to catch up with who the hell this vengeful spirit was, and why he’d expect to find the Merlin here, of all places. Unless…

      “The Beacon. Did you… Did you bring it here? Was this all…?”

      Before he could finish asking if this entire mess had all been one big trap to catch the Merlin, the Black Knight turned and began toward him, shifting the greatsword on his shoulder like he was thinking about springing across the benches and cutting Nate in two, right then and there.

      “I don’t know where the Merlin is,” Nate said, keeping his shield ready. “He left the planet. I don’t know where. But he’s not here. So if that’s what you’re doing here, you’d better just—”

      “You would die for him, human?”

      Nate swallowed, hating how his traitorous innards cowered at those words. Hating how much he clearly wasn’t some unshakable paragon of duty, like Iveera. Hating that he was afraid.

      But that didn’t mean he couldn’t pretend.

      “I’d die to protect my planet from that thing,” he said, pointing to the Beacon, thinking of Marty, and Gwen, and everyone else out there he’d failed to protect. Their faces, coupled with the words, stirred something deep inside, anger and desperation and fear at this black terror before him all spilling into the crucible, churning into something new.

      “And if you’re a part of all this,” he continued, the fires of a besieged New York licking at the crucible in his mind, working its contents into a kind of controlled madness, “then I guess I’ll die to stop you too.”

      The promise hung in the air, permeated only by the gentle glow of the luminescent dome, and the tranquil hum of the Beacon’s presence.

      “Very good, Earth Knight,” the Black Knight said, spreading his hands wide, inviting attack. “Come, then. I would see you protect your planet.”

      For a second, Nate faltered, expecting some trap. But the trap was already sprung, he knew—had been sprung the moment he’d walked into this cathedral. There was no escape. No guarantee it would matter even if he could buy more time. There was only him, and the one obstacle keeping him from the Beacon.

      I am with you, Nathaniel.

      That inner madness rippled, ready to boil over. It didn’t matter that he was facing a superior enemy. Didn’t matter that he didn’t know what to do. He had Ex, and he had a job to do. He had a choice.

      Electric tingles crackled down his right arm, radiating to his hand, begging to be released. No holding back. That was the only way.

      Unleash me, Excalibur Knight.

      For the first time in his life, Nate didn’t question instinct. He just took a single, impossible leap across the thirty feet between him and his obstacle, bellowing a wordless scream all the way, and brought his crackling fist down like a born-again thunder god.

      The air detonated around them, impact jarring through his arm so savagely that it went half numb. Then he saw the shimmering alien sword that had appeared in his hand, gently curved blade crossed with the Black Knight’s greatsword, thrumming with quiet power, and it all clicked together, simple as could be. Here was the sword, and here was his Black Knight.

      No holding back.

      The Black Knight shoved off his blade, sending him back a few steps for balance. He lunged right back in, sweeping the alien blade for the Black Knight’s head, keeping his shield raised as best he could. The Knight avoided the strike with a half-step backward, and leaned clear of the following slash, not even bothering to use his sword. Nate stepped after him, determined to keep the pressure on. It wasn’t enough.

      Another slash, and another. A thrust. A sweep. A shield swipe. The dark titan stepped clear of each strike with all the effort of a bored slow-dance partner, waiting for the song to end.

      Nate swung harder, moved faster, but it was no good. The Knight was too skilled. Within a minute, his lungs were burning, shoulders and arms growing heavy with fatigue. Desperate, he cut his next swing short and squeezed off a surprise shot from his wrist blaster. The blue bolt dissipated on a shimmering ripple of energy armor, leaving the Black Knight perfectly unharmed, and earning Nate his first counterattack.

      He nearly fell over trying to duck the broad sweep the Black Knight made for his head. Before he could regain his footing, the Knight brought a brutal strike down on his raised shield. Another blow hammered down, and Nate’s front leg buckled.

      He tried to scramble back and reset, but the Knight stayed with him, raining strikes down like a vengeful god. He didn’t bother getting fancy. Didn’t even appear to be putting his back into it. He just threw one overhand strike after another, hammering Nate to the stone like a carpenter casually nailing down shingles.

      Playing with him, Nate realized through ragged breaths, beginning to lose his grip on the fear. Knocking him around like a toy soldier. He’d known he was outmatched, but this...

      SLAM.

      Do not give up, Nathaniel.

      SLAM.

      Do not give in.

      SLAM.

      Remember who you fight for.

      Gritting his teeth, Nate gathered what little juice he had and threw himself into a tumbling backward roll. He popped to his feet, preparing to strike, but the Black Knight was already there, raising his greatsword with fearless certainty. The dark blade burst into hellish flames, and Nate’s insides went cold. He threw up sword and shield, bracing himself with everything he had left. The flaming sword crashed into his defenses, knocking him to the ground hard enough to crack the stone. Head spinning, he raised his sword to defend against the next blow… and gaped at the glowing red edge of the dagger in front of him.

      The Black Knight had cleaved his sword clean through.

      Something closed around his throat. The Black Knight’s hand, he registered, still staring in helpless shock at the severed blade. Then the world spun and exploded with bone shaking impact and cresting waves of pain.

      He was pinned to a stone column, his dwindling spots of vision informed him. Held aloft by the throat crushing grip of the Black Knight, the debris of his impact raining down upon them. The dark titan didn’t seem to notice the fist-sized hunk of rock that struck his helmet. He just calmly slung his greatsword across his back with a magnetic thrum, then reached down and plucked what remained of Nate’s useless sword from his hand.

      Only what remained wasn’t quite useless, Nate realized with a sickened twinge, as the Black Knight placed the glowing tip of the severed blade almost gently to the point just below his heart.

      He grabbed onto the Knight’s thick wrist with both hands, knowing deep in his racing heart he didn’t have the strength to stop this monster.

      “Do not be afraid,” the Black Knight said quietly, almost gently.

      But Nate was afraid, looking into the terrible darkness of those bottomless eye slots. More afraid than he’d ever been in his life.

      He kicked and cried, vision waning, dimly aware of Ex shouting him on as he clawed desperately at the Black Knight’s sword hand. He wasn’t ready to die. He wasn’t. He wanted to cry. Wanted to scream.

      Then the Knight’s crushing hand tensed on his throat, and something cold and brilliantly sharp pierced straight into his heart.
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      For one merciful moment, it almost seemed as if getting stabbed in the heart wasn’t going to be nearly as agonizing as it should’ve been. Then that cold, foreign length of invading steel ripped through some inner barrier, and the pain ignited through every inch of his being.

      Nate rocked his head back and screamed. He tried to fight back, tried one last time to kick the Black Knight away from him, but his limbs had already gone weak, lifeless. The blade twisted in his chest, the movement surprisingly painless and oddly… wriggling?

      N-N-Nathaniel… What… What is…

      With a supreme effort, Nate looked down through his spotted vision and saw two things that didn’t make any sense: the broken tip of his sword, still pressed to the exterior of his armor and decidedly not buried in his chest, and the armor itself, wriggling around the tip of the blade in spasmodic jitters. Just like Iveera’s had been doing back on the ship.

      You must… stop him… Nathan—Agh!

      Whatever hit Ex hit Nate just as hard. The pain spiked, and he screamed again, bucking against the agony, worse than powerless to stop it. He couldn’t even twitch. It was like his armor had gone on full lockdown. He tried anyway, fighting hopelessly on even as the blinding pain wrapped around him, demanding that he stop.

      It was too much.

      He couldn’t have said how long he struggled, or even whether he was fully conscious for the duration. He was adrift on a red sea of agony behind his closed eyelids, lost in the depths so thoroughly that he couldn’t remember his own name.

      Then an explosive cracking sound split through his awareness, and he jerked back to the cathedral just as something detonated between him and the Black Knight. An indistinguishable blur of movement and pain later, Nate hit the stone floor with a crash, gasping for breath, completely disoriented. He tried to raise his head, blindly slapping around in a shallow pool of something wet and…

      He blinked around the cathedral, half-expecting to find himself lying in a pool of his own blood, panicked senses trying to catch up with the relevant facts. The wetness was cold. Ice cold. Inches of ice cold water sloshing across the sanctuary floor.

      Ocean water.

      He looked up just in time to see the metal leaflets extending to seal off the hemorrhaging section of the distant dome, then he traced the falling water down, rattled brain working for answers. Down, right to the Merlin.

      He’d never been so relieved to see anyone in his entire damn life.

      The wizard stood over the Black Knight, a gnarled staff in one hand, the other extended toward the dark titan, spindly fingers flexed. The Knight was on his knees, bound in a series of thick chains still actively lengthening from thin air, constricting about him like a nest of angry snakes.

      “You,” the Merlin said, so quietly Nate almost missed it.

      “Bastard,” the Black Knight growled in reply, straining against the chains.

      “Take the Beacon, lad,” the Merlin called toward Nate, his eyes not leaving the dark titan before him. “Take it and go now.”

      It was only then that he noticed the strained look on the old wizard’s face. The Merlin looked like hell, ratty robes even dirtier and more tattered than the last time Nate had seen, face gaunt, eyes sunken.

      “Go!” the wizard cried, snapping him back to attention.

      He turned for the wrought iron shrine at the head of the hall, not knowing where it was he was supposed to go, not especially caring. The Beacon’s song intensified as he laid eyes on it, calling to him, and he scrambled to shaky feet, coaxing his battered body to move.

      “BASTARD!”

      The roar struck like a sonic bomb, shaking the walls and whipping Nate around just in time to see the Black Knight’s greatsword burst into flames, superheating the chains across his back like a plasma torch. With a wordless scream and a small explosion of red hot shrapnel, the dark titan burst free from the chains and leapt to his feet, dark eye slots blazing to life with crimson fire.

      Faster than Nate could track, the Knight had closed on the Merlin, flaming greatsword already in hand. He brought the weapon down in a mighty two-handed blow leagues above anything he’d thrown at Nate. The Merlin caught the strike on his raised staff, and an explosion of flame ripped out across half the cathedral, blackening the stone around them and gushing over Nate’s armor for one terrifyingly hot second.

      “The Beacon, Nathaniel!” the Merlin shouted as the rush of flames cleared, blasting the Knight down the aisle with a thrumming open palm strike, then following up with an honest-to-god bolt of lightning from his staff.

      The lightning caught the Black Knight square in the chest and sent him rocketing into the rear wall so hard that Nate expected he might’ve punched clean through in the resultant explosion of dust and debris. When the dust cleared, though, the Knight was already back on his feet, so to speak—hovering calmly over the main aisle as if getting struck by wizard’s lightning was an everyday sort of thing.

      It was terrifying.

      Heeding the Merlin’s words, Nate turned for the Beacon and took off as fast as his legs would move. Ahead, the Beacon’s light intensified, its call quickening, the air itself seeming to part before him, urging him on almost as if the thing wanted him to—

      “Get down!” the Merlin cried somewhere behind him.

      Nate jerked to a halt mid-step, too startled to immediately comprehend. Then the fiery-eyed Black Knight slammed down in front of him, hard enough to crater the dais steps underfoot, and Nate heeded the Merlin’s words for a second time.

      No sooner had he dropped than a bolt of lightning seared through the space his head had just occupied, raking tingling claws across his armored back and warping his helmet display with enough dancing discoloration and jitters that he must’ve mistaken what he saw next.

      Standing firm in the crater of his impact, the Black Knight caught the lightning blast right on the flat of his greatsword, barely even budging but to sweep one foot back and brace himself. Then he pointed the dark, crackling blade back at the Merlin, as if to return the favor.

      Nate stumbled to his feet without thinking, throwing both arms up and willing his shield into full deployment. The barrier sprang to life with the speed of a detonating bomb, rippling out from both forearms. And not a moment too soon.

      Lightning exploded from the Black Knight’s sword, punching into Nate’s shield and… dissipating?

      He stared at his hasty barrier, arms numb, the reek of ozone and burnt something almost as thick in the air as Nate’s own disbelief.

      Had he just caught lightning?

      I have you, little hobbit.

      For a second, Nate was too relieved to think straight. Then Ex gave a cry of warning, and the Black Knight flashed forward and drove a devastating kick into his shield.

      Nate wasn’t sure how the Merlin avoided getting bowled over by his resultant flight, but by the time he stopped skidding, bouncing, and splashing across the ocean-soaked floor enough to make sense of things again, the crashes of impact and crumbling stone told him the two were already locked in combat up by the Beacon shrine.

      He coughed, tasted blood, and tried to stand. His arms failed him. He tried again. The pain was distant—disembodied—but he could feel it there at the edges, shutting down control, demanding he lie still and stop this madness before he fell to literal pieces.

      It occurred to him he might be dying.

      Don’t be dramatic. I am mending what I can.

      Nate took a breath and tried again, this time managing to push up to his knees. The kicks. The falls. The super-powered body slams. How many times over would he have already been dead if it weren’t for Ex?

      You probably don’t want to know that right now.

      Ex was almost certainly right about that. He was thinking about making another try for his feet anyway when a pair of black boots winked into existence ahead. He looked up through the deepening dread in his gut. Up to those burning red eyes, and to the sight of the Black Knight raising his flaming sword to deliver the blow that even the Excalibur wouldn’t be able to put back together.

      He sagged down on his aching knees, no longer able to fight it.

      Then the Merlin appeared between them in a booming flash of light, and the Black Knight sucker punched him without a moment’s hesitation. Punched him so hard, so quickly, neither Nate nor the Merlin could seem to comprehend it. On the second punch, the Merlin staggered back into Nate. On the third blow, the Black Knight brought the pommel of his greatsword down on the Merlin’s bushy-haired head with skull-shattering force, and the wizard hit the wet stone floor like a limp sack of meat.

      A trap, Nate realized with a sickened feeling, as the Knight promptly waved a hand and dark chains sprang into existence, snaking the Merlin into a tight hog-tie. A trap baited and set by his own helpless, beaten body.

      The Black Knight knelt to add a gag and dark hood to the Merlin’s restraints, his movements brimming with a newfound energy—not excited, exactly, but satisfied. Reinvigorated. Like his plan was coming to perfect fruition.

      Nate glanced at the Beacon, still patiently hovering there in its shrine, then back to the Knight, and decided it didn’t matter what the titan’s plan had been. The bastard was distracted, which meant this was probably the only shot he had left. So, he focused everything he had on his blaster, and raised his wrist to take it.

      The Black Knight turned with eerily perfect timing and grace to palm the crackling blue blaster bolt Nate fired at the back of his head. Nate watched with a sinking heart, utterly defeated, as the blackened bastard’s gauntlet visibly channeled the crackling energy to one pointing fingertip, preparing to spit it right back.

      Then a copper blur streaked past and crashed into the Black Knight too hard for even his unstoppable ass to ignore.

      Iveera, Nate thought with a faint flicker of hope, just before they crashed clean through a stone column and slammed into the far wall long enough for him to get a good look. It didn’t last long before the Black Knight retaliated, and they fell into it properly.

      The fighting was breathtakingly fast. Too fast for Nate to follow. The pair blurred through the cathedral like a swift wind that shattered everything it touched, kicking up a steady spray of icy ocean water from the floor, sparking a gout of flame here, a rapid-fire crash of thundering impacts there. For a few seconds, he was kneeling helplessly at the eye of a raging storm. Then the hyperspeed fight yanked to a halt with a wet thunk, and he felt the first flicker of hope at the sight of Iveera’s spear buried deep in the Black Knight’s shoulder.

      She was actually doing it, he thought.

      Then the Black Knight threw himself further onto Iveera’s spear, caught her by the throat, and slammed her halfway through the adjacent stone column before Nate could so much as blink. The dark titan held the gorgon Knight aloft, pummeling her with a barrage of bone-crushing body shots. Nate clenched his teeth and clawed his way to his feet, desperate to help.

      Ahead, Iveera’s serpentine jin lashed out and caught the Black Knight’s wrist as he reached to dislodge the spear from his shoulder. She kneed him in the groin, and he pulled her close by the throat and jin and slammed her into the stone again, hard enough that the entire column shattered with a deep, resonant crack, and buried them both in a rain of rock and dust.

      Nate lurched forward on shaky feet, not really sure how anyone could’ve survived the downpour, yet unsurprised when his helmet vision showed movement in the resultant dust cloud. The two Knights emerged still struggling, the Black Knight’s helm now snared tight by Iveera’s jin right along with his hand. He released her throat, thrusting his unbound hand backward. Across the cathedral, his greatsword burst free from a pile of rubble, rocketing straight for his outstretched hand.

      “NO!” Nate yelled, throwing himself forward and gunning his boot thrusters, not a thought in his head but to tackle the blackened bastard away from Iveera.

      But the Knights both saw him coming, and they were faster.

      Iveera retracted her jin grip and ripped free of the Black Knight as he spun to meet Nate. The dark titan caught him by the throat, effortlessly absorbing his headlong thruster charge with one hand even as he caught his speeding greatsword in the other.

      Nate might’ve been dead then if Iveera hadn’t ripped her spear free from the dark titan’s shoulder and taken another try.

      Her spear stabbed through nothing but thin air. It wasn’t until Nate hit the ground, gasping for breath, that he understood why. The Black Knight was already halfway across the cathedral, scooping the Merlin’s limp form up by the chains and turning for the dais at the head of the hall. Another flash step, and he was at the shrine with the Merlin, reaching a black gauntlet for the whirling Beacon.

      Nate watched in a helpless stupor as Iveera leapt forward, rocketing toward the altar. Then the Black Knight palmed the Beacon, and a tsunami of wind and raw force detonated through the cathedral, hurling Iveera back and slapping Nate several splashing bounces across the stone.

      “Blind fools,” came the Black Knight’s voice, carrying unnaturally on the Beacon’s whipping winds. “Every last one of you.”

      Then the maelstrom died, and the Black Knight was gone, along with the Merlin and the Beacon.

      Impossible, Ex whispered.

      Nate only stared at the empty shrine, mind blank, barely even aware of Iveera landing softly in the shallow waters beside him. When he finally tore his eyes away to look up at her, she was fixed on the dais too, perfectly still, jin pressed flat to her head and expression safely hidden behind her faceplate.

      He wanted to ask her what had just happened—where the Black Knight had gone, what the hell they were supposed to do now—but something about the way she was standing there told him he wasn’t the only one who was lost right then.

      He was still trying to get the words out anyway when a faint cracking sound trickled down from the dome, horribly crisp on the unnaturally still air.

      “Iveera?” he heard himself croak.

      Another crack rang down as he raised his eyes, and another. More of them. Accelerating. He could see them now, spiderwebbing out through the stone like a fractured window under too much load.

      I think perhaps we should leave.

      He opened his mouth to suggest as much. A deep, reverberating crack split the air before he could, thin streams of water spouting from a dozen different points on the dome.

      “Oh fuck,” Nate whispered.

      Then the lost city of Atlantis began raining down on their heads.
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      Iveera didn’t bother with words, just hefted him effortlessly to his feet and dragged him rather violently along toward the cathedral doors until he got himself under control enough to follow her lead. Even then, she didn’t let go. Spurred on by the heavy splashing thud of falling stone somewhere behind, Nate didn’t argue.

      It was only when they reached the open doors that Iveera slowed, drawing to a halt with a frustrated hiss. Outside, water was falling on the city of Atlantis in too many places to count—a streaming trickle here, and fire hydrant jet stream there. Nate listened to the dome’s spreading song of cracking glass in mesmerized horror, recalling what Ex had said about the Beacon potentially being the one thing that’d kept this city standing for the past thousand years.

      “We will ascend from here,” Iveera said, yanking his attention back to the cathedral, where she was studying the hemorrhaging ceiling with a focus he didn’t like one bit. “Can you manage?” she called without looking back.

      “Manage?” Nate gaped from her retreating form back toward the cavernous landing bay they’d come down in. “But your ship—”

      “Is dead for now,” she called, turning to face him from a ways down the aisle. She didn’t flinch as a large hunk of stone slammed down to the growing pool beside her. “We will make our own way.”

      His heart sped up, the sounds of the cracking dome and the unfathomable weight above all pressing in that much closer. Trapped under an ocean. No ship. No way out.

      “And Groshna?” he croaked, taking a few steps after her, trying to watch everywhere at once for falling boulders.

      “Groshna has paid the price for his betrayal,” Iveera said, pacing backward, still looking up, until she drew to a halt just shy of a rapidly thickening jet stream from the cathedral dome.

      He barely heard her words—wasn’t even sure why he’d asked at all, outside of some feeble attempt to distract the icy hands of fear clenching down on his lungs. It didn’t work. Especially not when she looked down from the cracking panel above to focus on him. “Are you ready to fly?”

      “Ready?” Nate looked desperately from Iveera to the cracking dome and back. “I can’t—”

      But she took off like a copper rocket before he could get another word out. He had a second to gape, then she punched straight through the panel high above, and there was nothing but the sound of shattering and the roaring rush of water.

      Blind terror spiked from his manhood up to his eyeballs as the first wild wave crested through the cathedral and slapped into his knees with startling force. Then the ceiling started to collapse in earnest.

      Focus.

      “Focus my ass!” Nate screamed, diving clear of a falling hunk of stone that could’ve crushed a troglodan. He floated more than pushed his way to his feet. Christ, the water was rising fast. To his hips already, rushing past him, pushing him toward the open cathedral door. A fist-sized rock struck his helmet, and he almost slipped and lost it. Too much water, filling up. The wall wouldn’t hold behind him. And when it went, he’d—

      Focus, Nathaniel.

      Breathing too fast for actual air, vision swimming with ripples of blackness, Nate somehow found the widening hole Iveera had torn through the dome high above. Then he pointed his fists like freaking Superman and flew as hard as he could, not thinking about the thrusters, or the control, just screaming for the flight to happen with every ounce of his frantic will.

      He broke clear of the chest-high water just as the rear of the cathedral gave out behind him. He flew harder, straight for the torrential downpour above, doing his best not to think about the drowning city around him. What he should have been thinking about was the fact that he was about to plunge straight into a vacuum current. But he found that out quickly enough anyway. 

      He lost control the moment he punched through the opening, raging currents spinning him like a goddamn umbrella in a hurricane. He fired the thrusters harder. Smashed into a solid surface. Tried to thrust away from it, and only spun faster. He fought helplessly against the currents, terrified he was about to be sucked back into the drowning city, gunning his thrusters and frantically trying to discern up from down. He hit the dome again. Felt it crumbling beneath him. Spun some more. Gunned the thrusters.

      “Help!” he gasped in the frantic whirl, lungs paralyzed, icy ocean water crushing in from every direction. “Help me!”

      He wasn’t sure who he was praying to. He just lost it—kicking and thrashing like a madman, blindly jetting through the fading blue luminescence of the dying city, no godly idea which way was up or down.

      It didn’t matter that he had air in his helmet, or that the deep ocean pressure didn’t seem to be killing him outright. He couldn’t breathe anyway. By the time he calmed himself down enough to actually start thinking, he couldn’t see a damn thing, either. 

      He was floating. He knew that. He rotated slowly, searching for the glint of sunlight, or any sign of the drowned city, but it was complete and utter darkness down there, even to his helmet vision.

      He forced a deep breath. It only accentuated the hammering pulse in his ears and throat, and the crushing expanse all around. But he could still breathe. He wasn’t being crushed. He just had to find his way up. Ex hovered there at the edge of his mind, waiting to see what he’d do—if he’d ask for help. Nate took another breath and tried to think, hesitant to debase himself even further after having just lost his shit so completely. He could figure this out. Ex seemed content to let him.

      All he needed was a gauge. Something that would reliably rise in the water. Something he could see.

      Tentatively, he willed there to be light. It blazed into existence from his chest and shoulder plates, casting illuminating rays that, while quite bright, didn’t penetrate the darkness nearly far enough to spot any substantial landmarks. What it did illuminate, though, were the bubbles. Thousands of them. Millions, maybe. The dying breath of the lost city of Atlantis, pointing his way back home.

      It was a sobering reminder of everything they’d just lost.

      Moving as calmly as his leaping heart would allow, he orientated himself in parallel with the rising streams and eased on the thrusters. He focused on his breathing as he went, keeping course with the bubbles, wondering each and every moment how deep he was, how much farther he had to go. As if in response to the repeating question, a translucent blue number winked to life at the bottom left of his helmet display: -2,833m.

      A little under three kilometers, he registered after a moment’s surprise, and the number was ticking steadily upward, rising closer to zero by several meters each second.

      Nate couldn’t help it. He gunned the thrusters harder, his relief surging in synchrony with the altimeter’s race to zero. For a few seconds, he was so giddy with the sudden likelihood of survival that he almost ribbed Ex about feeding metric units to an American. Then he saw the first faint ghost of daylight overhead, and he forgot about everything else.

      Fast as he was going by that point, the last kilometer seemed to bleed away over an eternity. He almost laughed when he found himself holding his breath in anticipation. Then he broke through some critical depth, and the agonizingly slow approach of the distant light shifted into high gear.

      He broke the surface of the Atlantic Ocean with an unfiltered cry of relief, already willing his helmet to return back to Ex’s magical storage locker. The helmet complied, peeling back and flooding his face with the first kiss of blessedly fresh air he’d tasted since he’d rode the grav lift down that stormy cyclone portal.

      For a few wonderful seconds, he just hung there, too relieved at first to even realize he’d unconsciously accomplished the previously unmanageable feat of coming to a controlled hover. Taking in the sight of the ocean thirty or so feet below, he almost lost the precarious balance. When he managed to steady out this time, it was with a grin and a ripple of self-satisfaction.

      Then he noticed the troglodan ship in the distance, and the copper-armored figure watching him from her own perfectly stable hover closer by, and his giddiness went the way of Atlantis.

      “Good,” came her directionless voice across the distance, as if he still had his helmet earpieces in. But the method of her communication was the least of his immediate concerns.

      “Good?” he growled, anger rising at the complete lack of empathy in her tone. “You left me to die down there! I fought my ass off to help you, and you just—”

      A twitch of movement was the only warning he had before she was rocketing toward him. Time might’ve slowed, but he still wasn’t nearly fast enough to dodge the gorgon. She crashed into him, driving them both down.

      They hit the water fast enough to hurt, but a wet smack on the back was hardly his biggest concern as she plunged them farther into the depths. He felt the panic returning. Felt her pushing him deeper. He wasted precious seconds clawing at her titanium grip before it occurred to him to get his helmet back on. It snapped back into shape around his head with a frantic thought, the excess water draining away down his neck and chest and pumping out elsewhere.

      “Are you drowning, human?” Iveera asked, faceplate going transparent seemingly just so he could see her electric blue glare. They weren’t moving any longer.

      Nate took a few shaky breaths in the safety of his helmet, refusing to play her game and state the obvious.

      “I left you to survive,” she said, quiet fury in her tone, “and if you are not prepared to contend with that, then I had best do the merciful thing and reclaim your Excalibur now.”

      Nate stopped struggling, searching her alien face for some sign of intent. All he saw was his own anger reflected in her burning eyes. “What’s your problem with me? I did what you asked. I—”

      “Spare me your indignant self-pity. You have no idea what manner of hell we have wrought on the galaxy this day.”

      She released him then and allowed them to float apart, regaining her cool composure. “The Beacon is lost, and the Merlin captured. That alone constitutes a greater calamity than I can adequately convey. But so too have both of our Excaliburs been… contaminated. By what, I cannot yet say. So too have the old treaties been broken.”

      She wavered, almost as if she wanted to look away.

      “So too has my crew been murdered,” she said softly, her swirling jin flattening down against her head. “Murdered by a member of my own order. Murdered by the savage bearing this.”

      She produced a small dark something from e-dim. Nate didn’t have to look too closely to recognize Marty’s earpiece.

      “And yet you persist, human. You persist while five valiant souls lie scattered and wasted below. You persist. Bearing an Excalibur, no less.”

      He stared at the quantcomm node in her hand, wanting to deny it all, wanting to point out that there’d been a hell of a lot more than five good souls lost today, and that it was her fault he’d been separated from his friends when the trogs had found them—her fault the trogs had even found them at all, goddammit. He wanted to be furious with her. Wanted to scream that this was her fault every bit as much as his, that he hadn’t asked for one damn bit of any of this.

      But he wasn’t sure he believed any of it.

      “I’m sorry,” he found himself whispering.

      He was furious with her on some deep, smoldering level. Or he would be, he imagined, once he’d had time to actually process everything that had happened in the past twelve hours. But right then, floating in the dim depths of the ocean while Atlantis sputtered out beneath them and the world above still ran rampant with the ongoing trog invasion—still missing the only four people he longed to see…

      He was tired. And he hurt. And tough and collected as she was, he couldn’t imagine Iveera felt any better right now.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Iveera’s jin swayed lightly back and forth in the silence, like maybe he’d misunderstood some point.

      “It is not the drowning that kills an Excalibur Knight,” she finally said, and something in the way she said it made him sure he’d missed the point this time. She sounded beyond weary. Positively ancient. But she shook it off, focusing back on him. “You no longer have the luxury of apologizing your mistakes away. You no longer have any luxury at all. Not on this side of death. Do you understand?”

      Nate dropped her gaze, sure that he didn’t, but sobered anyway by the words, and by the tone that was dangerously close to something sympathetic. He didn’t understand a damn thing.

      Secure the Beacon. Save the planet from trog invasion. That had been the plan. The entire plan. But the plan had gone to shit, and now…

      A school of fish flitted by, glinting blue and silver in the dim rays of daylight. He felt an embarrassingly potent surge of resentment at their aquatic freedom.

      Now, he didn’t know what.

      Somehow, in all his infinite wisdom, he’d never really stopped to think about what was going to happen if he actually completed the Merlin’s insane task. Back to school, he realized, had been the default assumption. Planetary crisis averted, life was supposed to return back to normal, where he could start licking his wounds and righting the course of his failed semester. Where he could have his life back, for the love of Christ. Where he could be with Gwen, and his friends, and Copernicus. Where they were all still alive. Still with him.

      He felt sick.

      He felt like sinking back down into the ocean and never moving again. Wasn’t sure how he ever could move again. Because this was happening. They hadn’t secured the Beacon. They’d lost it to that dark titan. They’d lost the Merlin. And now the troglodans were still here. And so was Nate, stuck right here in the ocean depths, being baptized by an alien Knight straight into this holy pile of galactic shit he had no business being involved in.

      “Do you understand?” Iveera’s voice broke into his thoughts.

      He focused back to where she was watching him, not even remembering what it was he was supposed to have understood.

      “If I had thought you were going to die down there,” she said, “I would have shown you the mercy myself. I left you to survive, Nathaniel Arturi. And now there is much to be rectified, and precious little time.”

      No luxury. That was it. Not on this side of death.

      He stared into nowhere, wanting to protest that he hadn’t signed up for this Spartan agoge bullshit. But he hadn’t exactly been chosen either, had he? Much as it pained him to even think it, no one else had reached his hand out and pulled that damned sword from the stone. No one but him, and his supreme lack of forethought.

      “Come,” Iveera said, apparently accepting his silence for answer enough. “The troglodan forces will scatter when they learn what has become of their Dread Lord, but they may well require a firm push, and every minute we tarry is another minute our true quarry escapes.”

      She looked up toward the surface then pointedly back to him, faceplate darkening in preparation. “Are you ready?”

      No way in any of their nine hells was he ready. Not for any of this.

      He nodded anyway.

      “Follow me,” was all she said.

      Then the gorgon Knight rocketed out of the dark ocean depths, bound straight for the lone troglodan ship still hovering over the drowned city of Atlantis.
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      Staring silently at the enormous, glassy-eyed head lying on the grimy deck absent a body, Nate had to wonder for the hundredth time why Iveera couldn’t have simply taken a picture—or a holo or whatever—to show the troglodans. But maybe he was being naïve. The trophy of The Dread Knight Groshna’s severed head had worked well enough to earn a quick surrender from the crew, after all.

      Then again, that might’ve also had something to do with the raw power Iveera had put on display blasting into the bridge of the lone trog carrier remaining above Atlantis. Or with the fact that the other trog carrier was no longer anywhere to be seen since the gorgon Knight had cut loose up here to buy Nate time below.

      Evidently, even war-mongering space ogres could recognize when they were hopelessly outmatched. Not that that had stopped a single trog on the bridge from visibly itching to murder Iveera and have Nate for a light snack at the first possible opportunity, but at least they’d held their tongues since the initial burst of posturing and fist-related threats.

      Now, they flew in nearly absolute silence, save for the thuds and whirs of the mechanic crew that was hard at work repairing the damage of Iveera’s violently direct entry.

      Nate looked over at the gorgon, wondering again why she’d opted to hitch a ride at all when they could’ve ostensibly limped by with what was left of Groshna’s ship, or even flown back on their own power.

      “Better this way,” was all she’d said on the matter.

      Given that Ex had agreed with her, Nate hadn’t bothered to argue. What exactly they were going to tell the troglodan commander in New York, he still had no idea, but he was starting to trust Iveera knew what she was doing.

      Wise, little hobbit. Now perhaps you should stop staring.

      Nate blinked back from his thoughts and realized he was still fixed on Iveera. For a half-second, he thought about trying to copy her little silent communication trick to ask her one or two of the few thousand questions eating at his mind, but before he could even try, her serpentine jin gave a curt horizontal slash in what he assumed was a sign for not now, or keep your bloody eyes to yourself.

      He turned his gaze forward and occupied himself with avoiding troglodan eye contact and trying not to think too hard about what Iveera had planned for him and Ex if and when the troglodans packed up and left the planet like she seemed so sure they would.

      Any luck figuring out what he did to us in there? he wondered at Ex, who’d been uncharacteristically quiet since he’d started scanning his systems for traces of the Black Knight’s so-called contamination. So far, they had no more clue about what the blackened bastard had done to them than they did about where he’d flashed off to with the Beacon and the one man who might’ve actually been able to answer their questions.

      My self-diagnostics have yet to turn up any notable irregularities, Ex said, after an abnormally long pause. Only that the… intelligence was attempting to access my executive functions. And quite discreetly, at that.

      Nate recalled the torturous episode with an inward cringe. Discreet was about the last word he would’ve used.

      Decoys and distractions, mostly. Pain and a host of system-wide attacks designed to interrupt our coherence and obfuscate the true target, I believe.

      Okay. And it was… only an attempt? You’re not about to go all Skynet on me or anything?

      My self-diagnostics have yet to turn up any notable irregularities, Nathaniel, Ex repeated in a robotic monotone.

      Ha-ha.

      It IS possible the process was simply prematurely terminated by the Merlin’s arrival.

      The comment sounded too speculative for Nate’s liking.

      Highly likely, his companion amended, clearly sensing his concern. Rest assured, if I should happen to turn into a maniacal traitor, you will be the first to know.

      Kind of my point here, Ex, Nate thought, shaking his head.

      Iveera flicked him a sideways glance, like she wasn’t quite sure whether his shaking head was sloppy, or just an odd twitch Earthlings were prone to at times. Nate was just starting to settle back into his own little world when Ex spoke again.

      There is something else.

      Nate waited several seconds. Yeah?

      It’s… highly uncertain.

      He frowned. The suspense is killing me, Ex. What is it?

      Only that, in the aftermath, I was struck by a strange feeling that—

      A strange feeling?

      Do you want to hear this or not?

      Of course I do. It’s just, well, I didn’t know you did, you know… strange feelings.

      Call it an artifact in the signal or a recursive data stream harmonic if that makes you feel better about your squishy human words. I am telling you there is something here.

      Despite everything, Nate couldn’t help but grin a little at actually having Ex in a tizzy rather than the other way around. He was even thinking about going so far as to point out that that all sounded an awful lot like superstition when Ex spoke up.

      Something about the Black Knight, Nathaniel.

      His grin evaporated. What kind of strange feeling?

      The kind that would appear to be reaching past my memory restrictions to tell me that that blackened fiend was there on the day Arthur Pendragon died. And no, to answer your next question: that one’s not in the history archives.

      Nate felt his mouth hanging open at patient attention while his brain struggled to chew that one down to something workable.

      How is that—

      “We approach your city of New York, Runt Knight,” rumbled a voice from behind, catching Nate’s scattered thoughts like a battering ram. He blinked around to where the trog captain was favoring him with a look of pure disgust.

      “Kindly be prepared to piss off,” the captain all but spat before turning his beady-eyed glare to Iveera, then down to Groshna’s head and back again. “And may the blackened pits swallow you whole for what you’ve done, gorgon.”

      Iveera held the captain’s gaze until the troglodan flinched away, then she plucked the Dread Knight’s head from the deck and stalked off of the bridge without a word. Nate, realizing a few shocked seconds later that he was still standing there, surrounded by twenty trogs undoubtedly itching to rip his spine out, promptly followed, doing his best not to flinch as the frustrated captain rounded on his crew and began barking harsh orders to make preparations for their arrival.
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      The fact that Nate actually took some small comfort in jumping out of an alien ship a half mile above the smoking New York City skyline seemed to say a lot about how far he’d come since this madness had started.

      Of course, it might’ve also had something to do with the thirty or so glaring trogs that’d paused in their work to watch him and Iveera go, and the way they’d eagerly eyed Nate the moment the gorgon had dropped out of sight.

      Either way, he was glad to make his leave from the troglodan carrier. At least until he remembered that, Excalibur Knight or not, learning to fly with any amount of grace was going to take some doing. Not that looking good was exactly chief among his concerns as he dropped into a herky-jerky hover, and oriented himself after Iveera’s smoothly sailing form.

      Even so, you would be wise to try gravitonic manipulation over these crude thrusters of yours.

      “And you’re just telling me this now?” Nate muttered, scared that even that small effort might throw him off his precarious balance.

      I would have done so earlier, had your mind not been chittering like a frightened squirrel at every pertinent moment. It is hard to make myself heard over such racket.

      Well forgive me for being human.

      Someday, perhaps.

      Nate ignored the Excalibur, trying instead to think about the gravitonic lifts he’d encountered. He had no idea how the things worked, but he tried to evoke a similar effect from his armor anyway, mostly just thinking floaty thoughts. There might’ve been a slight steadying of his jerky thruster dance. He couldn’t really tell. He was too busy staring down at the war zone that’d become of New York.

      “Come now,” Iveera said in his helmet comms. “Keep up.”

      With a careful thought and even more careful movements, Nate angled himself around and thrust off after the gorgon, not quite able to pry his eyes away from the ruined streets below, and the bodies that littered entirely too many of them.

      “Why did they do this?” he asked quietly, almost to himself. “If they were just looking for me and the Beacon…”

      “Perhaps they intended to distract from their main objectives,” came Iveera’s voice in his ears. “Given the number of major cities they currently occupy, it’s possible they bore intentions of establishing a more permanent foothold on this planet. There was even a time when the Greater Troglodan Empire might’ve committed such atrocities for little more than the simple sport and spoils of conquest. But something is afoul with this entire operation.”

      “The Black Knight?”

      “Let us find out if that is the entirety of it,” she said, angling around one of the taller skyscrapers and setting off for what Nate was pretty sure must be Central Park, where several troglodan ships had congregated overhead, presumably to monitor the operation below.

      It was another few blocks before he saw the extent of it. The dull roar of voices preceded line of sight, tinged with an edge of hysteria that set the scene even before Nate cleared the last line of buildings and caught sight of the crowd.

      There were thousands of people in the park. Tens of thousands of desolate men, women, and children herded in like cattle by patrolling troglodans and a crude network of barriers and crackling energy beams.

      Some shook their fists, yelling at the passing trog patrols, who either ignored them completely or rewarded them here and there with a bone-crushing smack or a prod of the oversized stun rod. Most just huddled together in some futile search for safety. He spotted a few army combat uniforms scattered throughout the pens, but most of the military personnel looked to have been sorted over to a separate holding area on the near end of the park. Which was exactly where Iveera was headed.

      Prisoners and troglodans alike looked up at their arrival—the humans pointing and shouting, the trogs mostly just aiming their weapons, clearly raring for a fight.

      Iveera alighted to a graceful landing at the edge of the park, striding from the air down to the grass like a glimmering warrior goddess. Nate, by contrast, thudded down beside her with all the grace of a drunk hippopotamus. He tucked into a roll out of necessity and staggered back to his feet, painfully aware both of the battered state of his body and of the multiple tufts of grassy dirt he’d pick up on impact.

      “Allow me to do the talking,” Iveera said, starting forward with a thankful lack of commentary about his shoddy landing. She headed straight for the gates at the head of the trog encampment. Plucking a dangling clump of dirt from his helmet, Nate followed her.

      Despite having been there when the good captain had radioed ahead that two diplomatic envoys were inbound, Nate was still a bit surprised when the perimeter guards didn’t open fire. Maybe they had some kind of troglodan warrior code or galactic wartime law to thank for that. Or maybe the trogs, like Nate, were honestly just not sure whether they could take Iveera down, even outnumbering her several thousand to one.

      “Is this... just, like, business as usual for you?” he asked nervously, glancing from the wall of pointing cannons to the troglodan head still dangling from her hand.

      She didn’t see fit to dignify that with an answer.

      Once inside the rust red encampment walls, it wasn’t hard to guess who was in charge. From what little Nate had picked up on, there seemed to be a pretty reliable correlation between physical size and rank, and the troglodan stomping through the yard was nearly as big as Groshna had been. His hide was a darker gray, mottled with muddy spots beneath his imposing blue armor. And he looked pissed.

      Four military men were bound and on their knees in front of the trog commander. Judging by the behemoth’s agitated pacing, whatever was happening didn’t look to be going well for them. Especially not when the commander caught sight of Iveera and her Groshna trophy, and completely lost his shit.

      Whether self-control simply wasn’t a critical virtue in trog leadership or this trog was just having a spectacularly shitty day, Nate didn’t know. But he hardly blamed the two military guys who pitched over backward as the commander roared and backhanded a rather large, heavy-looking crate across the yard. He didn’t blame the third man, who hit the dirt moving forward, head tucked and shoulders packed in survivor mode.

      It was the fourth man Nate didn’t understand.

      The guy barely flinched. Just took a steely-eyed look over to Nate and Iveera, assessed both them and the severed head in the gorgon’s hand, then turned back to the troglodan commander. “Whatever this is, Commander, I need you to—”

      “Silence, insect!” barked the commander. “This does not concern you and your pathetic world.”

      As the trog spoke, an awkward, mechanical voice regurgitated the words over again with a slight delay, and Nate realized he must be listening both to Ex’s translation and to whatever translator the troglodan was packing to communicate with the humans. The effect was a little disorienting, but hardly chief of Nate’s worries.

      Especially not when the military man with balls of steel coolly replied, “With all due respect, Commander, if it happens on this world, it concerns me.”

      For a second, the trog commander looked too taken aback at the raw insolence to even react. Then he bared his teeth and stomped forward, clearly satisfied to have found such a willing outlet for his fury.

      “Do not touch him, troglodan,” Iveera snapped as the commander reached for the man.

      The troglodan hesitated, slitted nostrils working furiously at the air. Nate half-expected the creature might simply explode with unspent rage.

      “You know who I am,” Iveera said. “Let us not mince words and idle threats. I have come to demand your immediate withdrawal from this planet.”

      With that, she tossed her trophy forward.

      Groshna’s head hit the ground right between the trog commander and the balls of steel army man, and stuck the landing with a disgusting wet thunk. The commander rippled with a low, ominous growl that was taken up by every troglodan soldier in the vicinity. 

      The army guy, on the other hand, just cocked his head at the gruesome trophy. “Pardon my interruption,” he said, turning back to Iveera, “but if you’re about to make some kind of declaration of war on our planet, I’d prefer if we could all understand what’s being said.”

      Maybe it was just the slight drawl talking, but Nate couldn’t believe how calm the guy sounded. It was only when Iveera glanced over at him that he registered what the man meant. Iveera had somehow been speaking in troglodan, and now she was offering Nate a chance to be useful here.

      “It’s okay,” he said, showing his empty hands to the army man before realizing his lack of visible weapons might be the opposite of reassuring, given what he said next. “We’re here to get them off this planet.”

      The army man looked like he might have a few things to say about that, but the trog commander beat him to it with a harsh bark of laughter. He relayed Nate’s words to his soldiers, adding a few choice insults of his own, and soon the entire yard was filled with chortling troglodans.

      “You slay our Knight,” boomed the commander, pointing to Iveera. “You defile his memory, and offer us open insult. Why should we pay any mind to your so-called authority? Why should we not enjoy the weak spines and bountiful spoils of this planet?”

      “Have you no respect for the old treaties, troglodan?” Iveera asked.

      The commander spat in the dirt. “I respect the old treaties as you respected our Dread Lord, gorgon.”

      “And do you wish to see Trogarra burn for your crimes?”

      “Crimes.” The commander growled the word like a curse. “The Alliance does not give an olar’s shit about this planet. It is nothing more than the Merlin’s backwater playground, and fair salvage at that, I wager, under the accords. They would not dare risk war with my people over these insects.”

      “Then I would see Trogarra burn myself!” Iveera boomed, her voice amplified for all to hear and brimming with an authority nearly as dark and fearsome as the ground-shaking bellow the Black Knight had loosed back in the lost city.

      The encampment fell silent around them, troglodans and prisoners alike all watching the gorgon until she released the spell—not relaxing her proud stance so much as somehow releasing the tension from the air itself.

      “And I imagine I would have little trouble finding allies in the endeavor,” she added, almost off-handedly. “The Asgardians, for instance, would no doubt revel at the chance after the dishonor your noble emperor recently bestowed upon their queen.”

      Nate was already frowning at the word Asgardian when the commander made a disgusted sound and grunted, “Bah. Neo-Terran scum.”

      I will explain later, Ex promised, as the commander pressed on.

      “You propose to do away with idle threats, gorgon, and yet here you stand, speaking as if you are not cut off on this planet, alone and surrounded, and outnumbered by the tens of thousands.”

      “Then give the order and have done with it,” Iveera said, her jin swirling calmly through the air. “Your Dread Lord failed to destroy me with two full carriers of reinforcements at his side,” she added, pointedly looking up to the three massive ships floating low over the park, then back down to their leader. “Do you think you can do better, Commander?”

      Nate was no negotiation specialist, but he was pretty sure by the tangible tightening of every alien trigger finger in the encampment—not to mention the tightening of his own scrotum—that those words had constituted the last straw. The gauntlet was irrevocably thrown to the troglodan commander: initiate open war with an Excalibur Knight—possibly even one-and-a-half of them—or turn tail and forever lose the respect of his fist-happy armada.

      The commander hovered on the moment, muddy gray jowls caught in a perpetual snarl, until one of his underlings came shuffling up to pass a quiet message into his ear. Whatever it was—if it was anything at all, and not just a good underling tossing his boss a nice lifeline—a brief moment of surprise crossed the commander’s face before he nodded and turned back to Iveera.

      “Word from your new master?” she asked.

      The commander only sneered and puffed up to his full formidable height, as if the question wasn’t worthy of a response. “Mark my words, Ser Katanaga. You will burn for what has happened here.” At a gesture, one of his underlings shuffled forward to collect Groshna’s head from the grass. “For now, however, we will agree to withdraw until such time as the will of the Council can be made clear, and my people’s Excalibur returned to its rightful owner.”

      Nate felt Ex bristle at the last bit, even as Iveera’s jin made a sharp slash through the air.

      “An Excalibur has no owner, troglodan,” she said. “Only a partner. And such honors are not decided on the authority of the Council. Your people will reap what you sow, Commander. Nothing more, and nothing less.”

      “Mmm,” the trog commander grunted, looking satisfied to have ruffled her feathers, even if it was only by a hair’s breadth. “Rest assured then, gorgon, that I will personally look forward to the reaping.”

      With one last sneer at the lot of them, he turned and started barking orders for his soldiers to pack up and return to the ships. To Nate’s relief, no one argued. The trogs sprang into action, packing up what supplies and fortifications they deemed worth bothering with. Nate was just letting out the breath he hadn’t noticed he’d been holding when the commander turned back like he’d forgotten something and stooped down to jut his face closer to the calm and collected military man who’d spoken earlier.

      “The Greater Troglodan Empire hereby expresses its apologies for this minor misunderstanding, human. May we meet again in honor and glory.”

      Nate wasn’t positive how well Ex’s translations conveyed nuances like sarcasm and unspoken threats, but if the trog commander was apologetic, then Nate was a ten foot clown named Bo-Bo. Mr. Balls of Steel, who’d somehow become the voice of Earth in the matter, seemed to feel about the same.

      “I’ll be sure my superiors get your message, Commander,” he said, holding the troglodan’s gaze steady.

      The commander eyed the man with an odd expression—like he couldn’t quite decide whether he wanted to eat him or be impressed. Then he turned and stomped off into the encampment, booming orders all the way.

      All around the park, trogs were busy hauling supplies to their ships’ waiting grav lifts. The human prisoners, they essentially paid no mind to, save for the few who moved about, powering down energy beam perimeters and removing collars and shackles from those few who’d been individually restrained. Even then, the trogs seemed more concerned with reclaiming their property than with the freedom of the prisoners themselves. The rest, they simply ceased to notice—taking some minor care not to step on them as they went about packing up, maybe, but making no effort to stop or acknowledge them.

      Like goddamn insects.

      As soon as it became clear that the gates had all been unlocked and that the first brave wave of fleeing civilians wasn’t going to be ruthlessly gunned down, the exodus from Central Park began en masse.

      Nate was watching it unfold, feeling a bit like the college party wallflower who didn’t know what to do with his hands, when he noticed that Mr. Balls, Voice of Earth, was talking with Iveera. Or talking at her, more accurately.

      “—ot saying I’m not grateful for whatever galactic rank you just pulled, Ma’am. I’m just asking you to explain to me what it is our planet just signed up for. My people need to know.”

      Iveera looked from him to Nate and tilted her head ever so slightly, inviting him to do something useful and deal with his own kind. He blew out a breath and went to crouch beside Mr. Balls, reaching out to inspect the man’s shackles.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, man,” Nate said, taking a firm grip and preparing to snap the chain, “but you might be the craziest bastard I’ve met all day. And it’s been a day.”

      “Well, shucks,” said Mr. Balls in that easy drawl. “That sure means a lot, coming from you, Nate.”

      Nate froze, too surprised to even think about how to handle that. If he’d had any shot at denying the stab at his identity, though, it probably went out the window the moment he reached up and patted his faceplate just to make sure it was still there.

      It was.

      “How…?”

      Before he could decide how to finish the question, the guy’s shackles fell to the grass of their own accord, and he offered a hand to Nate, casual as could freaking be. That was when Nate noticed the emblem on his shoulder. The same emblem he’d seen in more than a few internet searches these past weeks.

      “Lieutenant Colonel Jaeger of the 501st SAS,” said Mr. Balls, his smile friendly, and his eyes perfectly piercing. “I’d say I’m pleased to meet you, kid, but frankly I think we have a hell of a lot more important things to talk about.”
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      “So… Excalibur Knight, huh? Sounds serious.”

      Nate looked down at the hand Lt. Col. Jaeger had just taken in the pretense of a handshake that quickly turned into a full on inspection.

      “This doesn’t really look like it’s from around here, Nate. Can I call you Nate?”

      “Uh…”

      “Never mind that, Nate. What I’m really wondering here is how you got caught up in all of this, and what it is that you and your friend are actually doing here.”

      Nate looked up and met Jaeger’s dark-eyed stare, and it only really then struck him just how boned he could be if and when the rest of the world found out who and what he was. Before, it had been one thing, trying to hide the voice in his head and some bizarre YouTube footage, half sure he’d simply lost his mind. But now?

      “Uh…”

      Looking at the chaos and ruin all around them, Nate was pretty sure he didn’t want to know what manner of dark hidey hole Uncle Sam might be looking to throw him in after all of this, or what they’d do to find out how he’d come by mysterious alien tech, and why—if he wasn’t some kind of traitor to humanity—he hadn’t seen fit to go straight to the authorities with everything he knew the instant the Merlin approached him.

      Never mind that he actually had tried.

      There was a soft hiss from behind. Iveera, he realized. Exasperated.

      “We are envoys of the Galactic Alliance,” she said. “And we would do well to remember that.”

      You are embarrassing us, Nathaniel.

      Nate sighed and rocked back to stand, too flustered in the moment to remember his hand was still in Jaeger’s grip. Whether he meant to or not, Jaeger came along for the ride.

      “Well,” he said, releasing Nate’s hand and taking a step back, clearly a little thrown off by Nate’s unexpected strength. “Friendly as that sounds, it doesn’t exactly tell me much.”

      “I came to your planet to put an end to this unlawful invasion, and to remove the artifact that drew the troglodans here to begin with.”

      “That’s… accurate,” Nate said at Jaeger’s questioning glance.

      “And now, if you don’t mind, Lt. Col. Jaeger,” Iveera said, taking Nate rather firmly by the elbow, “I must speak with my… colleague in private.”

      “No disrespect, Ma’am, but it’s my duty to mind.”

      It was only then that Nate noticed the small huddle of soldiers that’d formed up around them, not quite boxing them in, but not far off. Several shot uncertain glances at Jaeger when Iveera began to drag Nate away, like they were waiting for the orders to step up and stop them.

      “Wait,” he found himself saying, tugging back against Iveera’s unbudging grip. She looked at him as if he were a puppy who’d just figured out how to talk, but he was already turning back to Jaeger, stuck on a tiny wisp of hope. “Tessa Kalders. She’s one of yours?”

      Jaeger glanced back and forth between him and Iveera, calculating, then his mouth drew into a grim line, and he gave Nate a nod that set his stomach sinking. “She is. But she’s MIA, I’m sorry to say.”

      Nate blew out a shaky breath, hearing Marty’s voice all over again, Groshna’s sneering face hanging over his friends’ unmoving bodies in his mind’s eye.

      “She was with some friends of yours, from what I gathered. I’m guessing you already knew that. Last contact we made, they were headed this way. She told me what you’d said about New York.” He glanced at Iveera. “Told me you got nabbed, too. Tried to tell me more, but…” He shook his head. “We lost ‘em somewhere outside Philly.”

      Something in Nate perked up at that.

      “Could be they ran into some jamming,” Jaeger was saying. “Or got themselves caught.”

      Twenty minutes. That was it.

      It couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes after Iveera had grabbed him from McClanahan’s that he’d heard the distress call from Marty. If Tessa had made it as far as Philadelphia…

      “Truth be told,” Jaeger said, looking around the encampment, “I was sorta hoping we’d show up here and find them taking names, you know?”

      Nate blinked back to the present. “You still came to New York after all this had…?”

      He trailed off, remembering that he was talking to an Air Force colonel, and not some amateur alien conspiracy nut. Jaeger just showed him a hard grin—the kind that said he was kind of amused, and also kind of capable of killing a man with his pinky.

      “That’s the job, kid. Not many units trained for first contact response with ETs, believe it or not.”

      “Been a real fuckin’ hoot so far, sir,” chimed one of the nearby soldiers, rather plainly listening in. He had an SAS emblem on his shoulder too.

      “At any rate, New York was the closest thing we had to a lead on this Beacon of yours.” Jaeger looked between them, watching for some reaction. “Don’t suppose either of you might be able to fill us in on that bit, by the way?”

      Nate felt Iveera’s sideways glance, but if she was miffed by the fact that he’d clearly told someone something, she didn’t press it. Just renewed her grip on his elbow like it was time to move. “The Beacon is no longer any concern of yours, Lieutenant Colonel Jaeger. Nor of any immediate concern to your planet. Now—”

      “And what about un-immediately?” Jaeger pressed. “All due respect, Ma’am, but we’re flying blind here. Why am I gettin’ the feelin’ we just opened Pandora’s box?”

      Nate opened his mouth to explain that one to Iveera, but her Excalibur must’ve parsed it for her, because she was already nodding. “The analogy is serviceable, and you are correct. Earth will indeed have little choice but to confront certain truths about its station in the galaxy moving forward.”

      As she said the last words, a thin, matte gray disc appeared in her armored palm, and she offered it out to Jaeger. “See to it your superiors receive this. It is the standard Alliance outreach protocol, designed for cases such as this one. It will tell your people everything they need to know.”

      Jaeger took the disc from her, frowning curiously at the plain-looking device. Iveera took one last look at the departing troglodans ascending their grav lifts, began to turn away with Nate in tow, and paused.

      “You may also wish to inform your superiors that there are downed troglodan carriers at these locations,” she added, reaching out a slender finger to touch the disc, which sprang to life with a holo map dotted with multiple red blips and coordinates. “I trust you will find your uses.”

      And with that, she turned and stalked off, pulling Nate along with her. The troops didn’t quite move aside, but nor did that really matter when the ground fell away beneath them, and Nate and Iveera both rose a good ten feet on what his wriggling stomach informed him must be Iveera’s gravitonics.

      That got a murmur from the troops.

      “Ma’am?” Jaeger called after them. “My superiors would like to talk to both of you. In person. Standard outreach protocol or not.”

      Iveera slowed, swiveling to face them. Nate, by default, went along like a nervously panting puppy riding side carriage, whether he liked it or not.

      “I understand, Colonel,” Iveera said. “Alas, we have a matter of some urgency to discuss. So unless you wish to attempt without your weapons what the armada above was frightened to attempt with theirs, we will make our leave now.”

      “Lady makes a good point, sir,” said the SAS guy who’d spoken earlier.

      Jaeger didn’t answer. He was too busy boring holes into Nate’s faceplate in what might’ve been stare-speak for c’mon, kid, help a fellow human out here, or maybe something more like c’mon, kid, you really think you can fly away from this one? You really think we won’t find you?

      “I’ll, uh”—Nate held up an armored finger, conscious of Iveera already maneuvering them back around—“I’ll just be right back with you guys, okay?”

      “Should we… stop them, Colonel?” one of the soldiers asked as they began to drift away.

      “Just get me a damn radio,” was the last thing he heard Jaeger growl.
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      They didn’t fly farther than the rooftops of the skyscrapers lining the park before Iveera dropped Nate down to a startled landing. He stifled a yelp and yanked back from the concrete ledge, gaining his balance as she settled softly down beside him.

      Much as he didn’t appreciate being casually tossed onto a rooftop ledge, he was even more pissed at having been dragged off and basically forced to look complicit in telling the US military to piss off. It had been a mistake, he was almost positive, urgent business or no. But the complaint died on his tongue as he took in the smoking cityscape, and the destruction below.

      He looked down to the park, and his helmet display helpfully zoomed in on Jaeger and his people doing their best to start restoring order to the chaotic exodus. Steady streams of wide-eyed civilians were still pouring out of the park in all directions, plenty more mixing and churning in and around the encampment, the air full of their desperate cries for lost loved ones. Even with the minor relief of the first trog ship closing shop and ascending for the depths of outer space, it wasn’t a pretty sight.

      Beside him, Iveera was busy with her holo, checking a spooling reel of alien figures and an array of video feeds from what looked like several major cities across the world. Scouting reports, he realized, as a few of the odd glyphs wiggled before his eyes into words and numbers he could understand. Ship and troop counts, tagged by location and status.

      Probes from the Kalnythian Wilds, Ex provided, before he could even begin to wonder. It looks as if the commander has made good on his word to order a worldwide withdrawal.

      It certainly did appear that way.

      It might’ve even felt like good news, if not for the single metric that’d just wriggled into legibility from its original gorgon script.

      Estimated Human Fatalities, Troglodan Inflicted: 78,387

      Nate stared at the number, not comprehending. It was too big to even begin to wrap his head around.

      Bear in mind, Ex said slowly, that nearly twice that many humans die on this planet in a given day.

      Nate flexed his jaw, wanting to be furious that Ex would even think to draw a comparison between routine death and mass murder. He was too shocked to get there. In a way, Ex was probably just trying to give his grasping brain some iota of perspective.

      Nearly eighty-thousand lives, gone. Just gone. Who knew how many hundreds of thousands more would be irrevocably ruined in the vacuum they’d left behind—how many millions had been injured today, scarred for life.

      The second trog carrier began to lift up over Central Park, beating its slow, unapologetic retreat. Nate watched it go, suddenly wishing Iveera had torched them all from the sky. Quickly as it came, the thought disappeared down the bottomless pit in his gut, leaving him empty and tired, and more than a little bit lost.

      Iveera closed her holos, and turned his way, her helmet peeling back to show her somber green face. He searched her alien eyes, looking for some explanation for it all. But there was none, he realized. None that he needed to hear anymore. Nothing but the guilt he’d known ever since the trogs had first arrived, and the slow, painful truth that’d been growing in his heart since he’d broken free from the waters of the Atlantic Ocean, twice-baptized by the twin furies of the drowning city and Iveera Katanaga.

      Of all the reasons this catastrophe had unfolded, there was only one that had anything to do with him—just like there was only one thing left for him to do about it now.

      “I’m coming with you,” he said, not knowing where it was they’d be going, or how they were supposed to get there—only that he had to make this right. The trogs, the Beacon, the Merlin. All of it.

      Ex practically purred at the sentiment.

      “Yes,” was all Iveera said. She didn’t look particularly happy about it.

      Nate released his helmet back to e-dim so he could see her with his own two eyes. “You’re… okay with that?”

      Her phosphorescent eyes returned from some distant thought. “I am not okay with any part of this, Nathaniel, but I can hardly allow you to stay here alone with a practically undefended Excalibur.”

      I believe she is calling you a weakling.

      “I’m not—” Nate started, then he sighed and tried again. “I was offering my help,” he told Iveera, “not signing up for daycare.”

      “Moreover,” she said, as if he hadn’t spoken at all, “I believe this arrangement is what the Merlin desired, should the impossible come to pass.”

      “I spoke with him briefly in the battle,” she added, at Nate’s confused look. “Released him from imprisonment aboard the Dread Knight’s Crimson Tide. He had been captive for some weeks, though I cannot say what manner of sorcery held him there.” She shot him a dark look, jin flattening. “Such a feat is well beyond the skill of any living Excalibur Knight.”

      “The Black Knight, then?” he guessed out loud, gross emasculation momentarily forgotten. “I think he was working with Groshna. I heard some of the trogs talking about it down there.”

      Iveera didn’t disagree with the assessment.

      “Did the Merlin… Do you know what that thing was? Who he was?”

      She gave a soft hiss, her jin cutting the air. “The Merlin feared that a formidable foe had returned from the grave.”

      Nate considered the cryptic tidbit. “Well, I’m pretty sure the Black Knight knew the Merlin. I think this entire thing with the Beacon might’ve been a trap just to get his hands on him.”

      “Impossible,” Iveera said, but the word was quiet, like she barely believed it herself. “One does not merely wake a dormant Beacon like the sparking of an ion engine. Even the Merlin does not command such power over the Lady’s Light.”

      “Well… Maybe this Black Knight is beyond the Merlin too, then.”

      “No.” Her jin swayed gently back and forth. “No, that’s not possible either.”

      “But why not? I mean, if he was the one who imprisoned him… And hell, he did overpower him in a fight. How do you know what he could or couldn’t do?”

      “I know because I fought him, too,” Iveera said, looking out to the horizon with a dark expression. “I know because the Merlin told me from where that blackened monster came.”

      She glanced back at him, jin flattening. “He used to be one of us.”

      Nate was pretty sure he felt Ex’s surprise more sharply than his own. Maybe he was simply too ignorant to be properly surprised. A rogue Knight, returned from the grave bearing some kind of corrupted Ninth Excalibur? He didn’t even know what to—

      That was no Excalibur.

      He flinched at the bite in Ex’s voice. Ahead of them, Iveera looked even less happy about the revelation she’d just shared.

      “So then… How did…?”

      Iveera sliced the air with her jin. “All I truly know is that the Beacon and the Merlin must be recovered before they come to harm, or worse, fall into the hands of the Synth.”

      “The Synth?” Nate asked, wondering what Ex’s so-called ancient evil—the one that had apparently been nothing but campfire legend for well over three-thousand years—had to do with a single mad Knight.

      “Our oldest and most powerful foe,” Iveera said, plainly mistaking his confusion. “Do not tell me… It is why the Excalibur Knights were created. Merciful goddess, surely the Merlin or the Lady must have—”

      “No, yeah, I… I’ve heard of them,” Nate said, raising his hands in peace and thinking back to the all-destroying swarm he’d witnessed sweeping through the asteroids on the final leg of his spacewalk with the Lady. “Ancient evil, right? Big swarm thing out in space? Eats asteroid belts?”

      “Devours entire worlds,” she corrected, looking only marginally appeased. “Entire systems. The entire plodding universe, perhaps, if we do not stand ready to stem the tide when it rushes forth from darkness again.”

      “Then, uh…” He frowned, still not sure what this had to do with the Black Knight, but strangely absorbed with her words.

      Devour the entire universe? It sounded a bit dramatic. What did that even mean, really? He didn’t know, but he couldn’t seem to think of anything but the memory of that asteroid belt. The breathtaking ease and ferocity of that swarm ripping through gods knew how many millions of tons of asteroids, leaving nothing behind. The raw power, utterly silent in the dead vacuum of space. His heart beating faster. Cold terror slithering through his gut.

      The Synth must be stopped.

      The voice wasn’t Ex’s. His voice? He couldn’t…

      “Earth,” he thought he heard himself mumble.

      The word struck like a lightning bolt.

      This thing was coming for Earth?

      He couldn’t seem to get the words out. Couldn’t even remember where he was until an iron grip yanked him back to the quiet New York City rooftop, where Iveera had taken hold of his arm.

      “If the Synth ever penetrates this far,” Iveera said quietly, having apparently grasped something of his little episode, “all sentient life in the galaxy may already be as good as dead.”

      Nate tried to swallow against a parched throat, feeling clammy after whatever had just happened. “And the Black Knight? You think he’s…?”

      “The Merlin feared that Groshna’s corrupted Excalibur might’ve had something to do with the Synth. That perhaps the Black Knight had been… repurposed by the enemy, so to speak. Resurrected out in the darkness, in the millennia following the Great War. Twisted into some manner of synthient servant, with the corrupted Excalibur to match—the dark seed of a plot to overthrow the Alliance’s most powerful defenders before the new war begins.”

      Nate could barely think straight for the steady stream of Ex’s oaths of blackened hands and repugnant villains and vile sorcery.

      “But then Groshna…” His eyes widened. “But then we’re…”

      “I cannot say in either case,” Iveera admitted. “I tell you this primarily to inform your Excalibur of the nature of the threat, should our brush with the corruption prove… persistent.”

      The blackened curs are welcome to try.

      “Beyond that, the Merlin had not the time to tell me, just as we have too long tarried while that blackened demon escapes. We must return to the Atlantic for the ships, and depart for the Golnak relay posthaste.” She lifted a few inches from the rooftop on silent gravitonics, fixing him with an expectant look. “Are you ready to fly?”

      “I…” Nate dropped his gaze to the pavement, only then really registering what she was saying. Ships. Departure. Posthaste. As in right the hell now.

      Suddenly, despite all the I’m coming with you bravado of a few minutes past, he couldn’t help but wonder what the hell he was thinking, standing here in his neat little alien armor, talking with his alien pseudo-ally about their drastic non-plan to run off and… and what? Save the Merlin? Slam the lid on some unspoken darkness coming to gobble the universe up whole?

      This wasn’t how the world worked. This—

      This is happening, Nathaniel.

      “I… need to talk to my parents,” he dully heard himself say. He wasn’t even sure why he said it, only that the words rang with the empty echo of everything he was suddenly terrified at the thought of leaving behind. “I need to…”

      What? Speak with your friends? Request a leave of absence from school? Look at what they have wrought on the world, Nathaniel. There is no going back.

      His eyes traced down to the park—to the remnants of the troglodan invasion that had just changed the world forever, and to the seemingly endless list of reasons he couldn’t go on with this madness, and the even longer list of reasons he couldn’t not.

      Ex was right. He knew Ex was right. But—

      “I need to feed my dog, goddammit!” he cried out of nowhere, throwing his hands wide in helpless anger. He didn’t know who he was trying to convince. Certainly not Iveera, who seemed less surprised at the outburst than he was. She just hung there in the air, watching him for a few long, degrading seconds before finally speaking again.

      “Are you ready to fly?”

      Somehow, those five words seemed to say it all.

      Life as he knew it had ended, and something else was coming. Something none of them, not even the Excalibur Knights, were prepared to face. Not without their Merlin. Maybe not even then. But all he could do for sure was try. Or not.

      “Okay,” he whispered, beginning to nod.

      Iveera was already drifting off on gravitonic wings. She turned eastward as he looked up, facing her back toward him and gently accelerating, silently expecting him to follow.

      “Okay,” he whispered to himself, reaching for his thrusters.

      Nathaniel?

      This is what you wanted, isn’t it?

      No, it’s—

      We’re going, okay? I just—

      Look down, Nathaniel.

      Frowning, Nate followed Ex’s instructions, honing in on the exact spot by nearly subconscious communication. He froze at the pair of tiny figures he spied below, looking up from the edge of the park. Froze until they clarified in his Excalibur-enhanced vision, not so much magnifying as resolving into unmistakable definition in every tiny detail.

      It was Marty and Gwen.

      He looked to Iveera, too stupefied to communicate that she needed to wait, that he couldn’t leave after all. Back to Marty and Gwen, both squinting up his way like they were trying to figure out if it was really him. Back to Iveera, who had halted over the park now, watching him like she’d seen what was happening and was waiting to see what he’d do.

      He could only stare down at his friends, barely daring to trust his eyes.

      “I will return within three hours,” came Iveera’s voice in his head. “You should make whatever farewells you must.”

      It was only the word, farewells, that tugged him back to harsh reality.

      “But your ship,” he said, grasping at the mental image of the smoking wreck she’d ridden into Atlantis like a dying steed. “It can’t just pull itself back together like that, can it?”

      “Not quickly enough,” she agreed, seemingly unconcerned by the detail, or by the additional fact that the ship was presumably still at the bottom of the ocean. “Which is why we are going to take yours.”

      “Mine?” Nate asked blankly.

      “Three hours, Nathaniel,” was all she said.

      He looked up in time to see her copper form rocketing away between the buildings across the park, rapidly dwindling from sight.

      Three hours.

      Best make the most of your time, little hobbit.

      He looked down to Marty and Gwen, who were turning back from the direction of Iveera’s speeding departure. It was only then that he noticed Kyle and Kelsey in the park behind them, along with Todd and Emily and a few others—Tessa Kalders and her two SAS partners hovering nearby, keeping watch on the group and the proceedings in the park. Everyone was there.

      Everyone but Zach.

      The realization hit him with such sudden, awful clarity that he didn’t even think about leaping off the building. He forgot to be afraid as he plummeted to the street, calling on his thrusters only toward the end in his desperate rush to correct his obvious misunderstanding—to reach street level and realize that he’d only missed Zach’s face in the group.

      He hit the ground harder than he meant to. Marty and Gwen gaped at the cracked asphalt beneath his feet. He gaped right back, searching the line of faces behind them. Searching it again. Zach’s name caught in his throat.

      Kyle couldn’t meet his eyes.

      Gwen couldn’t look away, shock and devastation plainly written across her face.

      He fixed his eyes on Marty, silently pleading with his friend to say it wasn’t so, to tell him that they’d only been split up.

      Marty just shook his head, red eyes brimming with tears.

      “He saved us, Nate. He saved us.”
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            A Quarter of Everything

          

        

      

    

    
      “It happened faster than…”

      “Faster than any of us knew what to do,” Gwen provided.

      “Yeah,” Marty whispered, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, steeling himself to get back on track.

      Nate sat there quietly, wanting to tell his friends that they didn’t have to relive this now. That they could do it later, when they weren’t surrounded by the watching eyes and muddling chaos of the lingering park evacuees. That he wasn’t sure he could bear to hear it at all.

      But he needed to hear it. And he could see it in Marty’s face that his friend needed to say it. And later… Well, he couldn’t think about later right now. Not beyond the next few hours.

      So he sat there and quietly listened while his friends told him how the trogs had found them shortly after Iveera had taken him. How they’d been rattled and frantic, thinking he was dead. How Tessa and her two colleagues had whipped them into shape and gotten them moving, worried the abduction would draw attention to McClanahan’s.

      How they’d been too late anyway.

      “We almost made it out before they got there,” Marty said, shaking his head. “They hit the first car just after Tessa got it hotwired, thankfully before we could all load up.”

      Judging by her sooty face and clothes and the ugly gash over her eyebrow, he was guessing it must’ve been something of a close call for Tessa, but she remained silent outside their huddle, not exactly pretending like she wasn’t listening, but at least maintaining a respectful distance.

      “Everyone ran for the one SUV after that,” Marty continued. “The guys even brought one of the trogs down, I think, but…”

      “It was my fault,” Gwen said quietly. “If I hadn’t been so…” She glanced over at Nate, then back to her feet, unable to finish.

      “I’m the one who drew their attention,” Marty said. “I’m the one who dropped the damn gun when…” He shook his head, lips trembling.

      “It’s bullshit,” Kyle said, rousing for the first time since they’d sat down and looking from Gwen around the circle almost angrily, as if daring someone to argue. “You guys arguing whose fault it is, it’s… If Zach hadn’t…” He fought for control, lips and brow working, quivering back and forth between something like a snarl and a sob. “We never would’ve made it out of there,” he finally managed. “They would’ve hit the SUV with that grenade, and… Fuck.” He slouched back down, hanging his head. “Fuck.”

      Silence descended on the circle, thick and uneasy.

      Nate found himself looking around, half-expecting Zach to step in and rib Kyle for his riveting command of the English language just to brighten the mood. The slip was like a phantom dagger nestled gently between the ribs. Almost worse was the way his friends, and even Todd and Emily, all avoided his eyes. Like they’d somehow let him down, and not the other way around.

      I should’ve been there, he wanted to say, but the words hung in his throat. There was no end to the things he should’ve done since this had all started—since well before that too, truth be told. Sniveling about the fact had never gotten him anywhere. And much as he wanted to think Zach deserved his apologies, somehow, the thought of speaking them out loud only seemed like it would dilute the memory of his friend’s sacrifice. So he sat there in silence, paying his respects and apologies to Zach and no one else.

      You do your friend honor, little hobbit.

      Nate swallowed against the sudden aching in his throat, gripped by unexpectedly powerful gratitude at the simple fact of being not alone.

      Slowly, uncertainly, the creeping tendrils of life began to work their way back into the cold circle as the precious minutes ticked by. It started with a few comments about the ongoing trickle of evacuees, and about the group’s rather abrupt journey, getting overtaken and abducted outside of Philadelphia—SUV and all—and summarily dished off here in New York, where many of the trog forces from State College had apparently congregated after Groshna had arrived, and where they’d just so happened to see the two Knights fly in to save the day.

      At first, Nate tried to answer what questions he could about the trogs without saying too much, but soon enough, they’d slid into everything from Nate’s encounter with Groshna all the way down to Atlantis and the Black Knight. Once he’d started, it was hard to stop. Hard to imagine snuffing out what feeble glints of curiosity and awe had returned to his friends’ faces as he spoke.

      Even with such surreal distractions, though, they never seemed to make it more than a few minutes at a time before the weight of Zach’s absence settled back in on a heavy breath of silence, and they sat there absently listening to the fading din of the encampment, and the helicopters that’d begun swooping down, bringing troops and supplies in, and medevacking the badly wounded out.

      Nate didn’t tell his friends about the estimated fatality count he’d seen on Iveera’s holos. It wouldn’t bring them any more comfort than it’d brought him, knowing that their loss was only a tiny sliver of the total or that, all told, it hadn’t been nearly as catastrophic a day as it could’ve been. The logic rang cold and hollow enough in his own head.

      All he really knew was that, whatever pain he and his friends were collectively suffering right now, there was at least eighty-thousand times more of it striking across the globe right now. Probably more than that. A worldwide tsunami of loss and suffering, for reasons he still couldn’t explain in any satisfying depth. He wasn’t sure such reasons could even exist. Especially not when Kyle spoke up in the middle of one particularly lengthy silence.

      “I just can’t stop feeling like I’m missing… like we’re missing… I don’t know. A quarter.” He shook his head, looking abjectly defeated. “A quarter of everything.”

      The words hung on the silence, immutably true.

      “A quarter of everything is still everything,” Marty finally said, his voice not much above a whisper.

      The three of them shared a look then, and it was as if some part of Zach were stirring within them, amalgamating from the pieces and memories they each carried to surface as a near whole for some final farewell.

      “Out-nerded,” they whispered as one.

      Nate wasn’t sure whether he wanted to laugh or cry. He might’ve found out in short order, had that not been the moment he caught sight of Lieutenant Colonel Jaeger marching toward their huddle from the encampment with a few of his SAS crew in tow.

      Just what he needed right now.

      “Friends of yours?” Kyle asked.

      Nate looked around to answer and realized the question had been directed not at him, but at Tessa, who’d risen to her feet and was ineffectively dusting off her grimy clothes. “Just the bestest,” she said, rather lethargically, before straightening up and favoring the incoming officer at upright attention. Beside her, the other two SAS guys did the same.

      “At ease, people,” Jaeger said, as he drew up and looked his team over. “Glad to see you all pulled through.”

      Nate traded a look with his friends, and saw the same grim thought reflected in their eyes: they hadn’t all pulled through. Somehow though, Nate didn’t expect the Lt Col would be falling to his knees with the grief of their loss as he turned to regard Nate.

      “Whatever you want from me,” Nate found himself saying before he could think about it, “I don’t have time.”

      “Why?” Jaeger asked, calmly looking around their circle before turning back to Nate, his dark eyes entirely too keen and discerning. “You got someplace to be, kid?”

      Nate stiffened, all too aware of the round of suddenly attentive stares his friends shot him. He swore he could hear the realizations clicking into place—that he’d barely mentioned a word about Iveera, or what she’d gone flying off to do. Certainly, he hadn’t mentioned why, or what his part was in all of this moving forward. He hadn’t even realized himself, how thoroughly he’d kept the spotlight trained away from what happened next.

      “This is our medic, Emily Carter,” Jaeger broke into the uncomfortable silence, waving forward a twenty-something, five-foot-ten band of solid lady iron as if he were making a grand peace offering. “I thought she might have a look at your friends while we have a word.”

      Take it or leave it, his eyes said. Or maybe that was Nate’s own inner voice, assuming that emotional blackmail was exactly the knife Jaeger had intended to twist. Either way, he kind of wanted to punch the clever bastard as he rose to his feet, waving down his friends’ concerned looks, and turned to face his magnanimous extortionist.

      “You’ve got five minutes.”
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      “So what is it?” Jaeger asked as they drew around the decidedly non-private barrier offered by a few scraggly trees. “Rescue mission? Revenge?”

      Nate frowned at the Lt Col, surprised by the acuity of the guess, and not really sure how to answer. He’d fully been expecting the man to open up with threats about how much trouble he was already in.

      “I take it something critical slipped past you and your friend Katanaga out there in the Atlantic,” Jaeger rolled on, unperturbed by his silence. “Imagine you two are looking to rectify.”

      Nate’s frown deepened despite his best efforts. “How did you…?”

      “We’ve still got satellites out there, kid. And believe it or not,” he added, swinging a finger back and forth between them, “as far as I know, we’re still on the same side here. So why don’t you tell me what the gorgon’s planning, and we can go from there?”

      “Meaning you can decide whether or not to have your people try to drag me off to Area 51?”

      Jaeger met him with an even stare. “Do you see me waving my dick around here, kid?”

      “Kinda hard to tell, what with all the kid this, kid that.”

      “Okay,” he said, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender that was still a few degrees too condescending for Nate’s liking. “Nate. That better? Let’s start with the thorn I’m guessin’s still buried in your ass beneath that shiny armor, Nate.”

      “You mean that you’re sorry you ignored everything I told you when it actually might’ve made a difference?”

      He showed Nate a humorless grin. “That’s the one.”

      Nate waited a few seconds, waiting for more. “Hell of an apology, there.”

      Jaeger’s grin turned positively icy. “Who said anything about an apology?”

      Nate bristled, but Jaeger pushed on before he could say a word.

      “Look, we took what intel we had, and we passed it up the chain. Chain did the same. We did our jobs. Simple fact is the world wasn’t ready for this.”

      “Seriously? You did your job, so it’s not your fault? That’s what you’re going with?”

      “We trusted generations of training and precedent, kid. It might not sound like much, but let me ask you somethin’: how’d it go for you, playing hero all on your own out here, with no damn clue what you were doing?”

      Nate opened his mouth to spit back that it’d gone a hell of a lot better than anything they’d tried—that he’d survived more than Jaeger could shake a condescending stick at. That he’d bonded with the Excalibur, dammit. Battled troglodans. Found the Beacon.

      But what had any of it accomplished in the end?

      He’d stumbled through it all, through failure after failure. He’d survived. But that was the sum total of it. He’d survived. He’d tapped into powers he never could’ve imagined. And he’d saved no one.

      Most of the students he’d broken out of the brig had been promptly recaptured. Iveera, he had a strong feeling, might well have managed on her own if he hadn’t happened along. And his friends? He didn’t have to look any further than the somber gathering past the trees or the sick ache in his heart to remember how well he’d protected them.

      When Jaeger finally spoke again, his voice was almost gentle.

      “Aliens don’t fall from the sky, Nate. It doesn’t happen. Never has. Not until now.” He looked out at the remnants of the park evacuee traffic, up to the small shape of the last retreating trog ship. “So no, I’m not sorry that we did our jobs the best we knew how, but I’m also not an ignorant tit.”

      He looked back to Nate. “It’s a new world now. New rules. And for what it’s worth, I’m pissed too. More pissed than you’d probably believe. Truth is, I don’t think I would’ve done much differently, had I been in your place. But none of that matters anymore.”

      Nate just stared at him, wondering how he could stand there and dole it out like that. Eighty-thousand innocent lives lost in the shuffle for this brave new world, and none of that fucking mattered anymore? He wanted to shout. To scream. To demand answers. But part of him—maybe the part that was merely anticipating what Jaeger would say, or maybe another part entirely—already had the only answer that mattered.

      They were dead. And there was no making it right.

      “The only question now,” Jaeger pressed slowly on, almost as if he’d been reading Nate’s mind, “is do you wanna stand here bitching about how we fell flat the first time, or do you wanna help us make sure it never happens again?”

      Nate scowled. “What is this, some kind of soldier pep talk?”

      “This is me doing the job, kid. All my people want is—”

      Not to be the bearer of ill-timed news, Ex broke in, as Jaeger continued on with something about a chance to talk, but it appears Ser Katanaga has found our ship.

      Nate glanced inadvertently to the sky.

      Not here, Nathaniel. Near Atlantis. The ship has been sequestered in e-dim aboard Ser Groshna’s Crimson Tide these past weeks. That was why I couldn’t find it. Captured, apparently, alongside the Merlin. The ship is quite distressed about the entire episode.

      Nate was trying to process how a ship could even be distressed when Jaeger’s voice cut into his thoughts.

      “—didn’t hear a word I just said, did you?”

      “Sorry,” Nate said, before he could remember he really wasn’t. “I was thinking.”

      Thinking about how his precious time was almost up.

      Jaeger gave a dubious grunt, clearly unconvinced, but deciding to move on anyway. “I’ll ask again, then. Come debrief at UN HQ. No black bags. No dark holes off the edge of the map. Just a talk. Preferably with your gorgon friend, if she’s available.”

      She will be presently. She is on the move. Quite quickly.

      A trickle of panic burbled up in Nate’s chest. He was vaguely aware Jaeger was saying something about potentially providing support, and the spirit of cooperation, but he really only caught the last words.

      “So what do you say?”

      Could be as little as ten minutes if she continues accelerating.

      That, and the unfettered rush of panic it brought on, pretty much settled it.

      “I say your five minutes are up, Colonel.”

      He needed to get back to his friends. Needed to tell them… Fuck. He didn’t know what. Everything. Everything he’d somehow managed to hold back until now, trying to convince himself he’d have time later.

      “Kid, now’s not really the time for you to—”

      He whirled back on Jaeger. “I might not be enough to scare off a trog armada, but I sure as fuck wouldn’t push me right now.”

      The ferocity in his voice might’ve surprised him more than Jaeger. The Lt Col just went icily neutral, his weight subtly shifting to a ready position. Nate held his gaze a moment longer—the multi-voice in his head simultaneously shouting that Jaeger’s request wasn’t really all that unreasonable, and that it was also the height of all bullshit, and that he needed to get back to his friends, and that maybe they wouldn’t have to leave the moment Iveera got back if this UN debriefing was actually pertinent, and that why, for that matter, did he even have to leave at all, save for the fact that his every strand of guilt and moral fiber was telling him it was the only way?

      He turned wordlessly for the park—trying to blink away the buzzing hive of crazy in his head, Jaeger watching like a hawk—and nearly ran headlong into Gwen, who was edging hesitantly through the trees like she wasn’t quite sure whether she was interrupting or coming to the rescue.

      Jaeger looked between the two of them, assessing, then gave a suit yourself shrug. “I’ll run your answer up the chain, kid. I’d say it’s been a real pleasure, waving big ones with you, but I have a feeling we’re not done yet.”

      They waited in uneasy silence as the Lt Col trekked back through the trees, no doubt bound straight for whatever comms they’d established.

      “So…” Gwen said quietly once he was gone, looking uncertainly after Jaeger before turning back to him.

      He showed her a sad smile, thinking of the moment they’d shared back in that quiet stockroom, before everything had fallen apart all over again. “So?” he asked, just as she had back then. “That’s all you’ve got after all this?”

      She bobbed her head, and for a second, he thought she’d smile or say something witty and perfectly Gwen, or that her eyes would fill with tears and she’d rush forward to throw her arms around him.

      Instead, she just sobered, tilting her head after Jaeger. “Everything all right there?”

      “Yeah,” Nate said reflexively, feeling each second ticking by like a light smack to the heart. “No. I don’t know. He was just… They want answers.”

      “You don’t say.” She tried to smile, then bit her lip instead, hanging on the edge of her next question. “So then that other thing about, you know…” She glanced in the direction of the group, almost like she wished she’d brought support, then turned back to him, seeming to remember she didn’t need it. “Was he right? Are you going somewhere?”

      Nate couldn’t have said how many seconds he wasted floundering, mouth half open, trying to find the words. Even after everything she’d seen today, and everything he’d told her, it was all still too vague, too arcane, to explain to any satisfactory degree. He didn’t even understand it himself: what was really at stake here, what dangerous and convoluted manner of Galactic Alliance politics he suddenly seemed to be caught up in, whether he liked it or not. Even what he owed to the Merlin, and to Earth.

      So he gave up on words, and settled for a dumb nod.

      She did surge into him then, gasping his name and wrapping him in a hug that might’ve been bone-crushing had he not been encased in powerful alien armor. Feeling her arms around him, though, he released that armor back to e-dim for the first time since Atlantis, and let her have a fair go at it.

      Gods, did she feel good in his arms. Warm, and precious, and irrefutably right in a world that’d gone horribly wrong. He didn’t know what to say other than that. Couldn’t even seem to get those words out. For a long while, they simply held one another. He felt the seconds ticking by, felt the inevitable drawing closer, and he held her tighter. She didn’t need to ask why.

      “You have to?” was all she asked when they finally drew back enough to look at one another.

      He swallowed, searching for his voice. It was only then that it really dawned on him just how terrified he was. “All I know is that I’m pretty sure the evil bastard behind this invasion got exactly what he wanted today. And if we don’t make it right…” He gathered himself and met her eyes, tears pressing at his own. “I need to do this.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, taking his face between her hands, fingers exploring along his jawline, through his hair, like she was trying to store it all up for later. “Okay,” she repeated, nodding faintly to herself.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head, tears welling. He prayed to god she wouldn’t let go.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t—”

      She kissed him, and he tasted tears. His or hers, he didn’t know. He just pulled her close and kissed her back, closing his eyes, leaving the ticking time bomb of a world behind as best he could. For a while, he succeeded, and it was only the two of them, safe and warm in the darkness behind his eyelids. Only her eyes holding his when he finally found the courage to look again. Only those beautiful eyes, and the painfully deep ache of emotion they stirred within him.

      He wanted to tell her that he loved her. Wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and disappear again. To wake up in bed twenty years down the road and look over to realize she was still there, right there with him, and that they were happy, and content, and at peace—her with her life-changing biotech breakthroughs, and him with… his art?

      An odd wave of dissonance passed through him at the thought, like he’d queried his inner storage for the familiar fantasy only to find the file had been corrupted—all relevant data badly warped by the heat stress of a new reality. In a way, it almost felt like some part of him had died back there in Atlantis, replaced by the one that had bonded with Ex—the one that had kicked open an entire galaxy of unknowns, for better or worse.

      Pandora’s box.

      Jaeger had been more right than he’d known.

      “How soon?” Gwen whispered, her forehead resting lightly against his chest.

      “Soon,” he whispered back, flat and drained.

      Too soon. Not soon enough. He didn’t know. It just wasn’t fair, some corner of his mind insisted, that he should finally make it to this moment only with the certainty that it couldn’t last. The rest of him just watched in quiet acceptance as Gwen drew back and cupped his cheek in one hand, studying his face with a soft frown.

      “You’re different, you know,” she said, stroking his cheek with a thumb, smiling a little at her own words. “I mean, of course you are, after everything, but… I don’t know. There’s just something in your eyes. Something that wasn’t there before.”

      Nate took her hand in his, unnerved for some reason he couldn’t explain, and resenting that he couldn’t even seem to enjoy the feeling of her hand in his in that moment. “I guess the whole world’s different.”

      She looked around the ruined park, then gave him a sad smile and leaned up to plant one last soft kiss on his lips. “I guess you’re right.”

      Something fluttered back to life from the abyss, watching her descend back down from tip-toes. Something that, for one wild second, begged him to simply say to hell with it, scoop her up, and fly them off somewhere. Run for it and never look back. Have a chance to actually be together, to have anything more than this stolen moment at the tail end of a four year marathon of his self-pitying snivel-fest.

      But he couldn’t. And not only because he knew what was out there now, or because Iveera would probably hunt him down like a dog in a day flat. But because he just couldn’t. Because he had a job to do, same as Lt Col Not-A-Tit Jaeger. And because, in some grim way, he actually kind of wanted to do it, he realized.

      Merciful Sith, when had that happened? Three weeks in, one world crisis averted, and he’d officially lost his mind.

      Just imagine where we’ll be in three centuries.

      The thought sent his head spinning. It was about the last thing he wanted to imagine right then. The faint patter of another approaching helicopter reminded him he didn’t have the time to spare anyway.

      “C’mon,” he said, taking Gwen’s hand and turning to head back to the others. “Better let the”—he flinched away from the word squad, thinking of Zach—“the guys into the loop.”

      As it turned out, though, there was little loop-letting to be done.

      They’d barely made it out of the trees when Marty and Kyle both rose from the group, watching him with looks that said they already knew—had seen it coming since they’d first spied him atop that rooftop with Iveera. He couldn’t even say if it was horror on their faces, or something more like shock and awe. Maybe all of the above. Whatever it was, it didn’t make him feel any better about what came next.

      Neither did the SAS team loitering nearby, or the odd looks they were all shooting him.

      He didn’t have time to parse it out, or even to speak a word to Marty and Kyle before he caught the first faint hint of a rushing something high above. He looked to the sky, not quite sure if he’d imagined it.

      He hadn’t.

      It was only a speck in the sky when he caught first sight, but it grew with frightening velocity, moving straight for them so fast he could hardly make out the shape. By the time it decelerated enough to resolve into anything but a large blue blur, it was practically landing on top of them, kicking up a healthy gust of wind as whoever was at the helm—Iveera, he presumed—brought it to a crisp, calm hover.

      The ship was long and aesthetically proportioned, all elegant curves and sleek matte panels of white and midnight blue. Based on his exactly zero knowledge of spaceship design, Nate thought it looked like it had been built more for speed and long voyages than for heavy warfare. It looked a little bit like Iveera’s ship, he noticed. And there, etched across one of the port-side armor panels in faded, barely discernible letters was a one word explanation for the connection: Camelot.

      “Dude,” Kyle said beside him, gaping up at the vessel. “Fuck me.”

      Nate stared right along with him, not sure how to expound on the statement, stomach wriggling even as his heart leapt at the inexorable waves of change thrumming down from alien engines, permeating through every fiber of the life he’d thought he’d known.

      He looked at his friends, and took each one by the shoulder as they pried their eyes away from the ship to look back at him. They fell into a group hug without a word. There didn’t seem to be any words left.

      It was only then, with his arms around two of the closest friends he had left, that he realized he wouldn’t be there for Zach’s funeral. That he hadn’t even had a chance to contact his parents. He didn’t even know if Copernicus was okay back in State College, for the love of Christ.

      It was happening too fast.

      He felt Gwen’s hands on his back. Saw Todd and Emily holding each other nearby, prying their eyes from the arriving ship to give him a respectful nod. A somber farewell.

      Breathe, Nathaniel. It is but one step on the journey.

      Nate blew out the breath he hadn’t noticed he was holding. Forced another. Saw Iveera appear from the belly of the Camelot, hovering down to collect him, and came to a decision. If he couldn’t be here in person…

      Yes, it would work, Ex said, almost before he was consciously aware of what he was thinking, but are you sure, Nathaniel? It is still a risk, troglodans or not.

      He took Marty’s hand, holding the thought in mind down to each tiny detail. I’m sure.

      He felt it working, felt Marty stiffen as something took shape out of thin air between their palms.

      “I think you know who that’s for,” Nate said, finding the hints of his first real smile as Marty turned his hand over and looked down at the chintzy looking gold medallion that had appeared there, embossed with two lines of all-caps text: BEST DOGGO IN THE WORLD.

      “Just like the earpiece,” Nate said, with a pointed look.

      Marty’s eyes widened. “This will… Even out there?”

      “Keep it secret,” Nate said. “And if at any point there’s anything we need to let Earth know about, well…” He looked around at Kyle and Gwen, too. “Consider yourself my official liaisons.” He frowned back at the quantcomm medallion, honestly not sure whether he was making a selfish mistake or a wise move. “Just…”

      “Keep it secret,” Marty finished.

      “Keep it safe,” Kyle added, still looking too flabbergasted to even appreciate his own reference.

      “At least until we find the real wizard,” Nate said, glancing around and wondering at the fact that Iveera hadn’t already swooped in to yank him off. “I’ll be back when…”

      He trailed off as he spotted her talking with Jaeger, who’d reappeared among the SAS crowd beside the small pile of supply crates Nate hadn’t noticed there before.

      “… when it’s safe.”

      What the hell was this all about?

      It would seem Ser Katanaga has elected to take matters into her own hands on the question of the Camelot’s crew.

      Nate stared dumbly. But that’s not… I thought it was my…

      “Hey!” he called in their direction. “Just a second,” he added more quietly to his friends, disengaging to stomp over to the SAS huddle.

      Jaeger stepped out to meet him halfway, Iveera watching them calmly alongside the SAS bunch, who all looked some combination of grim, determined, and morbidly excited.

      “Spoke with the brass,” Jaeger said, before Nate could ask. “They reacted about like I figured they would.” He shook his head, shooting a dark frown back toward Iveera. “Sure wish you two weren’t in such a damn rush. Might’ve given us time to find more specialized volunteers. But at least one of you was willing to half-listen.”

      Nate looked from the Lt Col, to Iveera, to the SAS team, and back, following but not quite processing. Certainly not accepting. “You’re saying…”

      “501st Space Aggressor Squadron, reporting for duty,” Jaeger said, looking one part glib and five parts grim steel serious as he glanced up to the ship, and back to Nate. “Let’s go catch us a Black Knight, kid.”
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            The Last Good Boy

          

          (A not-quite epilogue)

        

      

    

    
      It’s sometime between the Darkening and the High Orb Shine when he awakens. The Masters are gone. Have been gone for a while now. Somewhere between a caterpillar’s creep and days and days. The smells are faded. How faded, he can’t quite say. Times are hard. Almost as hard as waiting for treats when the Big Master places them on his nose and makes the wait-for-it sounds at him. But such is life.

      With an exquisite sigh, Copernicus rolls over and prepares to resume his nap.

      Something catches his attention before he can doze off. A faint wrongness in the air. Not a smell—he knows smells. And not a sound either. No. This is a feeling. Not quite like the feeling that led him up to the High Place at the Pink Lady Master’s house sometime between a few sleeps and an eternity ago. That feeling had been strange and foreign. That feeling had made his head and his insides feel funny. This feeling is something simpler.

      This feeling is danger.

      Something is coming.

      Copernicus rises, a soft growl bubbling in his throat. Too much growl. Can’t hear. He cuts the growl and listens, cocking his head for maximum effect. Nothing. He trots out of the Good Master’s room, claws clacking annoyingly on the hard floor. Always clacking. Clack-clack-clack. Ruining the sounds.

      He tries the smells instead. Stale, bitter can-drink and aging crumbs. Nose-burney spray-bottle sweetness from downstairs, where the Scratcher of Tummies slept. Musky scales and cloying dead-mouse from behind the closed door of the Big Master’s room. Nice smells from Big Master’s slithery companion. Intriguing smells. Bear further investigation.

      Copernicus clacks closer to the door, sniffing down at the crack, where the scents come through strongest.

      The sounds steal his attention back. Low, humming sounds. Far away. All wrong. Not like the growling windowed boxes the humans often ride up and down the dark-hard paths. Different. Not like anything he’s ever heard.

      His mind turns to the last unknown thing he encountered with the Good Master many sleeps ago. The scent of deep earth mud and something reminiscent of hot dogs and body odor, tinged with several other smells like Copernicus has never smelled before. Hard smells. Wrong smells. And the Beast Thing that had been attached to those smells, stomping after them on two legs like a giant gray-skinned human…

      Low growl turns to soft whimper before Copernicus knows it. Scary memory.

      Worried now, he turns for the Great Color Square Staring Room, thinking to mount the couch and look out the front windows, wishing the Good Master didn’t insist on leaving his protection so often, and for so many naps at a time.

      A Good Master should never be without his Good Boy.

      Copernicus gathers himself and leaps onto the couch. Forcing himself to ignore the mouth-watering salt-and-cheese scent of the orange Crunchy Treats one of the Masters has dropped in the cushions, he leaps again and alights on the high back of the couch, just like the Big Master does sometimes.

      Panting from the exertions, he sits and stares out the dark windows, trying to remember what it was that brought him here. He wishes the Good Master were here to remind him.

      The orange Crunchy Treats beckon from below.

      A deep pulse of sound tears his attention back to the Outside. It’s distant, his instincts tell him. A few hard-dark paths away, perhaps. It sounds like one of the sounds the Color Squares make when the Masters are all gathered around to stare at the flashy lights. It’s joined by howls.

      Human howls.

      Bad howls. Afraid howls. Howls of the hunted.

      The howls are spreading.

      But what hunted humans?

      Copernicus feels his chest beats quickening in time with his hot breaths.

      Beast Things. That’s what.

      And if another Beast Thing is out there… If it finds the Good Master and his friends when Copernicus isn’t there to protect them…

      Before he’s even aware he’s moving, Copernicus has bounded down from the couch and over to the front door, fear and apprehension clouding his racing thoughts. He tries the scratches. Has to get out. Tries the barks. Tells the shiny Handle Thing to let him free to find the Masters. Tells it that they’re in great danger.

      The shiny Handle Thing doesn’t listen. Never listens.

      Shaking with worried pants, Copernicus leaps back up to his perch, looks out for any sign of the Masters. He sees nothing but the plain dark Outside and a lone windowed box sitting in the middle of the hard-dark path out front, not rolling, it’s rear end lit with twin red lights.

      The dark Outside flashes to daylight without warning, then back again as a wall of pure, furious sound smacks Copernicus straight in the ears. Sound like he’s never heard. The air explodes with it, sends him falling, falling.

      He hits the couch cushion below with a surprised yelp, ears ringing, then leaps back up just in time to see the light shine down. Harsh light. Blue light. Not like the thunderclap daylight flash a moment before. It’s everywhere, flooding the hard-dark path, and the houses across the way. Something is burning farther down the street.

      Copernicus inches forward on his perch, going paws-to-window for a better look, then tenses and nearly falls into the Tight Space behind the couch as the air splits with a horrible sound like every chew-toy and mug in the world all ripping and shattering at once. Too much. Too loud.

      Then there’s another Horrible Sound, and the houses across the hard-dark path shudder and cough their rooftops into the air. Too many broken pieces to count, falling upward into the sky.

      Copernicus lunges back from the window to dig his claws into the couch perch, sure that he’ll go falling into the sky too if he doesn’t. But he misses his step, and suddenly he’s falling the other direction. Falling again. Thump, thump, thump, down into the Tight Space behind the couch.

      There’s throbbing pains and nowhere to move, but he hardly cares. He can still see through the paneled window wall. Can still see the rooftops falling into the sky, and the screaming humans falling with them.

      And the Good Master is somewhere out there, falling into the sky without his Good Boy.

      Copernicus whips around in the Tight Space, not caring that it hurts, trying the barks first at the front door, then louder, hoping the Big Master’s slithery friend will hear, thinking maybe they can help their Masters together. Nothing. He barks louder still. Begins crawling toward the distant end of the Tight Space.

      Something feels funny on his insides. Something building. Squishing. The air is squishing him.

      Then it yanks him the other way, wedging him between couch and window, and a Horrible Sound thunders down—the loudest yet—right on top of him. Cold blue light fills the tight space with a wrenching crash. The smells flood in. Outside smells. Outside air.

      Copernicus smacks back to the hard floor and cranes his head around, shaking, too frightened to properly move.

      Half of the ceiling is gone, ripped open like the others across the way. And something is up there in the dark sky. Something bigger than houses. Something huge and scary and impossible to properly see past the blinding blue lights shining down.

      The huge Sky Monster floats past like an evil cloud, and Copernicus is still shaking. He’s just realized the Tight Space is no longer tight—that the couch has somehow been thrown halfway across the Color Square Staring Room—when another sound catches his fearful attention.

      Thumping, heavy foot steps. A booming voice, deeper than any human’s, making sounds that are all wrong. Just like in the park.

      No sooner has the thought landed than a great dark shape stomps by the corner of the house, trekking through the front yard as if it fears nothing. A Beast Thing. It’s unmistakable, even though this one has clothes on—dark, hard-looking clothes, like an armored shell.

      Copernicus barks before he can think twice. Before he can register such important details as the fact that he is still stuck inside, and that the Beast Thing is carrying what looks like a much larger version of the humans’ boom sticks.

      That humming boom stick tracks straight toward Copernicus as the Beast Thing spins, alerted to his presence. Its beady eyes fix on him, then it looks around like its expecting something else. The boom stick stays pointed straight at Copernicus, and Copernicus stays very still.

      He wants to bark. Wants to bust out of this house and sink his teeth into the Beast Thing until he can be sure it won’t hurt the Good Master and his friends. But he can’t. Can’t even move. It’s like his body has shut down. Something wet is pooling around his paws.

      The Beast Thing begins to shake, emitting a rumbling sound not unlike the ones the Masters make when they are all pointing at one another and shaking with smiles, and it lurches closer to the window, tromping right up and bending down until it’s practically face-to-face with Copernicus through the window wall.

      He should attack. He should do something. Anything. But he’s frozen in place, quivering. He can’t stop quivering.

      Then the Beast Thing taps the glass with one dark finger, and something snaps inside Copernicus. He lunges forward, scratching furiously at the window, barking his mightiest barks, not caring one bit what happens next, so long as he does right by the Good Master.

      He barks and scratches, demanding the Beast Thing come in and face him. But the Beast Thing only draws back to its full height and turns to stomp off through the yard and across the dark-hard path, shaking with the amused rumbles all the way.

      Copernicus tries a few more futile barks, hope slipping away, hot shame soaking into its place.

      Trapped. Trapped inside, sitting in the cooling puddle of the mess he hadn’t meant to make, helpless to do anything but watch as the Beast Thing and its Sky Monster continue on, marching into town, toward the Good Master and his friends.

      There are more of them out there, too. He hears them now.

      An entire army of Beast Things, and here he is. Helpless.

      But the shakes are slowing. And here he still is. Alive and well. Ready to do anything.

      He looks around the mess of shifted furniture and broken bottles in the Color Square Staring Room, searching for a place to start. Both doors to the Outside are still firmly shut, the damaged portion of the ceiling too high for him to reach. But the walls are standing, and he’s alive.

      He suppresses the urge to try a few more barks. He knows they won’t work. They’re beyond barks now. What he needs is something more. Something better.

      He’ll look for new ways, he decides.

      He’ll try climbing. He’ll learn to solve the mysteries of the shiny Handle Thing. He won’t stop until he finds a way. And if all else fails, he’ll protect the Good Master’s home. Keep it safe until the one they call by the nate sound returns.

      That’s what he’ll do, he decides, as he picks himself up from his shamefully wet haunches. He’ll fight on no matter what. Fight on until he’s the last Good Boy standing, if he must.

      That’s what he’ll do, no matter how many Beast Things and Sky Monsters and Horrible Sounds try to stop him.

      That’s what he’ll do, Copernicus promises himself, as the last quivers leave his body.

      Then he sets his tiny head high and begins.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note - PT 1

          

          (Taken from original Eighth Excalibur back matter, circa September 5th, 2020)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Let me ask you something, Book Fan...

      

        

      
        Can you think of the last time a good story scene got you all stirred up?

      

        

      
        Maybe it was a wham-bam fight scene, a-la Jason Bourne.

      

        

      
        Maybe it was something a bit more intimate and heated. (No judgies here!)

      

        

      
        Maybe just a poignant one-liner that carried the weight of a whole franchise on its shoulders. ("I am Iron Man.")

      

        

      
        Me, I've always had this distinct memory of sitting there as a child, watching this action movie with my dad. (I think it was Airforce One. But that's almost beside the point.)

      

        

      
        What I REALLY remember (the part that stuck with me) is the way my dear old dad sat absorbed, subconsciously rocking with every on-screen punch.

      

        

      
        “I could do that,” he'd say to himself, as Harrison Ford took down the next baddie. “Gun to my head, I could do that."

      

        

      
        And honestly, maybe he could have. (He was a wiry, resourceful, brutally intelligent man.)

      

        

      
        But the part that stuck with me most wasn't the question of whether or not my dad truly was Action Hero material. It was that simple yet deeply ingrained feeling that he was supposed to be. That every person worth their metaphorical salt should aspire to be such a rugged, face-punching bastion of security in a hairy situation.

      

        

      
        (Of course, I say "every person," even though back then, these noble life goals were definitely more targeted toward the male population. Nowadays, we have Certified Face-Punchers of all sexes, religions, shapes, and sizes. How's that for progress?!)

      

        

      
        Mild sarcasm aside, the more I got into storytelling and began to probe and dissect the stories I loved, the more I started to notice there seemed to be something markedly different between the manly-man grit of the old school action movies and the wild sci-fi and fantasy tales I was becoming more and more enthralled with.

      

        

      
        Sometimes this "something" looked like a radioactive spider bite, or a supersoldier serum.

      

        

      
        Sometimes it was a magic hammer or ring, or a mystical Force that permeated the galaxy, accessible only to a special few.

      

        

      
        Sometimes we just had a character who was simply born into godly power, be it from Asgard or Krypton.

      

        

      
        Between all the amazing super strength, healing factors, and exciting magic powers, though, I couldn't help but notice one thing:

      

        

      
        In these worlds, it was no longer enough to simply be a gritty badass on the inside. If you wanted to Face-Punch in the Big Leagues, you also had to have a set of special powers dropped into your lap. Often by random chance.

      

        

      
        In other words, these stories I loved (and CONTINUE to love, despite what the tone of this note might suggest) had begun to externalize a good chunk of the self-empowerment we often turn to stories to find or experience.

      

        

      
        And why not?

      

        

      
        Who doesn't want to imagine a world where the secret sauce to their ultimate potential could lay in a chance spider bite rather than on the far end of years of humble, disciplined pursuit?

      

        

      
        Ultimate potential at the drop of a hat.

      

        

      
        There's something powerfully alluring about that possibility.

      

        

      
        (Quadruply so in a world that's gotten pretty darn good at convincing us on a daily basis that we are NOT enough as we are today—that we need more money, less body fat, better stuff, newer stuff, sexier stuff. That being anything less than a flashy hero or celebrity is somehow unadmirable.)

      

        

      
        And while it's definitely worth noting that most of my favorite characters DO still bring a ton to the table on their own two mortal feet... well, we also can't deny that Peter Parker becomes less fun to watch without his radioactive spider bite, right?

      

        

      
        More than that, though, this externalization (and chance gifting) of power can also lead to some interesting... let's call them "shortcuts" in the developmental psychology of the "Hero Brain."

      

        

      
        Suddenly, we have more than a few stories about young—often untested—individuals taking up great power... and often having very little trouble wielding it with great responsibility and unwavering courage.

      

        

      
        Sure, there might be a road bump or two. The loss of a loved one. One big, defining failure early on (which is often then negated once the hero learns their lesson and gets it "right" in the final showdown).

      

        

      
        But most of the time, these Average Joes go from zero to sixty on the Shiny Hero Scale in about one hiccup flat.

      

        

      
        Why?

      

        

      
        Because it makes for a fun story!

      

        

      
        The kind of story that makes us feel like WE could do that too... if only that mystical power would fall into OUR lap.

      

        

      
        And as much as I love the narrative of the noble strength awaiting deep within each and every one of us, I've also never been able to stop myself from looking around at a lot of these stories and thinking, "Yeah, but what if they handled ANY of this shit like a genuine, everyday human?"

      

        

      
        What if the Man of Steel hadn't grown up on a wholesome Kansas farm and learned all that humility and self-restraint?

      

        

      
        Moreover, what if NO amount of self-restraint could've ever truly tampered his ostensibly "human" ego once he'd realized he was actually strong enough to bring an entire planet to its knees and take whatever he wanted?

      

        

      
        This is why I absolutely adore stories like Garth Ennis' "The Boys" (recently adapted into an Amazon Prime TV show, which I also very much enjoyed), which dare to unflinchingly question what it might ACTUALLY look like if we warmongering human types were to ever develop superpowers.

      

        

      
        It's also why I wanted to ask my own question. Or several of them, actually.

      

        

      
        Namely, I wanted to hop into the sandbox and explore what happens when that magic external power (and all the attached responsibility) is dropped like an anvil on a dude who's just NOT ready for it.

      

        

      
        A dude whose parents hadn't been killed dramatically.

      

        

      
        A dude whose greatest adversity throughout his uneventful white middle-class existence had been the simple struggle to get noticed by the girl he liked.

      

        

      
        A dude who couldn't find that zero-to-sixty lever to acquire instantaneous Shiny Hero Brain largely because he'd spent most of his life idolizing the very same silver screen heroes discussed above.

      

        

      
        Someone who’d already been benignly pushed into his little corner and told not to rock the boat, that this was just the way of the world. Someone who'd kind of made peace with his existence as a “sheep among wolves.” Someone who, regardless of perceived scrotal fortitude, would probably crap their pants and fall into a shocked stupor, were a giant alien ogre to come falling from the sky, howling for their blood.

      

        

      
        Someone kind of like the rest of us, in other words.

      

        

      
        I had my character.

      

        

      
        Nate, I'd call him.

      

        

      
        Meanwhile, I'd also had this idea tumbling around for a while of this ancient, long-dormant evil (sort of like the Reapers from Mass Effect) returning from the depths to gobble up the galaxy whole, and a once-mighty but increasingly bureaucratic Galactic Alliance that would be hard-pressed to take up arms and stop them.

      

        

      
        Their only hope? The equally ancient line of ultimate warriors known as the Excalibur Knights. Eight of the Alliance's strongest representatives, each chosen by the mystic Lady to wield a power unlike anything else in the galaxy—the only power strong enough to turn the tides against the coming darkness.

      

        

      
        The two ideas seemed perfect for each other.

      

        

      
        Just your average, nerdy middle-class college kid suddenly stumbling into a fight for galactic survival—and into exactly the kind of boundless power that could change everything, if only he can bring himself to accept it.

      

        

      
        The result was the birth of Nate Arturi and a sprawling Arthurian space opera series called the Excalibur Knights Saga.

      

        

      
        And boy, did the first book rustle some jimmies…
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        Hey there, Dear Reader!

      

        

      
        Luke here (again/for “real” this time), dropping in to provide a bit of context — namely, that the above note was taken directly from one of my Sunday newsletter writings, in which I basically sought to explain to my readers what the hell I was thinking, opting to write an action hero who wasn’t really much of an Action Hero at all.

      

        

      
        That said—before I go any further—if you enjoyed that behind-the-scenes spiel, you should definitely come join us on the mailing list!

      

        

      
        In addition to occasional notes like these, you’ll also get access to several free books and discounts you won’t find anywhere else.

      

        

      
        Normally, first up on that list would be the two Excalibur Knights special features, Flight of the Huntress and The Last Good Boy.

      

        

      
        But since you went ahead an bought this here Excalibur Knights mega set (go you!), you already found those two special shorts included right within The Eighth Excalibur.

      

        

      
        That said, if you’re enjoying my work, you should probably come join the mailing list anyway.

      

        

      
        For one thing, you get semi-regular sips of writerly madness from yours truly, delivered straight to your inbox.

      

        

      
        For another, as a welcome gift, you’ll totes get a free Book One from each of my other published series—not to mention nifty discounts and special deals on most everything else.

      

        

      
        Sound good?

      

        

      
        Join us right here! (And together, we can rule the galaxy, or whatever.)

      

        

      
        And now, with all THAT out of the way (not to mention with this note growing quite girthy already), I hope you’ll allow me to just say a quick thank you.

      

        

      
        Thank you, Dear Reader, for taking a chance on this book and coming along for the ride. I appreciate your time, and I sure hope you’ve enjoyed the time you’ve spent here.

      

        

      
        If you’ve read the reviews for this book, you’ll already know that Nate Arturi really struck a nerve with a lot of readers.

      

        

      
        (Which—much as I never love reading angry 1-star reviews—was kinda the point of this series all along.)

      

        

      
        I wanted to write a "hero" who had a lot of growing up to do before he could reach that mythical "Great power? Great responsibility? No problem!" Hero Brain that is so casually commonplace in stories these days.

      

        

      
        Needless to say, the phrase, "grow a pair," was bandied about more than once in response.

      

        

      
        But so too were ones like "depth of character" and "highly relatable."

      

        

      
        Or, as one reviewer put it:

      

      

      
        
        “It's the perfect entry into the space opera genre that feels like it definitely could be you in his shoes.”

        

      

      
        
        An action-hero space opera for the rest of us, in other words.

      

        

      
        One where our not-so-knightly Knight may take a little longer than an hour or two to come to grips with the weight of the galaxy being dropped on his shoulders, Atlas style.

      

        

      
        One that might’ve even pushed all of your buttons, too.

      

        

      
        But also one where you can bet your well-read keister you're gonna be able to watch our not-so-knightly Knight grow—grow into the big bad Hero Boots he's supposed to fill, and maybe even beyond.

      

        

      
        And that's the real beauty of the Excalibur Knights Saga. (Or so I’d like to think.)

      

        

      
        So thank you, Dear Reader, for coming along for the journey. I sure hope you’ve enjoyed it, and if you’ve come this far, I suspect you’re really gonna dig what comes next.

      

        

      
        I hope you enjoy the crap out of the rest of this omnibus. And rest assured that while you do, I’ll be tapping away over here, teasing the rest of the series out, one page at a time.

      

        

      
        Happy reading, my friend!

      

        

      
        Love,

        Luke

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Black Knight

          

          Book Two
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            Prologue

          

          Tenth Hell

        

      

    

    
      It was another arid day on Demeter-12. The kind of day that made it abundantly clear why even hearty Atlantean staples like the much-loved turba root struggled to survive here. Not that Lena was surprised as she stepped out of her climate-sealed quarters into the hot sun, morning-baked clay soil crunching underfoot.

      Sometimes, hostile environments were just the cost of keeping their beloved Empire rich in all the rare metals and heavy elements required for places like Olympus and the Triton shipyards to continue functioning.

      Lena took a stifling breath through her filters and looked around at the dusty prefab sprawl of her desert home “town.” She momentarily allowed herself to indulge, as she did each morning, in the fleeting fantasy of seeing this place after a few decades’ worth of work from the terraforming engines. She smiled at the brilliant, dusty horizon, sharing an inside joke with an old friend.

      The engines would never come to this place. Demeter-12, otherwise known as Tarkaminen Colony Outpost D-12 to the outside world and as “the tenth hell” to some of their less enthusiastic colonists, was far too arid in both climate and reputation for the Empire to ever bother with a full terraforming effort. Not when there were more temperate choices a few dozen lightyears in any direction.

      Demeter-12 had begun as nothing but a rich dig site. It had grown into a convenient staging ground for the burgeoning mining operations taking shape in the expansive and aptly named D-12 asteroid belt. And so it had reached the apex of its cultural development.

      Not that Lena had felt any particular qualms about having been promptly assigned here after her vat birth and mandatory socialization period back on New Atlantis. Everyone had to learn their trade somewhere, after all, and the Castors were wise. They’d spliced her in vitro with every genetic advantage she’d need to tolerate the dry, brutal heat and the long shifts at the probe controls.

      The Empire was wise. And life wasn’t bad.

      “Get hopping, dig-whig,” called a voice that set her smile to widening. She turned to show that smile to Gurrin Soldiercaste as he passed her by on his morning patrol, like he always did. His handsome face wasn’t smiling this morning.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      He shook his head, clearly in a hurry. “Dunno. Console jockeys probably just jumping at ghosts again, but uh…” He finally paused, glancing back at her. “Just keep your head down over there in your hole today, yeah?”

      He was gone before she could give him so much as a nod. It was only then she noticed the other Soldiercastes marshaling in the barren town square with hurried movements and serious looks. Something was going on. But that something was probably little concern of hers, she reminded herself. Especially not when she was already flirting with being late to the pod.

      Five minutes later, she was roaring across the open desert in her dune skimmer, relishing the freedom of speeding across a land so thoroughly unpopulated. They couldn’t do this on the overcrowded city-world of New Atlantis, she told herself, even as the rational side of her brain pointed out that that was a clear exaggeration. But so be it. She drove on, enjoying the ride, already forgetting the odd exchange with Gurrin and beginning to look forward to another day of scouring and cataloging D-12’s finely-stocked innards. Enjoying the ride so much, that her brain simply wasn’t ready to process what it saw as she roared too fast over the next high dune.

      A ship.

      A big, looming black ship like nothing she’d ever seen, hanging too low overheard. She gasped, mind reeling. Too late, her eyes fell back to the sands and registered the dark figure kneeling ahead, dead center in her path. Too late, she slammed the brake jets. Time seemed to slow, her senses cutting out completely but for the lasting glimpse of a sinister, jet-black helmet turning her way, capped against the pale desert sky by a streak of blood-red plumage.

      Then, impact.

      For one furious moment, there was nothing but the jarring crunch ripping through her bones, and the crushing push-and-pull of her restraints fighting to save her life or collapse her chest in, whichever came first. Then time lurched from stand-still to too-fast, thoughts jumbled, ragged breaths too loud in her ringing ears.

      She’d hit him at nearly full speed.

      She gaped through the spiderweb-cracked windshield, shaken brain taking in the details one at a time, attempting to fit them together. The skimmer’s smashed hood and shattered plates. The pattern of crumpled internals, imploded in around the extended dark gauntlet that had somehow just stopped a speeding skimmer. The horrible black mask watching her now through the cracked windshield, watching her with a quiet weight that left her breathless.

      The engines were dead, she realized numbly—the skimmer hovering not under its own power, but solely by the dark stranger’s hand. Dimly, she registered that his other hand was still resting on the interface display of the data relay node he must’ve called up from its subterranean housing along the ground lines.

      A data scavenger? Here?

      The thought was preposterous enough on its own, but it paled laughably next to the sight of the dark titan setting her vehicle calmly down to the sands by the power of his arm, casually as if he’d just caught a small pup from running over the edge.

      “You are a prospector.”

      She gasped at the sound of his voice, some part of her jarred brain having convinced her that this was no mortal man, but rather some dark, voiceless demon of the Synth, conjured straight from the old ghost stories.

      That part of her wanted to point out that she was merely a fledgling apprentice. Somehow, the detail felt suddenly paramount. But her mouth wouldn’t move. Not until the towering mountain of dark armor and sharp edges stooped down closer, and a soft whimper escaped her lips.

      “Do you know what it is you truly seek here, child?”

      “R-r-resources,” answered a thin, airy voice. Her voice. Her hands shaking on the restraint buckles she couldn’t undo, mouth refusing to obey. This was no mere data scavenger. She didn’t know what he was, only that she’d never been so frightened in her life.

      “Resources for the Empire,” she finally managed breathlessly, hoping that was enough. Hoping this unflinching dark god wouldn’t simply crush her then and there for having struck him.

      He didn’t even seem to hear her, his menacing black helmet scanning the horizon, settling on the direction of the homestead. Her eyes trailed to the dark fortress of a ship hanging overhead, casting them in shadow.

      “There are navigators and historians in the village beyond?”

      “The… the Starcastes?” she heard herself asking, not understanding.

      That dark helmet bowed once, red plumage sweeping the air like a bloodied scythe blade. “And the Chronocastes, yes. I have need of their archives.”

      It occurred to her that she shouldn’t answer. That to do so may well be betraying her friends back in the homestead. What she needed to do was warn them somehow. Get free. Get out of here. But she couldn’t seem to do anything but tremble as he fixed his eyeless gaze back on her and leaned in close. She flinched as he reached out with one jagged-finned gauntlet and tore the warped skimmer door free from its hinges like plucking a flower from the stem. He idly tossed the carbon weave plating across the dune. She sat there uselessly, paralyzed with the fear that he would turn back for her next. Pluck her from the skimmer, aboard that frightening ship, and off to gods only knew where.

      “Please,” she heard herself whisper, eyes falling shamefully to her lap.

      Something heavy settled atop her head. His hand, she realized. The same hand that had just palmed a speeding skimmer to a halt. It was enormous. Big enough to crush her skull like an overripe chelsen berry. She waited, too frightened to look up—hating how frightened she felt. Hating that this could be the end.

      She closed her eyes, closing out the world.

      “Lady’s Blessings be your way, sweet child,” said that deep voice. “This will all be over soon.”

      And then… nothing. Nothing at all.

      The world simply went dark, so quick and unexpectedly that she barely had time to wonder if death could really be so painless. Then her eyes cracked open a moment later, head throbbing with the familiar ache of heat exhaustion, skin hot, shallow pulse racing. She felt like she’d been baking in the sun for hours. But she was alive.

      And he was gone.

      She squinted out at the empty desert stretch. He was gone, and so was the ship.

      She raised her arm to check the wrist display of her omni, found her suit’s water reserves were all but gone, and that she’d been out for hours. There were missed messages, too, but no active comms. For a long moment, she sat there, head throbbing, thoughts churning like reconstituted gravy. The fear lingered, clutching at her insides like a physical thing even as her business-as-usual brain tried to tell her that there’d been some mistake—that she’d simply imagined the whole affair.

      But she wasn’t imagining the imploded front end of her skimmer. Nor the freakishly unprecedented levels of atmospheric radiation currently ravaging the comm lines, as if the hells themselves had reared up in the wake of that dark titan’s arrival. She turned in her crash-tightened restraints, telling herself to be reasonable, scanning the dunes for anything out of the ordinary.

      Her breath caught at the dark plume of smoke on the eastern horizon, lingering fear spiking to urgent panic in her chest.

      The homestead.

      “No,” she whispered, her voice a parched rasp. “No.”

      She clawed at the crash-warped restraints, wild emotion mounting, bursting from her burning lungs in a string of gasping sobs as she fought to escape. Fought until she tumbled out of the skimmer into the hot sand, scraping her palms on the way. There she lay shaking, gasping through her filters, staring helplessly at the rising smoke as her mind screamed on to tell someone. Get help. Do something. Too late.

      Too late.

      “No,” she sobbed, again and again, the prayer useless, the realization as tangible as the burning sand beneath her. She pulled herself upright anyway, nose running, checking her omni and trying to gather her wits. Comms still down. Hardline node slagged.

      She rose to shaky feet, looking from east to northwest and back again, gauging distances to the pod and the homestead, trying to think of her next steps. A sound split the air, harsh and keening. It was a sound she’d never expected to hear outside of training drills, resonating through her skull with its long call before reeling slowly back down for another crescendo.

      The invasion alarm.

      She looked up breathlessly, not sure what she was expecting. Pirates. More black ships. An entire fleet of them. What she saw instead was a great dark cloud descending on the arid planet that rarely formed clouds of its own, and never ones so dark.

      No cloud at all, then, some clinical part of her brain informed her, as she dialed her omni’s limited optics in for a better look at the descending cloud of… not ships. Not like any she’d ever seen.

      It was a swarm.

      A veritable ocean of what looked for all her uncomprehending shock to be nothing but trillions of rocks and accumulated space dust, descending from the upper atmosphere under some kind of external drive, moving with a singular coordination. Like the D-12 asteroid belt had grown a blackened will of its own and decided to fight back.

      She staggered backward as the first brilliant column of emerald destruction lanced out from the homestead’s surface-to-air batteries, slagging through countless tons of rock and ore and showering the desert far below in a red-hot rain of superheated metals. The swarm continued on, perfectly unperturbed, filling the hole like so much shifting sand. To the east, she could just make out the tiny blips of ships rising from the homestead. Their colony transports, she realized, with a twinge of disbelief, were evacuating.

      This was really happening.

      The thought echoed again and again, like a challenge daring her to look away or to prove it all wrong as that impossible swarm shifted and morphed, hurling untold tons of asteroid deluge at the rising ships with a supersonic roar. She watched in horror as the attack brought the entire evacuation down in one fell swoop. Uncomprehending. Numb. The bright desert day pulsing brighter with another blast from the defense batteries, and another. The clatter and distant winks of smaller weapons joining the fray as the swarm descended and punched into the planet’s crust like a force of nature, bound for the homestead like a landborne tsunami.

      This will all be over soon, that blackened voice echoed in her mind.

      Tears streaming down her cheeks. Her body frozen in place.

      Too much. It was all too much.

      But someone was still alive, said the next brilliant emerald flare.

      Her people were still fighting.

      So Lena Minercaste set her sights for the impossible wave of destruction sweeping toward her home, and she started running.
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      “Justicar.”

      On the other side of the galaxy, roughly three light minutes outsystem from the Golnak relay, Malfar allowed himself one centering moment before turning from his main display to face his incessant first officer. He already knew what the perpetually-frowning Atlantean was going to say.

      “G-Sec is asking for an update.”

      G-Sec is asking for an update, SIR, some civilized part of Malfar wanted to correct him. The rest of him, the part that was native-born Troglodan to the core, spotted runt or no, longed to do the more sensible thing and simply squash the good lieutenant’s tiny head to a fine meat paste.

      “Then update them, Lieutenant Shelton,” he said instead, turning back to his displays in a clear invitation for Shelton and the rest of his crew to piss right back off.

      Perfect silence reigned as the lieutenant debated whether to press the issue and ask (yet again) what exactly he should tell G-Sec—what it was they were actually doing out here at the edge of the Golnak system, other than wasting fuel and manpower.

      “Justicar,” the Atlantean finally murmured, turning back to his console.

      Lieutenant Shelton Soldiercaste knew damn well what they were doing here. They all did. While their presence here was admittedly something of an impromptu detour from their expected return to Forge Station, it didn’t take an Alliance justicar to deduce that the uncertain glances behind his back had more to do with his hide than with his orders. He could practically smell their growing unease. Ripening suspicions that they’d come all this way for nothing. That this was the time he’d finally prove he was naught but a savage brute, unfit for command.

      How his native people of Trogarra would’ve raged to see the way the civilized galaxy balked at being ordered about by a Troglodan. How they would’ve howled for obedience from these sneering Hobdans and these coldly disapproving Androtta. How they would’ve bayed for the punishment of this damned Atlantean—this weak, fragile little vat clone—with his constant second-guessing.

      And how they would’ve turned that teeming disgust right back on Malfar the moment any such perceived injustices were rectified. For such was the life of a spotted runt.

      It didn’t matter that he was one of a very small handful of Troglodans to have ever ascended to the rank of justicar. At the end of it, Malfar’s so-called kin cared no more for his accomplishments than his own crew cared for the fact that he’d never once led them astray, or that he held one of the most decorated case records in recent history for any justicar of his career age.

      He’d always be a thick-hided brute in the eyes of his crew, just as he’d always be a blighted reject in the eyes of his own people. But it hardly mattered. His so-called kin could kindly see fist to ass. And respectful or not, his crew would do their duty when the time came. Just as he’d do his.

      It was to that end, with Lieutenant Shelton obstinately reporting to G-Sec in the background that they were “still waiting,” that Malfar returned to the preliminary report he’d been scanning from the Tarkaminen sector, where one of the Atlantean mining colonies had gone comms dark a few hours ago, mid-distress-call.

      Pirates, his bridge of fools would’ve guessed, had he put it to them. Partly because they’d just finished putting away a particularly slippery ring of such brigands out in the system’s rim. Mostly because they always said pirates, no matter what. So much so that he’d stooped to making the use of the phrase by Blackthorne’s tits punishable by imminent filter scrubbing duty in a feeble attempt to rein in the verbal flatulence. Not that it had made much difference.

      Malfar frowned at the Demeter-12 report a few minutes longer, feeling that familiar behind-the-brain tickle of something not quite adding up, then finally flicked the report closed and shut his eyes to think. He had more than enough to worry about without beleaguered Atlantean colonies.

      A rumored, full-on illegal incursion on Terra, for instance. Thrice-cursed Excalibur Knights running wild, slagging one another’s ships and the all-precious mining installation that was home to the one thing keeping the Golnak sector in relay proximity with the rest of Alliance space. And now—

      “You lot see this Atlantean colony what went dark out T-Sec way?” muttered one of the Hobs over at weapons, clearly thinking he was being quiet.

      “Blackthorne’s tits if it isn’t pirates muckin’ about,” muttered his fellow Hobdan turret jockey, like clockwork. Agent Azjgar, if memory served.

      Spirit of Justice, he needed to speak with Central about ironing out a more permanent crew. Preferably one less obsessed with pirates.

      “It’s probably just a solar flare,” said the Atlantean female at comms, looking at least marginally worried about her distant kinsmen. “That’s all.”

      “A distress call was logged,” pointed out their Androtta voice of reason over in systems, making no attempt to lower his mechanical voice.

      “That’s what I’m sayin’, ain’t it?” Azjgar said, more loudly this time, emboldened by the stirring conversation. “What else but pirates, eh? Blackthorne’s t—”

      “Agent Azjgar,” Malfar rumbled, tapping one murderous finger at the universal translator chip by his ear, dimly wishing the thing could somehow just momentarily eradicate his brain’s intrinsic ability to understand their low-spoken Common.

      The Hobdan looked around like a child who’d just been caught at the sweets. “Yeah, Boss? Sir.”

      “The waste filters.”

      “Aw, but Boss, I was just—”

      “Go.”

      Agent Azjgar went with all the brimming moodiness of a petulant broodling. The rest of the crew, with a few level-headed exceptions, looked no less surly about the exchange.

      Children.

      He was surrounded by impulsive children, more enamored with departmental politics and galactic hijinks than they were with the sober, disciplined pursuit of True Justice. But that was no surprise. Such was the way of the Alliance—more and more, it seemed, with each passing year. They might as well have emblazoned such words across the recruitment banners.

      Malfar turned back to his displays, dismissing the disgruntled looks and focusing his thoughts back on their outsystem progress, and on the matter at hand.

      They would come. He had no doubt of it. No more than he doubted his already short leash would be promptly yanked tighter by C-Sec, or perhaps removed completely, if he was wrong. But he was not afraid. They would come, these so-called Knights, fresh from whatever worldly catastrophes they’d wrought amid their power-drunk squabbles.

      The only question was when they would arrive, and what they’d have to say for themselves when they did.

      Which one would be first, he wondered: the Gorgon or the Troglodan? The legendary Huntress of Kalyria, or the one they called Dread Knight—the simultaneous pride and shame of the Troglodan people, depending on whom one asked.

      That hardly mattered either.

      By their precious Lady’s Light, they would come.

      And by all of the True Justice in the galaxy, Malfar would be waiting.
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      “Come on, kid,” came the voice of Nate’s new full-time tormentor through the swirl of pain and disjointed thoughts. “Whole world’s watching.”

      “We’re… in space,” Nate grunted back, head still spinning from impact with the cell wall, too thoroughly pinned by his two attackers to even collapse.

      By way of reply, Lt Col John Jaeger freed one hand from the near-dislocation act on Nate’s shoulder and tapped pointedly on the clear cell pane beside Nate’s face. Nate didn’t need to look to know most of the Camelot’s new crew were still standing there, gathered in the cargo bay to bear witness to the end of the carnage that was Nate’s “daily training.”

      Nothing like getting your ass kicked for a live studio audience.

      Then again, most of them had already had their turns. In twos and threes. After they’d made sure he was pre-exhausted with a world-class weight lifting session—and thrown him into the e-dim dampening cell where he’d be unable to call on his handy Excalibur toys for aid. Frankly, the entire situation was starting to seem a little unfair. But that was kind of the point.

      Four days and counting of this bullshit.

      Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if you stopped losing, came the gruff voice that lived in his head these days, whether he liked it or not. The voice of the Eighth Excalibur, long may the synthient superweapon live… and suck it.

      I heard that. Words hurt, you know.

      Nate was about to point out that pummeled cheeks and ribs and dislocated shoulders all hurt a hell of a lot more when Jaeger hauled back and smacked his head into the cell wall, and things went a little fuzzy.

      “—think he’s gonna fight back, or what?” Jaeger was saying as things sharpened back into focus.

      A noncommittal grunt was all the reply he got from the burly airman helping to pin Nate to the wall back there—the enormous, perpetually scowling monster the team all called “Elmo” for reasons unknown and surely ironic.

      “You gonna fight back, kid, or what?” Jaeger spoked directly to Nate this time, flicking his cheek like an honest-to-Christ schoolyard bully. Which was probably exactly what the deranged bastard had been. It wasn’t hard to imagine an eight-year-old Jaeger spending recess plucking the wings off of flies and gut-punching anyone who thought to tell him otherwise.

      Stop sniveling and kick his rectum, Nathaniel!

      It didn’t sound like the worst plan, aside from his shoulder’s screaming insistence that it would be leaving its socket if he so much as twitched. Then Jaeger rewarded his silence with an encore head slam, and the lizard brain took over. He bucked against their combined grip. Felt his humerus threaten to tear free. The pain only made him angrier. He planted his feet on the wall and kicked off as best he could, determined to break free, no matter what.

      His shoulder gave way with a sickening pop, a fiery knife of pain plunging in. He cried out, dimly noting a few of their spectators clamping hands to mouths in oh shit shock. Then strong hands slammed him back into the wall, head first. He blinked, pretty sure his eyes were still open but strangely incapable of making sense of much beyond the floor-tilting churn and the prickly darkness clouding over everything.

      Funny to think that Jaeger and Elmo might’ve been the only things holding him up at that point. Funny to think he was powerless to stop them when, outside of that e-dim dampening cell, with Ex’s power at his call, he could’ve easily taken ten Jaegers, and at least a few Elmos.

      But inside that cell, barring what enhancements Ex had already made to his baseline physiology, he was still only human. A far hungrier, faster healing, more muscular human than he’d been a few short weeks ago. But human nonetheless. And dead exhausted at that.

      “You done?” Jaeger asked, so close he felt the man’s breath on his cheek. It smelled like goddamn spearmint.

      Nate wanted to tell him to shove it. Wanted to fire off some perfectly witty quip, then dig deep and come out swinging with the inner badass warrior that every movie he’d ever geeked out to had told him should be there, lying dormant in even the meekest Chosen One, buried beneath the self-doubt, waiting for precisely such a moment to rear its dramatic head. But he wasn’t a Chosen One. Not really.

      Not this again.

      The random-ass human who’d happened to be strolling by when a drunk wizard had stumbled into town with an extra Excalibur in tow. That’s what he was. The chump who’d been naive enough to yank the surly sword from the metaphysical stone, mistaking the simple capacity to do so for the true test.

      Earth had been the true test. The Beacon. The Troglodan invasion. Bonding with Ex. All of it.

      Now this part was the test too. And a man like Jaeger wasn’t simply going to be beaten by a guy like him on the grounds of supreme will and divine intervention alone.

      So instead of fighting like a gritty action hero, Nate heel-kicked Jaeger’s shin, ripped his good hand free, and thrust it forward, willing the cell wall to part for him. The ship—his ship—responded to his will almost as smoothly as his own limbs might’ve… had he been severely under the influence. But it was enough.

      “Hey!” Jaeger growled, shifting his grip to yank them back from the wall.

      But Nate was already calling his armor from e-dim, watching with grim satisfaction as the first repulsor gauntlet unfolded from thin air to encase the hand and forearm right up to the edge of the cell’s higher-dimensional interference. Whether it would’ve kept coming from there, he didn’t know. Jaeger ripped them away from the ill-formed opening before they found out. Or started too, at least, before Nate’s hand caught on something that snagged them both to a halt.

      His sword, he realized in a flash, caught in the small opening by the pommel and elaborate crossguard like a dog trying to run a stick through a doorway. Except Nate’s stick was broken—the once sweeping blade neatly truncated right where the Black Knight had all too recently hewn it clean in two.

      He traded a surprised look with Jaeger, part of him wanting to clarify that no, he hadn’t intended to shiv the good Lt Col just to prove a point. Jaeger punched him in the mouth before he could open it. Nate ducked his head against a second strike, releasing the sword and letting rip with the repulsor gauntlet. A round of indignant shouts sounded from the crew outside the cell. Nate was too busy rocketing into his startled opponents on the inside with a string of bodily thumps. He took the rest of the cell at a wild spin, losing track of up, down, and pretty much everything else until something—deck or wall, he could hardly tell—broke his flight, hard.

      “Son of a…” Jaeger growled somewhere nearby.

      Cheater, added the Excalibur.

      Nate didn’t care. He was done losing. Done with all of it. So done that he almost wasn’t surprised when he sat up to find Jaeger lunging toward him with a knife.

      More by lucky reflex than anything else, he caught the blade with his armored hand. Good sense took over, and he squeezed down, crushing the blade like a pneumatic press and ripping the weapon from Jaeger’s hand. Unperturbed, Jaeger went for the forehead sucker punch.

      This time, Nate was surprised to see his hand shooting up, deflecting the punch, and snaking right into a solid grip on the back of Jaeger’s head, almost like he knew what he was doing. Then a dark boot swept in from the side and kicked the better part of consciousness clear from his head.

      Elmo’s boot, Nate dimly processed, as Jaeger slipped free, and the huge outline of his scowling SAS crony appeared beside him, cocking his huge boot to kick again.

      Nate thrust his repulsor gauntlet up at that dark scowl, knowing even as he did that he couldn’t possibly attempt a non-lethal blast. At least it bought him a moment of hesitation from the huge man. He used it to aim a ground kick at Jaeger’s chest, but the Lt Col deftly caught his leg and pinned it beneath one armpit, stepping down on the other leg to hold him still for Elmo.

      Desperate to escape the impending stomp, Nate threw his repulsor hand overhead, parallel to the deck, and let loose with another hard thrust. His arm nearly buckled under the force, but he held on. He plowed into Jaeger’s legs. Maybe Elmo’s too. It was hard to sort out through all the jostling thuds. There were curses and a few hard skips across the deck. He tried to roll to his feet and crashed straight into the far wall instead. He scrambled up, heart racing, rounding on his opponents with repulsor raised, fully expecting to find them both charging back in.

      Across the cell, Jaeger calmly finished picking himself up off the deck and turned to offer a disgruntled-looking Elmo a hand up before turning his frown back to Nate’s gauntlet.

      “What?” Nate asked, glancing down at the readied repulsor and back up again. “You gonna tell me I broke the rules of engagement or something? Like this was supposed to be a fair fight?”

      Jaeger held him on the end of his stare for several tense seconds. “Actually, I was just thinkin’ you’d better learn to open that shit up without fifteen minutes of foreplay next time. But if you wanna get all bitchy with the people flying across the galaxy to protect your ass, well then…” He shrugged, his frown giving way to a weapons-grade smirk. “I guess that’s your prerogative, Mr. Excalibur Knight.”

      Nate stared, some part of him categorically counting how many parts of that statement were just plain unfair, the rest fixated on a single souring thought.

      He’d won.

      He’d won dammit—finally beat Jaeger and Elmo, just like they’d been daring him to do, day in and day out. He’d cleared the final boss level, and they still didn’t give a shit. Still weren’t going to give him a break, even for a second. He could see it in their eyes.

      He glanced out to the rest of the watching crew and saw much the same. Snuffy, at least, looked a touch empathetic, and Tessa shot him a lazy wink that might’ve been sarcastic or congratulatory. The rest just looked supremely underwhelmed and moderately hostile.

      The 501st Space Aggressor Squadron, Ladies and Gentlemen. The people who’d flown across the galaxy to protect his ass.

      You consider their sacrifices inferior to yours?

      Coming from Ex, the statement was an unexpected slap to the giblets. Nate looked back to Jaeger and Elmo, cheeks heating. He hadn’t asked these people to join the mission. Still wasn’t sure he wanted them here at all (not that anyone had bothered asking once Iveera had given the White House the green light). But here they were, saddled up right beside him at a moment’s notice to chase an unfathomably powerful Black Knight into the unknown reaches of Alliance space… and maybe beyond.

      None of them truly understood what they were flying into. Most of them were still busy trying to wrap their heads around the fact that they weren’t even the first humans to make the trip. Not since the so-called Atlanteans had set sail from good old terra firma over four-thousand years earlier, coaxed out by the Merlin to establish their own empire among the stars.

      He was hardly the only one who’d gotten more than he bargained for here. He had to remember that. So, with a force of will on both fronts, he willed the cell walls to dissipate around them and turned back to his two opponents, trying to look amicable. “Are you guys okay?”

      Elmo’s only answer was his unwavering scowl. Jaeger just gave him one of those short kid, I’ve killed better men than you with my pinky laughs.

      “Great,” Nate muttered, turning to go, feeling all the more irritated as he caught sight of the sad excuse for his Excalibur sword lying there on the deck and felt his cheeks burn hotter. “So glad I asked.”

      He stooped down to snatch up the broken sword, willing it to return to e-dim along with his repulsor gauntlet, and started across the bay, feeling more battered and alone than he had since they’d left Earth.

      “Carter,” Jaeger called before he’d made it more than a few steps. “Pop the kid’s shoulder back in.”

      Nate faltered. Ex must’ve been masking the pain. Or maybe he’d just been too flustered by everything else to notice. It hardly mattered. All he knew was that it rankled the shit out of him, the way Jaeger didn’t even bother to pretend as if Nate had any say in the matter. Rankled him almost as much as the look in the steely medic’s eyes as she stepped forward to bar his path—the same look they all had.

      “I’ve got it,” he growled, storming past Emily Carter’s allegedly healing hands and putting his back to those persistent stares. The stares that silently asked who the hell he thought he was, taking up a vast alien power in Earth’s name when every soldier aboard this ship so clearly outclassed him.

      As if he’d stepped into this mess on purpose. As if the Lady had spelled it all out for him before he’d plucked that sword from the stone and invited Ex in. As if he wouldn’t have given just about anything to be safely back at Penn State right then, obliviously playing Battle Royale with his roommates, or exploring where things might’ve gone with Gwen after he’d finally found the stones to tell her how he felt.

      The thought of her smiling face agitated the familiar hole in his chest, the bitter duology of longing for everything he’d left behind even as some part of him admitted that he never would have stolen that kiss, never would have cared about all of it so dearly, had events not unfolded exactly as they had.

      Somehow, the thought didn’t quite make up for the fact that he’d swapped his best friends and the girl he loved for a crew of abrasive airmen. A crew that respected him about as much as they might respect your average millennial legacy billionaire. A crew that clearly wasn’t going to accept him just for winning a few fights.

      But a crew nonetheless, some part of him pointed out, as he reached the wide threshold where the cargo bay opened to the lower of the two main corridors that ran the length of the Camelot.

      He slowed, feeling their eyes on his back, knowing he should probably turn around, apologize, and accept Carter’s help with his shoulder. No one said a word. Nothing but their silent judgment on his back. His feet made the decision for him.
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      Well done, Nathaniel, Ex said as Nate rounded into the corridor, setting off at a brusque march for he didn’t know where. Not only did you manage to—

      I don’t wanna hear it, Ex. Not now.

      To his mild surprise, Ex didn’t press the matter. He supposed his companion could already see how frustrated he was. It wasn’t like he didn’t understand how this childish defiance would only further incinerate what precious little goodwill the 501st held for him, or how he was being irrational, wishing for his old life back. He certainly wasn’t under any delusion that life on Earth had simply gone back to normal the moment they’d blasted off.

      Lazy Penn State weekends. Classes. People’s jobs. Hell, maybe even war, for all he knew. However things shook out in the wake of the Troglodan invasion, the only certainty in all of it was that Earth would never be the same again. He knew that. Knew it perfectly well. But no amount of cold, hard logic would ever drown out that wistful voice of what-ifs in his heart.

      The interesting thing was that Ex almost seemed to be coming to accept that. It was like they were reaching some kind of middle ground, with Ex growing marginally more tolerant of Nate’s profoundly human emotional chicanery even as the simple presence of the synthient super-intelligence living in his head made Nate ever more cognizant of his every illogical tic.

      Almost like they were becoming bona fide partners.

      Lady spare me your squishy sentiment.

      Nate caught himself before he could make the mistake of shrugging and instead leaned gingerly against the corridor wall, weighing the options of going to Iveera for help or just hiding in his quarters, where no one would hear him scream.

      You DID fight well, for what that’s worth, Ex added, as if the soft-and-cuddly side of his algorithms had just alerted him that Nate most likely required some form of compliment. For you, at least.

      Nate gave a bitter huff at the backhanded compli-sult, thinking idly of his broken sword but not wanting to talk about it. I thought you said I was a cheater.

      The two are not mutually exclusive.

      Nate arched an eyebrow at nowhere in particular, waiting.

      … Even if the one DOES make you somewhat of an embarrassment to the title of Excalibur Knight.

      There it was.

      Good thing I already had that part going for me anyway, huh?

      That’s the spirit, Nathaniel. Ex hesitated. As for the sword, you should know it’s—

      All in my head? Nate interjected, pretty sure he already knew the answer.

      All in OUR head, if that sounds better. But yes.

      Nate sighed and pushed himself off of the bulkhead, not wanting to think about the sword or the terror that still clung to his insides every time he thought of the Black Knight closing in on him, raining down thunderous blows—raining down an entire damned city on his head. He glanced toward Iveera’s quarters. Toward his own. Back again. His heart was beating too fast. We still have a few hours before Golnak, right?

      Perhaps you should ask your ship.

      Nate frowned at no one in particular, knowing Ex was right. He closed his eyes, fingers drifting to his temple like Professor X in a half-cocked attempt to help him focus and clarify his shoddy bond with the Camelot, forming the question and—

      HOURS. The ship’s mechanical yet oddly frenetic voice sounded off like a klaxon in his head, eliciting an involuntary jerk. FOUR HOURS POINT THREE-THREE-TWO-FIVE—

      Nate yanked back from the roaring stream of mechanical ship-speak, wondering (not for the first time) if something hadn’t gone a little off with the ship in the thousand-odd years it had been floating around, waiting for a new Knight.

      No more than something went ‘off’ with that hamburger you call a brain on the day you were born. You are simply not listening properly.

      Pretty sure I heard that one just fine. It said four hours.

      Congratulations, Nathaniel, you have decoded the most superficial of the roughly eight-thousand data points contained in that message.

      Nate frowned. Eight-thousand? You’re making that up.

      We will arrive at the Golnak outskirts in 4 hours, 19 minutes, and 57 seconds, bearing roughly 8.7588, 41.9928, and 237.0192 degrees at approximately 7,495 kilometers per second, Golnak system relative. Crusher drives currently operating at approximately 35,652-fold efficiency, yielding a current subjective of roughly 891—

      “Okay, okay!” Nate said, throwing his hands up at the empty corridor. Well, why didn’t the ship just say that, then?

      DID.

      This time, Nate at least managed to stifle his jerk of surprise. He stayed poised there, waiting. For what, exactly, he couldn’t say, but waiting. How many data points were there in that one?

      One, came Ex’s flat reply. Obviously. Pay attention, Nathaniel.

      Nate sighed.

      “Talking to our girl?”

      He stiffened, whirling to face the speaker just as Ex gave an amused, By the way, there’s someone behind you.

      “You suck,” Nate hissed under his breath as he caught sight of Tessa Kalders posted up against the corridor wall, arms crossed and mischievous grin in place, like she’d been enjoying the show.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer right away. Just watched him like some kind of jungle cat, sharp hazel eyes scanning his face, studying the underworkings. He hadn’t really told anyone about the full extent of his bond with Ex and the Camelot—a gut decision that neither Iveera nor Ex had seen fit to challenge—but nor had they missed out on the fact that he seemed to do a lot of talking to himself.

      Tessa, who’d already begun forming some affinity for the Camelot’s erratic on-board intelligence, seemed to be the most curious about it all. That, or she just enjoyed trying to make him squirm under her scrutiny. He wasn’t sure. He drew up to his full, unsquirming height just to be safe.

      She seemed to get a little kick out of that too.

      “I’m all good, Mr. Knight,” she said finally, uncrossing her arms and approaching with confident steps, stopping just a hair too close. “Just wanted to—” She frowned, looking up at him. “Are you getting taller?”

      “I… don’t know,” he said, starting to shrug, pausing at the pain. Had he not been imagining it? “Who can tell anymore?”

      Her, apparently.

      It was Nate’s turn to frown as Tessa shrugged off his non-answer. What? What do you—

      The gentle touch of Tessa’s hand on his triceps drew him back to the moment.

      “—ust wanted to let you know,” she was saying, leaning closer still. Close enough that parts of him started doing funny things. “There’s nothing wrong with fifteen minutes of foreplay,” she whispered softly.

      “Huh?!” he sputtered.

      Then her hands tightened on his arm and wrist. A sharp tug and a flash of panic, then a soft, wet pop, and relief. Sweet, painless relief from the shoulder that’d been biting at the edge of his consciousness more angrily than he’d even realized until that moment.

      “Fuck,” he whispered.

      A satisfied smirk pulled at her lips. “It was good for you too, then?”

      Before he could so much as close his gaping mouth, she gave him a grinning pat on the cheek, and turned to strut off toward the bridge like that was simply that.

      “Wait,” he said, more out of reflex than anything.

      She paused and glanced back, waiting. “He didn’t send me,” she finally said. “If that’s what you’re wondering.”

      It wasn’t, really, but it was still good to know this wasn’t Jaeger’s doing. For a second, she looked like she wanted to say more. Nate wanted to say more too. A thank you, for starters. All he mustered, though, was grateful nod. She considered him a moment longer, her demeanor shifting back to that of the assessing jungle cat, then she returned his nod and continued on her way.

      He watched her go, not really sure what to make of the entire interaction, oddly grateful for the distraction anyway. For a moment, he almost felt… normal.

      Then he remembered that he needed to go talk to their Gorgon passenger before they reached the Golnak system and the so-called Beacon relay that was supposed to cannonball them across the galaxy in pursuit of the renegade Black Knight, and that equilibrium safely vanished.

      There was too much he didn’t know about what came next. Too much Iveera hadn’t yet told him. Too much she’d avoided during her stiff lectures on Knightly duties and Alliance politics. Like what the hell they were going to do about the mysterious and possibly sinister “corruption” that may or may not still be lurking within their Excaliburs from the Battle of Atlantis.

      But they had a few hours before Golnak. Time enough, he decided, for a short stint of the mildly magical rejuvenation Ex had taken to calling “super sleep” as they’d bounced from one ass-kicking to another these past days. Maybe he could even sneak in a quick q-node call to his friends.

      An hour’s rest. No more. Then he’d have that word with Iveera. Maybe even two if she’d spare them.
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      “You want me to have a look at that, sir?”

      Doing his best to mask the wince, Jaeger turned his frown away from the cargo bay exit Kalders had just marched through and back to an obstinately hovering Emily Carter. He pulled his shirt back down over the mottled bruising on his ribs, shaking his head. “Nothing’s broken.”

      He was pretty sure. Not broken enough to fuss over, at least.

      It wasn’t so much that he loathed bringing attention to the fact that he was flesh and blood like the rest of them, or that he’d just had his ass half-kicked by a kid who barely knew how to make a proper fist. Admittedly, those parts did irritate the shit out of him, but that wasn’t the crux of the matter.

      “Kid’s pretty damn strong, huh?” Carter asked, missing nothing.

      He frowned harder at the medic. “Kinda hard to say, seeing as we’ve got no goddamn clue what one of us could do with that Excalibur shit riding shotgun.”

      Carter just gave him that steely-eyed momma knows best look of hers—the one that always hit him with a confusing jolt of emasculation and arousal—and knelt down to peel his shirt up and have that look of hers, protests be damned.

      Definitely more on the arousal side today, he decided, as she leaned closer, running her dark fingers across his ribs. He stowed that thought, and let the pain of a particularly firm prod pull him back down to that damned crux. The team beat him there, with Snuffy unsurprisingly taking lead in the complaints department.

      “How much longer are we gonna keep, you know…” The unlucky mechanic waved his hands, searching for the words.

      “Gang-banging the kid?” Ramirez offered.

      Snuffy turned palms up in a shrug, accepting the verbiage.

      “Like he can’t fucking take it,” Pierce said, looking more than a little disgusted that they’d even think of sympathizing at this point.

      “Seriously?” Snuffy asked, with an unusually confrontational cross of the arms.

      “I dunno,” Ramirez said, his half-thoughtful, half-jovial tone somehow dispelling some of the tension before he even spoke his mind. “He did look kinda…” He waved a hand, searching for the words. “Well, the sword thing, you know?” he said, jabbing one finger up as if to skewer his point right there. “I mean, what’s that about? Kid can conjure fresh armor in the blink of an eye? But the man’s sword…” In lieu of words, he merely curled his rigid finger through a passable impression of a man’s droopy detumescence.

      Snuffy gave a begrudging huff of amusement. Elmo came dangerously close to smiling. Jaeger shot a sideways glance at Carter, curious whether she’d roll her eyes at having to listen to yet another complex problem boiled down to the metaphor level of man’s genitalia, but she just shot him an oh, please scowl and returned her eyes to his bruised ribs.

      “I still say we’re taking it too easy on him,” Pierce said.

      “Yeah, well tell that to my internal bleeding,” Snuffy shot back. “Never mind the moral quandaries of gang-banging a civie for a second. What about us? We’re not freaking spec ops in here.”

      That drew eyes to Jaeger and Carter, who’d both done stints here and there, though maybe not quite enough to merit the predictable glances that always followed any mention of the special forces.

      “Okay, most of us aren’t freaking spec ops in here,” Snuffy amended. “I mean, I’m supposed to be a goddamn mechanic, not a bruiser.”

      That, at least, broke some of the tension in the room as everyone had a good chuckle at the timeless joke of Snuffy the Mechanic—no doubt the most butter-fingered, hapless, downright unlucky one the Air Force had ever seen.

      “I’m just saying,” Snuffy muttered, frowning down at his boots as the amusement spread. “A guy’s only got so many kidneys.”

      Jaeger wasn’t entirely sure whether Snuffy was referring to Arturi or himself. Either way, he was painfully aware of the point. Lieutenant Tessa Kalders clearly was, too. She’d left without a word. Not even a single zippy comment. Which, for her, was kind of like forgetting to breathe.

      He had a feeling she’d gone to comfort Arturi. Maybe even help him with that shoulder. He couldn’t quite decide if he hoped she succeeded or not. Either way, she seemed to have a soft spot for the kid, and that was a potential problem waiting to happen.

      He made a mental note to have a private word with her later. He didn’t blame her, exactly. He might’ve even liked Arturi himself if the kid wasn’t such a full-time pain in his ass. But they needed to be unified with the goal here.

      “You sure he can take much more of this, sir?” Carter asked, pulling his shirt back down, inspection complete.

      Jaeger didn’t know how to answer the question. Luckily, she’d had the courtesy to speak quietly enough so as not to be heard by the rest of the team, who’d happily shifted their collective attention to their favorite pastime of dicking around with Snuffy.

      The only thing he was really sure of was that it was a damned good thing the diplomats back on good ol’ terra firma hadn’t had time to cram an international grab-bag of specialists and black site operators onto this ship like the UN had proposed in their emergency meeting. Political equilibrium, they’d called it. Or world peace, or some such bullshit. As if they weren’t already sitting on enough of a powder keg here. Black Knights and wizards and end-of-the-world hoodoo, and one greenhorn American supersoldier caught in the middle of it all, in desperate need of record-time training.

      Arturi had some spunk, that was for sure. More than Jaeger had given him credit for upon their first meeting. With time, it was even possible the kid might be shaped into something approaching useful in shit storms like the one they’d just weathered back on Earth. But time seemed to be the one thing they couldn’t count on.

      Do whatever you must, the Gorgon Knight, Ser Katanaga, had told him in private at the outset of their voyage four days earlier. He will survive it. He must.

      That could’ve been that, as far as Jaeger was concerned. He didn’t like it, but he was at least a moderately competent soldier, and he knew enough to recognize that he had no earthly idea what the hell they were truly dealing with here. It was what the Gorgon hadn’t said that troubled him, the unspoken alternative he could’ve sworn she was thinking when she’d said it. He will survive it. Or he won’t.

      He still wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      “Colonel?”

      He came back to the cargo deck, where Carter was watching him with serious eyes. Across the bay, he glimpsed Kalders stalking past the wide doorway, headed from wherever she’d been back up to the bridge and to her new obsession of learning the ship, in and out. Befriending it, she kept insisting. He shook his head, thinking about how far they were from home, and how far they’d already deviated from best-practice guidelines of physical and psychological stresses with Nate Arturi.

      Could the kid take much more of this?

      “I don’t know, Carter. I don’t. But I have a feeling we’re gonna find out.”
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      They faced off in the low, windswept ruins of some ancient village under a broodingly stormy sky, two veritable gods of the Light Side and the Dark. Both titans in their own right. Both with swords drawn.

      On the left was a tall, devastatingly fearsome Excalibur Knight whose golden armor shone like a brilliant sun, casting pure defiance at the darkening maelstrom above. On the right, the unnatural gloom of the Black Knight’s armor devoured that golden light whole, annihilating it, his jagged armor and hellish blade an antithesis to the Knightly splendor of his opponent. A dark bundle lay on the ashy ground before them.

      When they crossed swords, the entire world shook and—

      SHIP. WAITING SHIP. HEADING SHIFT.

      The words rang from the howling wind itself, frenetic and mechanical.

      Ahead, the two Knights turned like they’d heard. Turned straight toward him.

      “Nathaniel,” whispered the wind.

      WARNING: INTERCEP—
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      Nate snapped awake to a sinus-searing hit of adrenaline and a confusing jumble of dream fragments and sound.

      “What the shit?” he hissed, lurching upward before he’d even finished processing where he was.

      Ah, there you are, Ex said as Nate’s feet touched down on the hard deck, and his bearings began flooding back in. You were having quite the dream.

      He scanned his bland Camelot quarters with sleep-stained eyes, mind feebly attempting to hold on to the fading images of the two Knights facing off in that stormy hellscape. At least until he noticed the softly pulsing amber light directing his attention toward the door.

      Ah, yes. You’d better make your way to the bridge. We’ll be arriving at the Golnak system momentarily.

      “You…” Nate blinked at the familiar oh-shit-I-forgot-the-homework feeling settling in the pit of his stomach. “You let me sleep for four hours?!”

      I am not your mother, Nathaniel. Besides, you looked very tired.

      I told you to wake me!

      An attempt was made.

      You knew I wanted to—

      What, Ex cut him off, snivel? Pace? Pointlessly harry Ser Iveera with your insatiable worries rather than recuperate for what comes next?

      Nate scowled at the wall, trying to gather his thoughts. He’d wanted to talk to his friends. And it wasn’t as if the rest of his insatiable worries were baseless.

      Hmm, Ex said, considering Nate’s thoughts like a choosy art critic. Or perhaps you merely wanted the time to go canoodling with Lieutenant Kalders in the middle of the corridor again.

      What are you trying to—Canoodling? Seriously? There was no… canoodling. Jesus. He rotated his arm and hand, noting the relative lack of roaring pain from his re-located shoulder. No worse than every other square inch of his battered body, at least. And since when do you…

      He paused, blinking down at his hand––his armored hand.

      He was fully suited for battle.

      Ex, did you happen to—

      Before he could finish the thought, the entire room crooned with the descending hum of massive machinery powering down. The soft tug of deceleration greeted Nate’s stomach past the inertial dampeners, deck shuddering underfoot. They were coming out of the jump, he realized, back to real space, or whatever one called the opposite of the spatial collapse chain reactions generated by their so-called crusher drives.

      Ex gave a weary sigh, probably at his sadly inferior understanding of their flight mechanics, but Nate only half-heard, caught up as he was in the sudden, uneasy memory of that dream, and the voice he’d heard on those howling winds. Mechanical. Urgent. The Camelot’s voice.

      SHIP, the Camelot cried—not a dream. WAITING SHIP. HEADING SHIFT. WARNING: INTERCEPT COURSE.

      “Shit!” he cried, lurching for the door on a fresh surge of adrenaline.

      The door sprang open by some extension of his will, clearing the way for him to barrel into the corridor. Straight into Iveera, he registered, as something caught his charging mass effortlessly on the end of one long, deceptively slender arm.

      “We’ve got trouble,” he croaked, looking up at the seven foot Gorgon and dimly noting by the presence of her copper armor that she was probably already aware of the fact. He turned for the bridge, expecting her to fall in with him. She caught his arm before he could take a step, and spun him back around like a slack-jawed rag doll.

      “They are not enemies, Nathaniel,” she said, perfectly calm by all alien appearances. Her hairlike jin paused around her head mid-swirl, as if considering her own words. “They have not come to slag holes in your ship, at least.”

      It was only then that he noticed the holo projection of the unfamiliar ship hovering over her palm. “How do you know?” he croaked. Christ, his throat was dry.

      “Because that is a justicar ship,” she said, releasing his arm and gesturing to the holo. “Alliance law enforcers. And it’s still twenty minutes out at current velocities.”

      Nate studied her face—not so radically different than a human’s barring the green skin and phosphorescent blue eyes—and wished yet again that he knew how to read those non-expressions of hers. He noted the subdued writhing of her jin instead and was opening his mouth to ask why she didn’t seem too happy about the fact when the plunking thud of running boot steps cut him short.

      There was a low hum from the gravitonic lift a little ways down the corridor, the Snuffy burst out of the lift well, red-faced and scurrying fast enough that he nearly wiped out when he saw them and tried to stop. “Guys!” he cried, catching himself on the wall. “We’ve got incoming.”

      “Yes,” Iveera said, in a tone that might’ve been intended to soothe. “Thank you, Airman Killian.”

      With that, she stalked off down the corridor, leaving Nate to shoot a clueless shrug at a wide-eyed Snuffy before turning to hurry after her.

      “So why do you look like you’d rather it was a Troglodan raiding party out there?” he asked quietly when he’d caught up.

      “Because crushing a Troglodan raiding party would be infinitely less bothersome than diplomatically excusing ourselves from a justicar,” Iveera said, not slowing. “Especially a Troglodan one, considering.”

      It’s right here in the ship log, Ex said, before Nate could even ask. Current commanding officer of Alliance Justicar Vessel D679: Malfar, Clanless One. Troglodan. Alliance Justicar, Third-Class.

      Nate was about to point out that he couldn’t see this magical ship log when it occurred to him that that was probably exactly the kind of thing he could’ve summoned up via holo display. He jerked in surprise as Ex did him one better and somehow projected the data right across his visual feed in neat orange letters.

      Iveera was still moving.

      “Does that mean, uh…” He started, hurrying after her. “Wait, why is the law waiting for us?”

      “Likely because we are the first arrivals in the wake of brewing rumors of conflict on Terra.” A flutter ran through her jin. “And because I did not leave this system on amicable terms.”

      “Amicable terms?” Nate echoed. What did that even—

      “Hey,” he said, surprising himself by reaching out and grabbing Iveera’s shoulder. She paused so abruptly that he nearly ran into her. “What the hell’s going on here? I thought we were the good guys.”

      She pointedly shrugged his hand off before answering. “We are the sometimes revered, often mistrusted agents of the Lady, currently riding the blade’s edge between a political firestorm and the only three entities with which the galaxy should truly be concerned at present. If you were expecting a trillion hearts and minds to simply fall in line with the righteous importance of our mission, you’ve come to the wrong Alliance.”

      With that, she turned back for the bridge.

      “But then—”

      “Uh, Nate?” came a new voice, seemingly straight from his own brainstem. Tessa, he registered, coming to him via ever-freaky Ex radio right at the center of his noggin. “We seem to have an angry alien ship hailing us now that we’re all done… breaking physics or whatever. Looks like a—”

      “Justicar Vessel D679?” Nate asked, drawing Iveera’s attention back from the bridge.

      “That’s the one,” Tessa said. “I think they’re asking for the Excalibur Knight, but these interfaces are… well, you know.”

      “We’ll be there in a sec,” Nate said, following Iveera up the ramp toward the bridge. “Just, uh, standby, I guess.”

      “Roger that, Mr. Knight,” Tessa chimed, somehow managing to sound chipper about it. More chipper than he could imagine his good pal Lt Col Jaeger was feeling at that moment. He killed the comms with a thought, focusing back on Iveera, wanting answers.

      “Best we attempt diplomacy first,” she said, before he could even compose a question. “We cannot spare the time to submit to a full inquiry, but justicars and fleet admirals are not fond of being brushed aside. Hiding behind the protection of the Round Table Accords will only complicate matters.” She looked pointedly down at his torso. “As will that armor.”

      “What?”

      “You should hide your armor,” she said, calling up her holo interface.

      “But why?”

      She made no sign she’d heard him, fidgeting with her holo until she gave up and turned to him with an unmistakable frown. “Your ship is under the impression that I require your permission to accept incoming communications.”

      “Well,” he said slowly, confused and mildly irritated, “maybe you should tell me what’s going on if you wanna play with my toys.”

      It felt like a stretch pretending like he was the one in control here, or that the Camelot even truly belonged to him just because the Lady had allowed it for the time being. But at least he managed to not flinch as the Gorgon stared him down.

      “In addition to ascertaining why I slagged Ser Groshna’s ship and fled the system three weeks past,” she said, electric blue stare hardening, “the justicar will no doubt wish to know what has transpired on Earth. It is possible the galaxy is still largely ignorant of the invasion, depending on how much of my limited report the Council has elected to distribute. Regardless, the one thing of which I am certain is that we must not broadcast the facts that the Merlin is missing and that he has furnished a defenseless boy with an Excalibur, ripe for the reaping.”

      Quickly as he bristled at her words, her jin fanned out like a stop sign, calling for peace.

      “I am only trying to protect you in the wizard’s stead, Nathaniel. Allow me to send this ambitious justicar on his way. If all goes well, he will stand down and pass along his recommendation for the relay fleet to grant us safe passage without additional questioning, given the urgency of our mission.”

      I believe she speaks wisdom, little hobbit.

      “Fine.” Nate shrugged, not liking it but also not really sure what else he’d been expecting from an entire galaxy’s worth of cooperating governments and militaries. “We’ll take the call on the bridge. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      He started to move, but she was still waiting for something.

      “Your armor,” she said.

      He hesitated.

      “Until you are prepared for the considerably dangerous attention that comes with the mantle of Excalibur Knight, it is best that no one outside this ship knows who you are, or indeed that you even exist.”

      He had a number of questions to that—not the least of which being just how dangerous considerably dangerous was, why she felt they couldn’t even trust the Alliance Space Police, and how Ex felt about hiding their existence—but before he could ask anything, Jaeger came marching off of the bridge, clearly looking for them.

      “Lt Col Jaeger,” Iveera said, sounding every bit as if she’d been expecting him. “If you wish to protect your asset, you will pretend to be the captain of this vessel until this situation is resolved. No one is to make mention of a new Knight. You have your translator?”

      It was only at that last bit that Nate registered she’d switched from her Gorgon tongue to English. Ex’s on-the-fly translations were good enough that it was easy to mistake them for the real thing. The small translator disc that Jaeger slipped from his pocket, on the other hand—while plenty sleek and apparently fairly ubiquitous throughout Alliance space—was definitely a step down from Excalibur tech where smoothness of delivery was concerned.

      “Understood,” Jaeger said, not complaining about his intergalactic Rosetta stone one bit as he slid the small disc in place behind his ear, where no one would notice it unless they were right beside him. “I’ll pretend.”

      The word practically had air quotes hanging from it, a not-so-soft reminder that no one aboard this ship really counted Nate as anything other than the snot-nosed owner of the Camelot, and certainly not its captain. It irked the crap out of him, but not as much as Jaeger’s expression as he took up position beside Iveera, both of them staring Nate down like they were expecting something.

      The armor.

      Goddammit.

      What was the point of even being an Excalibur Knight, if he was just going to be shoved into the corner at the first sign of danger?

      To fight for duty and justice? To protect all life in the galaxy from deconstruction at the hands of the Synth? I’m just spit-balling here.

      Nate clenched his jaw, wanting to argue with all of them, feeling all the more childish for it.

      Our time will come, Nathaniel.

      Stifling a sigh, he willed his armor to recede and watched the pristine plates peel from his body, folding safely back into e-dim with a soft whir. When it was done, he stood on the deck, just another harmless Earthling.

      “Hey, you did fix that shoulder,” Jaeger noticed out loud. “Nice going, kid.”

      Nate half-expected the smug bastard to pat him one square on said shoulder, just for maximum machismo in-your-face-ness. He fondly imagined paying the Lt Col right back with a knee to the groin, then muttered a neutral thanks and stepped past Jaeger and Iveera for the bridge instead.

      “Not to interrupt, guys,” Tessa was calling as he entered the bridge, her head half-turned toward them, eyes still riveted to the consoles like she couldn’t look away, “but can anyone tell me why we just got hit with about thirty more pings on the comms?”

      The rest of the SAS team looked equally curious. Which was to say most of them were glancing around from their crash couches and consoles like they half-expected to find the Camelot had already been boarded.

      “It’s the relay patrol fleet,” Iveera said, stepping past Nate and up to Tessa’s station on the raised command deck, her jin flicking toward the front of the bridge and somehow calling up a small ocean of bright blue dots across the viewport, each coupled with a few strings of text and small but detailed holos of the warships themselves. “They’re several light minutes in-system. They would’ve hailed the moment they saw us.”

      “And how the hell’d this one know to be waiting for us out here?” Jaeger asked, nodding to the holo display over Tessa’s consoles that showed an intercept countdown ticking at around twelve minutes.

      “Perhaps he is merely proficient at his craft,” Iveera said, her holo coming back to rest on their impending justicar neighbor, one long jin poised over the Gorgon symbol that, with a little focus, shifted before Nate’s eyes into an answer icon he could understand. “Let us find out.”

      She paused, looking back first to Jaeger, then to Nate.

      “Do not speak unless you must.”

      Jaeger gave a grim chuckle. “My first wife’s standing order.”

      Nate just held her gaze in stubborn silence until, apparently satisfied, she turned back to her holo and accepted the hail.
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      “Knight ship Camelot,” boomed an unmistakably Troglodan voice before the huge command deck hologram even finished resolving, “this is Justicar D679 of the Galactic Alliance. You have entered a controlled access system harboring a fugitive of the Alliance and are hereby ordered to power down your drives and prepare to be boarded.”

      Nate glanced at Iveera, wondering just how understated her not-so-amicable escape had been. When he looked back to the hologram, it had clarified into a dark gray Troglodan. He was on the smaller end of the trog size chart if the holo was to scale, and outfitted in well-worn but neatly maintained armor of royal blue and gray, with several muted decals and emblems etched across the chest and shoulder plates. Nate recognized the blazing star and overlapping crescents of the Alliance emblem front and center, but it was the several large splotches of discoloration on the trog’s wide face that his eyes drifted to—a raw, agitated pink that leapt out from his gray hide.

      Blight spots, Ex explained.

      “There are no fugitives aboard this ship, justicar,” Iveera replied in her perfect calm. “I have committed no acts in excess of my order’s mandates, and as for the former point, you will find this ship is permanently cleared for unrestricted access to any and all Beacon ports, Golnak included.”

      The justicar looked none too impressed. “Then you deny that you destroyed Golnak mining installation C-73? And that you were thereby directly responsible for—”

      “The altercation was unlawfully instigated by the former Excalibur Knight, Ser Groshna,” Iveera said, “as evidenced by the records transmitted to Elder Teedath on Kalyria shortly after the incident.”

      “Then you do not deny that it was indeed your order which was responsible for—”

      “The former Excalibur Knight, Ser Groshna, was acting outside of our mission mandate, and against the will of the Merlin. In the name of the Lady, this injustice has since been rectified.”

      The justicar paused at that. “Please explain, Ser Katanaga.”

      Iveera’s jin flattened in what might’ve been remorse or caution. “You have no doubt already heard the rumors.”

      “I do not make a habit of trusting all that I hear on the nets.”

      There was a subtle shift in Iveera’s face as she studied the Troglodan, like she’d just confirmed something important. “In the order of my duties, I was forced to slay Ser Groshna on Terra. It is in the order of those same duties that I must now request you stand down and allow us to continue in pursuit of our quarry.”

      Across from them, the justicar had gone so still that Nate wondered if the holo hadn’t frozen. “I see,” he finally said, touching absentmindedly at one of his angry pink splotches. “I see.” He gestured dazedly to someone outside of the holo, then focused back on Iveera. “And what quarry am I to take it you pursue?”

      “The one who used Ser Groshna as a puppet in the theft of the Terran Beacon. Beyond that, out of no personal disrespect for you, justicar, I am disinclined to speculate on the identity of the thief at this time. I only request that you stand down and forward your clearance to the relay fleet ahead.”

      The justicar was a stone wall as he chewed over Iveera’s words. “Very well,” he finally said, and for a second, Nate thought that would be that. Then the pockmarked Troglodan turned to someone outside of the holo. “Prepare to board, at speed.”

      “Hey,” Jaeger said, taking a step forward.

      Iveera silenced him with a raised hand, not looking away from the holo, where the justicar’s own crew seemed to be equally surpised and confused.

      “You would not let the Terran speak in the matter?” the justicar asked, ignoring his people. “I find that curious, Ser Knight. Nearly as curious as—”

      “Justicar,” Iveera said, “you are wasting my time and yours. I will invoke the mission-critical compliance clauses of the Accords if I must, but if you merely consult with Elder Teedath of Kalyria, you will no doubt—”

      “Elder Teedath is dead.”

      The look on Iveera’s face was one Nate had never seen before. Open surprise, and anger, and… horror? He couldn’t tell. Her emotions were too muted to begin with. But he was pretty sure of one thing: whoever Elder Teedath was, this wasn’t supposed to have happened.

      “Elder Teedath is dead,” the justicar repeated, “your story cannot be corroborated, and you are aboard a Knight ship that is not your own, admitting to having slain another member of your order in pursuit of an unconfirmed Beacon which was allegedly thieved by an unidentified individual. Tell me, Ser Knight, how would you proceed, were you in my position?”

      Nate watched, waiting for Iveera to invoke that mission-critical authority—to remind this lone stubborn justicar that she was an Excalibur Knight, dammit. A legendary hero fighting for the fate of the very galaxy. But Iveera’s silence only loomed, amplifying the tension until Nate was positive it would explode into violence. Above Tessa’s consoles, the intercept display had skipped under the five-minute mark.

      Should he do something?

      “Elder Teedath,” Iveera finally said, her voice quiet. “How did she die? When?”

      Hammer of Justice or not, the trog sobered a little at that. “I know only that her death was reported across the nets in the days following your incident here with Ser Groshna.” He hesitated. “My condolences if this news carries personal weight, but now it is I who must insist that you submit to…”

      It was only as the justicar trailed off that Nate noticed Iveera’s fingers and jin flitting across the holo controls, and the faint tickle the gravitonic dampeners couldn’t quite hide from his stomach. The Camelot was accelerating and changing course. He felt it in his mind and stomach just as surely as he saw it in Tessa’s raised brow, looking from him to Iveera to Jaeger for some kind of instruction as the intercept timer ticked up, up, up beside her.

      “Kill your engines immediately, Ser Knight,” the justicar growled in the holo. “Do not make me open fire.”

      “You know as well as I that your efforts would be wasted, justicar,” Iveera replied, not looking up from her controls.

      “Ser Katanaga,” Jaeger said, his tone as inexplicably flat as his expression. “A word?”

      She ignored him too.

      “Iveera,” Nate heard himself say, hand half-raised to nothing in particular. “Just…”

      Just what?

      He didn’t know. Didn’t have a damn clue what was at stake here—what this could mean for them, for Earth. All he knew was that Iveera was supposed to have had this shit under control, and now they were cutting and running from Alliance law enforcement, and under control was the last thing this felt like.

      They were still accelerating. The justicar was ordering a targeting lock. Jaeger was giving him a funny look. To do something? To step back and shut up? It was only then that he remembered he was supposed to be an anonymous fly on the wall here.

      But screw that.

      Iveera was preparing to q-jump them right to that tiny speck of the Beacon relay he saw on the viewport, dead center of the fleet. He felt it somewhere deep in his gut as he extended his thoughts to the Camelot, preparing to act.

      Are you certain of this? Ex asked.

      Not even close. But this was going too nuclear, too fast.

      Mute the justicar and tell him to hold fire, he thought to Ex and the ship. Blank our video feed for a minute and kill the engines.

      A minute to talk. That was all they needed.

      The reaction was instantaneous. The ship slowed, and the justicar’s voice cut out mid-sentence, the SAS crew looking to Iveera in confusion even as she rounded on Nate with a soft hiss and an electric blue stare, jin gone rigid. For a second, he thought she was going to strike. Then her jin sank, flattening against her head, shoulder slumping.

      “Dammit,” she practically whispered.

      Then a sleek golden ship warped into existence dead ahead, so close it eclipsed the entire viewport, and a voice like gilded steel rang through the bridge without so much as an incoming transmission request.

      “So, the Camelot truly has returned. Delightful.”

      Nate was reaching for the Camelot, still trying to process who, what, how, and why when the shimmering hologram appeared at the edge of the command deck, tall and proud and far more coherent than the pale justicar beside it. Nearly lifelike. So lifelike that Nate could only gape.

      It was the golden Knight from his dream.

      “Now,” he said, lazily scanning the bridge as if he were actually there and could see each and every one of them, “what is this I hear about my Knights causing a disturbance?”
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      Everyone on the bridge swiveled to Iveera in unison. Everyone but Nate, who’d skipped the question of who this newcomer was in favor of the much more unsettling one of how in the hell he could’ve somehow seen him before actually seeing him.

      Perhaps your dreaming mind merely accessed some snippet of my data banks. Ex sounded less than certain.

      Did it?

      A moment’s hesitation. Ahead, the golden Knight’s eyes finished scanning the crew with all the care of a bored window shopper, then focused back on Iveera.

      No, Ex admitted. Not that I can tell. But this is—

      “Ser Kelkarin,” Iveera said, surprising Nate by dropping to one armored knee and bowing her head mechanically.

      Ser Zedavian of the Eldari House Kelkarin, Ex amended. First Knight and de facto leader of our order in the Merlin’s absence.

      The golden Knight certainly looked the part as he stared down at Iveera, high cheekbones, slender golden face, and long, immaculately braided hair all giving him the look of some regal high elf, albeit nine feet tall and substantially more intimidating than Nate had ever imagined any yellow-eyed elf could be.

      So this was an Eldari. One of the oldest and most powerful species in the Alliance, according to Lesson Time with Ex and Iveera.

      “Where is the Beacon?” Ser Zedavian Kelkarin finally asked, all earlier traces of smug playfulness gone from his tone.

      “Taken,” Iveera said, rising smoothly to her feet like she’d been waiting for the chance. “Which is why I implore you to—”

      “Taken by whom?”

      Iveera couldn’t have straightened any further, but she sure seemed to as her jin gave a sharp flick. “That is what I am trying to tell you. The incursion on Terra was orchestrated by a foe the likes of which I have never seen. A Black Knight whose—”

      “Show me.”

      Nate watched right alongside Jaeger and the others, almost too riveted to even remember what was at stake here. It was bizarre, seeing Iveera spoken to like this. The unstoppable Knight who’d stared down an entire Troglodan army and sent them running. The one who’d clearly had no qualms blasting off from their waiting justicar. And Nate had stopped her. Why?

      “Ser Kelkarin,” she said, almost softly, “I believe—”

      “I do not require your personal conjecture, Seven. You will transmit all records of the Golnak incident and your time on Terra directly to me, and then you will bring the Camelot to the Forge, where—”

      “I must—”

      “You will bring the Camelot to the Forge,” the First Knight said, his golden hologram striding closer until he towered head and shoulders over Iveera. “You will report to the Council and dance without complaint until such a time as they are satisfied. Do you understand, Ser Knight?”

      The tension was so palpable, Nate forgot it was a hologram standing before them. Iveera stood perfectly still, caught in some internal battle. Nate waited for her to spit it out—to tell this so-called First Knight that some evil bastard was running around out there with the Merlin and a stolen Beacon, and that nothing else mattered.

      They were all on the same side here, weren’t they? If they could just make him understand what was happening…

      “Yes, First Knight,” Iveera finally said, head bowed as she drew up her holo controls.

      What are you doing? Nate thought, which—as Ex quickly pointed out—was probably a little chicken shit, seeing as he couldn’t seem to find the stones to speak his own mind. Or breathe. Whether or not she actually heard his paltry attempt at Ex-powered silent radio speak, her eyes flicked his way as her slender fingers paused over the holos.

      “The Merlin…” she started, then paused at the sudden suspicion in the First Knight’s eyes.

      “The Merlin was there, Zedavian,” she finished. “On Terra. He was captured by the same Black Knight who absconded with the Beacon. With respect, the Council’s squabbles will be of no concern if we do not catch them before—”

      “Before what?” A hint of amusement was creeping back into the First Knight’s tone. “Tell me, Seven, what is it you think this fabled Black Knight could do with a Beacon?”

      “He used it to jump clear of the Sol system.”

      Ser Kelkarin studied her evenly, betraying nothing.

      “He possessed other unprecedented abilities,” Iveera pressed on.

      “The power to imprison a wizard, no doubt.”

      I do not think he believes her, Ex said.

      Nate didn’t argue. The First Knight’s comment was flat. Disbelieving. Like what he’d just suggested was clearly impossible. For a second, Nate thought Iveera would go a step further just to prove she wasn’t screwing around—confess that they’d been touched by the synthient corruption that had infected Groshna’s Excalibur and turned him puppet to the Black Knight. That they still weren’t sure it was gone.

      “The Merlin feared this Knight to be an ancient member of our own order,” she finally said, “turned to darkness by the hand of the Synth.”

      “The Synth,” Zedavian echoed quietly, seemingly lost in thought. “What do you know of the Synth?” He stirred and held up a hand to stop her before she could mistake the question as an invitation to speak. “We are finished here. Submit your records and report to the Council, Ser Katanaga. That is an order. I will dowse the relays and assemble my own wild speculations, and you will stay put on the Forge until I say otherwise. Understood?”

      Iveera stood silent, jin flexed rigid against her head.

      The First Knight leaned closer, reaching down to clasp her ivy green chin between golden thumb and forefinger. “Do not make me hunt the mighty Huntress,” he said, in a soft tone that suggested he would’ve enjoyed nothing more.

      Nate wasn’t sure she actually felt the contact—still wasn’t even sure how the First Knight had arrived out of thin air on top of them and back-doored his way in with this hyper-realistic holo connection—but if the curling of Iveera’s lip and the faint crimson glow seeping from her jin were any indication, she was hardly flattered by the touch.

      Zedavian looked rather pleased about it all.

      “Now, slave your controls and let us be on our way,” he said, straightening and turning as if to exit through the invisible holo door he’d first appeared from. He paused midway, bright yellow eyes scanning the crew once more, then settling straight on Nate. “This one?”

      Nate stood frozen beneath his gaze, some tiny part of him wanting to step forward with a haughty that’s right, Elrond, and explain to the First Knight how he was making a huge mistake and how he needed to listen to them, dammit. The rest of him was stuck under the weight of that all-seeing stare, and the fact that he didn’t actually have any idea what he was talking about here. And hadn’t Iveera told him to hide his identity anyway?

      Did it even matter? Maybe this First Knight knew something they didn’t. And that dream…

      Blackened hands, will you do something?

      But Zedavian was already moving on with one of the most disinterested sounds Nate had ever heard. “The controls, Terran,” he added, not looking back.

      I believe he is asking you to surrender the Camel—

      I know what he’s asking, Nate shot back, looking to Iveera for some kind of guidance. She might as well have been catatonic. Fuming internally, maybe. Or engaged in some furious discourse with her Excalibur. Either way…

      “Do it,” she said softly, not breaking from her vacant stare.

      Zedavian turned like he had choice thoughts about his subordinates deigning to advise one another on whether or not to follow his orders. Like maybe he should remind them who was First Knight here.

      Follow his ship, Nate found himself thinking toward the Camelot more by flinching reflex than anything else. Do what he says.

      AFFIRMATIVE.

      Nate felt his shoulders slump and waited for Ex to step in with a cheeky remark on the merits of cowardice, but there was nothing. Ser Zedavian Kelkarin didn’t give so much as a confirmatory nod. He just stared at Iveera for a long moment, then vanished.

      “Well, that was fun,” Tessa muttered into the stark silence.

      “Just a lovely goddamn barbecue,” Jaeger agreed, turning his frown to Nate and Iveera. “Now, does someone wanna tell us what the hell’s going on?”

      Nate followed Jaeger’s deepening frown to the viewport, which was busily zooming itself in on that tiny, distant ring labeled Golnak Beacon Relay. The optics zoomed across what the zipping display numbers declared to be millions of kilometers, past ships that pinged with titles like ASF Gilderoy (Reconnaissance-Class Corvette, Triton Shipyards) and ASF Rahgamesh (Nova-Class Battlecruiser, Seventh Star Industries) and estimated crew counts from the tens up to the tens of thousands. In and in, until…

      “Huh,” Tessa said, as they all gaped at the viewport.

      It felt about as adequate a thing to say as anything else as they all seemed to realize in unison just how completely out of their depths they were here.

      To say the Beacon relay was a sight to behold felt a bit like saying it was kind of nice, finally sharing a kiss with the girl you’d secretly been in love with for three years. Understated, at best. But neither the thought of Gwen nor the business with Ser Zedavian Kelkarin were enough to pull Nate’s attention away from the miracle of a sci-fi geek’s wet dream floating in the viewport.

      At its essence, it was a ring––an unfathomably titanic ring that had been visible to the naked eye at over thirty million kilometers, granted. One that dwarfed even the orbiting thirty-thousand-crew dreadnought several hundred, maybe several thousand, times over. But a ring, nonetheless, formed of dark matte panels whose size Nate could only wonder at, and positively teeming with a network of metal arms and girders that spanned several hundred kilometers inward from the outer superstructure, giving the entire thing the vague look of some kind of steampunk dreamcatcher, pulsing here and there with crackling arcs of azure light.

      “We’re flying through that?” someone asked.

      “Shut it, Snuffy!” someone else replied.

      “Let’s batten down the slack jaws and buckle up people,” Tessa called over her shoulder, before turning to Nate and Jaeger and adding in a hurried whisper, “But seriously, we’re flying through that? Now?”

      “Assuming we make it past those,” Jaeger said quietly, almost absentmindedly, his eyes glued to the tactical layout of the potentially not-so-friendly Alliance forces arrayed before them. He turned to Nate, remembering himself, and Nate didn’t need to ask what it was.

      Their scheduled check-in call with Earth.

      They’d explicitly told their people—told the freaking president of the United States, not to mention Nate’s friends—that they’d report back before flying off into this big mysterious relay. And now…

      “Q-drives initiating,” declared bold cyan text across the viewport display. “Prepare to jump.”

      Now it was happening.

      Nate looked to Iveera, desperate to snap her out of her funk, to do something, for god’s sake. She was already watching him, eyes wider than he’d ever seen, glowing red jin pressed flat to her head, like she’d just had a troubling realization of her own.

      “Give me comms to that justicar,” she practically hissed. “Now.”
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      Half a million kilometers away, Malfar stood at the helm of his ship, watching his main display as the two cursed Knight ships, Camelot and Eldest Stone, held their privileged secret council. What in nine hells the First Knight was doing out here, away from his posh throne of power on Forge Station, Malfar didn’t know. But he had a sinking feeling this entire mess was about to be re-branded with a big fat out of your jurisdiction.

      Destroyer take the entire damn Order Excalibur. Pompous bastards. Over-inflated relics of a forgotten (and almost certainly embellished) Great War. And as for the Dread Knight Groshna—the allegedly deceased Dread Knight Groshna…

      “Justicar?” came the voice of Lieutenant Shelton Ordercaste, who’d been uncharacteristically silent ever since the Camelot had punched out of crusher space and put all of his earlier complaints to shame. “Word from Vice Admiral Var’lain. We’re to stand down and allow the Knightships Camelot and Eldest Stone safe passage to the relay.”

      Malfar let out a sigh, clenching and unclenching his powerful fists. “Send our acknowledgment to the vice admiral,” he told the Atlantean, eyes never leaving the two Knightships on the tactical display. “And remain ready for anything, lieutenant,” he added, suppressing the urge to order his excitable Hobdans to maintain weapons locks as the two Knightships spun in unison, orienting in-system, toward the relay.

      “Sir,” his first officer acknowledged, wielding the elusive word of respect both as if it were foreign to his tongue but also as if he almost meant it.

      Nothing like a shared disdain for Council-legislated law-breakers to bring them all together. Not that a single frustrating brush with the red tape was going to magically disperse his fine crew’s resentment for good. No. The First Knight would abscond with his little Gorgon terrorist until such time as the Council could declare Katanaga’s chaos on Terra and at the Golnak mining station to have been “within the lawful realms of Knightly peacekeeping duties.” And just like that, the fine crew of Alliance Justicar Vessel D679 would once again find itself sitting through another long, fruitless burn in Golnak space, wondering what in nine hells their big dumb Troglodan commander had thought he was playing at—trying to apprehend a Knight.

      No one took down a Knight. Not like that.

      For a bitter moment, he wondered why C-Sec had even bothered giving him permission to come out here as a tertiary investigator in the alleged incidents. To fail, was the most tempting answer. To let him prove himself right out of a job that the galaxy would’ve rather seen filled by a more civilized pair of boots. But that was only his overdeveloped sense of persecution talking.

      In truth, no one had stopped him coming out here because no one knew what was actually happening on Terra, and because he’d left his assignment request sufficiently vague. C-Sec didn’t tend to question their justicars all that much, even the Troglodan ones, and his unique interest in the case was hardly something that would be readily flagged by anyone who wasn’t intimately familiar with the Trogarran capital brood lots, circa 5,022, GTE reckoning.

      Regardless…

      In the distance, he watched the Knightships light the darkness with twin flares of acceleration burn, itching for one fleeting moment to throw it all to hell and give the futile order to open fire. Just to remind the bastards that no one was above Justice, even if they were above the law.

      A crackle of noise drew his good senses back to the muted holo connection he’d nearly forgotten. The bridge view of the Camelot sputtered back to life on a crew that looked rather unanimously shaken. It was an easy expression to recognize in Atlantean faces—or Terran ones, rather—once one learned to look for it.

      There’d been some kind of disagreement. The dark-eyed youngling looked especially disgruntled about it. Far more so than his older, hard-faced superior. And as for Ser Katanaga…

      “No time,” the Gorgon cut him off before he could even open his mouth, barely bothering to look up from her holo controls.

      He felt his lip curling itself into a snarl, felt the red-rimmed Troglodan rage flaring bright.

      “If you are truly the servant of justice I believe you to be,” Ser Iveera Katanaga pressed on, “you will turn your attention to the data I am transmitting and—”

      “I am not your servant, Knight,” he growled before his higher brain could even process what she was saying.

      “The timing of Elder Teedath’s death,” she continued like she hadn’t heard him, almost as if she were speaking to herself. “The arrival of Groshna’s personal fleet on Terra a mere three weeks later.” Her electric blue eyes flitted elsewhere, then back. “The First Knight’s intervention. Something is amiss.”

      He faltered, failing to mask his hesitation. It had been hard to miss, the rather troubling timing of the rumored invasion—timing that suggested it had all been long months in the planning, far longer than the Terran Beacon had even been awakened, as far as he understood it. But that was all it had been. All it was. Rumors and hearsay. Rumors from the one who now claimed to have slain the Dread Knight Groshna. And until the Alliance Justice saw fit to dispatch orders otherwise—

      His omni buzzed against his wrist, his display pinging the summary notification of what looked to have been a rather vast multi-format data transfer. It didn’t make any sense. None of this did.

      “The data is in your hands, justicar,” the Gorgon said. “It should be enough to begin your investig—”

      “I AM NOT YOUR SERVANT, KNIGHT!”

      The ringing in his head, coupled with the ensemble of shocked expressions from his crew, told him that the roar had been every bit as ferocious as he feared.

      Dammit.

      He forced out a breath, demanding control of himself. He could practically hear the thoughts bouncing around the bridge. There was his true beastly nature, rearing its head. There was the spotted savage, proving he wasn’t fit for the station of justicar. The thought made him want to smash his console to a sputtering heap and bite one of their damned heads off. In the pulsing red flash of his mind’s eye, he did do those things. Back in the perfect quiet of the bridge, though, under the tense watchfulness of his crew, Malfar set his gargantuan shoulders and focused back on Ser Groshna’s killer with a deadly calm. “By all the gods in the universe, Ser Knight, I will see you delivered to the hands of—”

      But the holo winked out of existence before he could finish, the Camelot and Eldest Stone both dropping off of the displays, perhaps lost to one of the Knight ships’ mythical q-drive jumps, or perhaps merely shrouded by cloaking technology beyond the rest of the galaxy’s wherewithal to penetrate. It mattered not, Malfar decided, staring through the dark void on his main display, and the softly pulsing notification of Ser Katanaga’s waiting data bundle.

      He turned to the forward bridge display, only distantly aware of his tensed crew awaiting his orders, and watched as the two Knight ships blipped back into existence at the massive Golnak relay minutes later. Probably, the jump had only been mere subjective seconds for the Knights with their godly q-drives. Half a day’s sub-light burn in the blink of an eye, and here sat Malfar and his pitiful crew, unable to so much as visually confirm the fact until the photons arrived at the ship’s optics from the relay at the boring old speed of light, a ghostly afterimage of those fleeing titans, who were as unbounded by Alliance law as they were by the laws of mortal physics.

      His fist clenched as the twin blips reached a small sub-port of the relay ring and vanished again on a faster-than-light trail of crackling azure energy, bound for the Forge.

      More minutes stretched, broken only by the soft hum of shipboard electronics and the periodic glances of his crew, not-so-subtly wondering what in nine hells had just happened, and what they were going to do about it. Then the message came, the emphatic ping at the first officer’s station entirely too energetic for the order it no doubt carried. Malfar wasn’t sure how he’d known it was coming at all, much less so quickly. Subconscious intuition, he supposed—incomplete details churning in the back of his head, infinite possibilities and branching pathways, somehow all converging to a single overwhelming likelihood.

      “It’s Central,” Shelton said, confirming Malfar’s sinking suspicion even as the Atlantean frowned at the display, re-reading the message like he was sure he must’ve gotten it wrong the first time. “They want you to report in person.” He glanced up from the display, and Malfar’s whirring background brain was mildly surprised to note the Atlantean actually appeared a tad concerned for his blight-spotted brute of a commanding officer. “They want you there immediately, sir.”

      Malfar let the words hang undisturbed, not really needing to wonder what they meant. Something had clearly gone wrong. Was actively going wrong still. Something big. Maybe something small, too. And he’d just stepped straight into the steaming pile of it all.

      He scowled down at the slowly winking alert on his personal display, aware of the grim, battle room silence of his waiting crew, knowing he should immediately flag the Gorgon’s files to Central’s active investigations database, yet hesitating all the same. Something is amiss, she’d said, right before beaming over the mysterious data packet. It felt like an understatement, staring at the winking packet that suddenly seemed far more likely to hold the final seal on his personal and professional doom than any substantial answers.

      “Set course for the relay, then,” he heard himself say, dropping his hand from the untouched display, “and prepare for max burn.”

      Flag the files, his lawful mind insisted as the crew snapped to make good on his orders. Do it now, and what will come will come. Because that was the job. Because there was truth to be found and Justice to be served. For Ser Groshna’s killers. For the unlawful aggressors of Terra. For all of them. Justice was due. It didn’t matter whose hand served it. And if Malfar went down in the process… well, he’d hardly be the first.

      That was the job.

      And yet his fingers lingered over that data packet, held in place first by the tightening crash couch restraints as the ship began its burn, then by something else entirely. Something even the whirring processor of his subconscious couldn’t resolve as the minutes ticked slowly by, one after the other, until the burn began to taper off, rousing his attention.

      It had been three hours.

      Spirit of Justice, what was he even thinking?

      He flicked the holo controls to life, determined to flag the files to C-Sec and be done with it before that pesky tickle at the back of his mind could distract him again.

      In his defense, it didn’t.

      That honor went to the choir of proximity alarms that cried out across the bridge as an entire Troglodan war party dropped out of crusher space, barely two light-seconds ahead of them.

      An explosion of surprised curses chased the chirping alerts across the bridge. Malfar was too stunned to think twice about the lack of decorum. In-system, the relay patrol fleet was scrambling all over again to respond to this new development, the slow trickle of relay-bound traffic rapidly decelerating as the space before the superstructure came alive with maneuvering battle cruisers and preliminary scout wings of Alliance fighters.

      The bridge was a lightning storm of chatter.

      “—ere’d they even—”

      “—shit’s going on with—”

      “—not even any—”

      “Control yourselves,” Malfar boomed, loud enough to bring the bridge to a full stop.

      “Clearances say they’re headed out T-Sec-way,” someone finally said.

      “What kind of clearances are those?” someone else asked.

      “Those right there’re don’t fuck with us ’less you’re looking to start a godsdamned civil war clearances, ain’t they?” said a Hobdan voice.

      Malfar barely registered any of it, distracted as he was by the way that subconscious tickle of intuition was catching to a full-on blazing inferno as he processed the information populating across his displays.

      “Those are the emperor’s credentials, aren’t they?” asked the Atlantean at comms, openly frowning at the Troglodan fleet on her readouts. “Isn’t that the war paint of—”

      “Clan Groshna,” Malfar confirmed, his gaze still glued to the blood-red insignia painted across the most fearsome of the three Nova-class dragonhead capital ships. Custom jobs, straight from the Trogarran shipyards. Which might’ve explained how he knew that ship, even before he spotted the words Blood Moon laid across his display in tiny letters.

      “That’s—”

      “The personal flagship of Ser Groshna’s next-of-brood sire,” Malfar finished, insides curling with dark disgust at the memory of the last time he’d beheld his divine majesty, Varga, Clansire Groshna. “Yes.”

      “The Dread Knight’s heir?” asked Lieutenant Shelton.

      Destroyer take his hateful hide, Malfar thought.

      “Blackthorne’s tits,” Agent Ajzgar muttered, before remembering himself and shooting a guilty glance at his commanding officer.

      Malfar just stared on, head spinning with hows, whys, and perfectly suspect timing as his kinsmen’s three enormous warships and their dozen-plus not-so-small support craft boldly accelerated toward the Golnak relay superstructure, the Alliance patrol fleet, holding, holding, then slowly beginning to peel apart, clearing the way as if urgent word had just come down the chain of command.

      What in nine hells was going on here?

      Something amiss, Iveera Katanaga’s cursed voice rang in his head.

      Something galactically fucking amiss.
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      In the musky depths of the dungeon, ensconced in the unrelenting stench of mildew and excrement and the maddening trickle of a leak that had never once ceased to pitter nor patter, it might’ve been easy for one to forget that one was in fact aboard a one-of-a-kind starship, hurtling through the cosmos. Even easier still to lose one’s mind completely.

      Which, reflected the filthy old man as he flexed fruitlessly against his oppressive armada of chains and shackles, was precisely the point.

      Anyone who’d lived a few thousand years could attest that it was all but inevitable: the slow creep of madness. Even with an entire galaxy of novelties at one’s fingertips, the best of sentient minds would go at least a touch eccentric with age. Hells, even a synthient mind would. He’d seen it. You might as well simply call it “growing up.”

      But put a man (or a synthient) in a place where he/she/it is left with nothing—nothing—but the endless dark, and the biting pain of claustrophobically tight bindings, and that Lady-damned undying pitter-patter of dripping water—dripping, dripping, like the filling pool of his own madness… and that was where one began to fear the line between a touch of eccentricity and a writhing nightmare of full-blown insanity. The kind of place where one might find himself longing for the decadent novelty of simply being allowed to piss himself, just for a change of pace.

      The Merlin had been here before.

      Or, maybe not here before. But… close enough. Close enough to know that such a defiance would’ve been nothing but an atrocious waste of his dwindling resources. Not that that especially mattered either. When his blackened captor had plundered his e-dim larders, so to speak, he’d left the Merlin only enough to sustain his body for nine days. Perhaps ten, but nine was the intended number, he had no doubt. Nine hells. Nine days. Just long enough to get to wherever they were going, he imagined. Or so the bastard wanted him to think.

      Knowing this particular brutally cunning creature as he did, though, the Merlin had no doubt that if he’d been given sustenance for nine days, he could damn well count on the journey lasting for at least eighteen, and quite possibly longer than that. They both knew he wouldn’t actually die, after all. Just like they both knew he would’ve perished long, long before now, had it been so easy as that. And so it was to be the madness of hope instead, right up until that hope finally dried out and blew away, and it was nothing left but plain old madness, simple and sweet, and drenched in unfathomable agony.

      The thought made him want to go on and piss himself right then and there, just to prove he could. It would be absolutely luxurious—an act of defiance for the ages. But also pointless and illogical. No reason to expedite the onset of the agony of starving to death—or to deathlessness, rather.

      The Black Knight truly was an immortally devious old bastard, the Merlin decided.

      But perhaps it took one to know one.

      “Mordred,” the Merlin called—or croaked, at least—through the papery tissues that had once (so long ago, it seemed) been his throat. “Mooordred, is that youuu?” Voice like a dry-rotted balloon hemorrhaging stale air. “You won’t fiiind it…”

      He continued on like that for what could’ve conceivably been days or hours, rattling his chains, croaking his taunts and that cursed name over and over. Possibly, it was eons. Over and over. He felt like he’d been here before. Over and over. Maybe he’d always been here. Over and over.

      Until something pierced through his half-starved daze and yanked him to a full halt.

      A sound.

      A sound?

      Illusions, whispered a voice in his head. Trickery.

      Plain old hallucinations, he thought back. No reason to complicate matters.

      Click-clack, went the darkness. Click-clack.

      “Are we there yet?” he asked softly, and nearly let loose a delirious giggle.

      Nothing. Nothing. Silence. The Merlin stared into the nearly complete darkness, sinking into it, mirroring it. Not moving. Not breathing. Not afraid. Only waiting. Waiting.

      The faintest chitter.

      Click-clack. Click-clack.

      Devious bastard.

      Click-clack. Click-clack.

      Something rustled against his chains.

      Hope—cursed, stupid, pathetic hope—sprang like a leaky fountain in the Merlin’s chest, and he peered closer, reaching for his inhibited power, coaxing his sight to expand just a touch further into the spectra. Just another touch, and…

      A jabra rat?

      He blinked at the bony little bundle of fur that was perched on its haunches by his feet, snout raised to the air, whiskers curiously whisking.

      Can it really be? asked a voice in his mind.

      Why not? asked another. It was a jabra rat, after all, not a ham sandwich. The dungeon was probably crawling with them. Or so he reasoned, right up until he remembered that he was actually aboard the Avalon Eternal, most likely cruising through crusher space, and that the dungeon wasn’t even real, as such. Nothing more than an elaborate reconfiguration of one of the ship’s decks, a hateful throwback façade to the dank torture dungeons of his people’s olden days.

      His people?

      Their people. His people. Whose people?

      He was losing himself in here. And for all his mighty, paranoid logic, there stood the jabra rat, watching him go, sniffing at the filthy air, every bit as convincing as the real thing.

      “He’s looking for something,” he croaked, insisting at first that it was only himself he was talking to. But his gaze remained locked to the rat, that pitiful spark of hope stoking the words in his throat. “Did… Did he send you to find it?”

      He watched with a critical eye as the furry critter pawed its way closer. He would’ve seen it if this was some hyper-realistic hologram illusion. He was sure of it. Even if it was something more sinister—remote neural stim, or mind-altering drugs. If anyone in the galaxy would’ve seen through such shrouds, it was him.

      Right?

      It is as you say, my love.

      An involuntary sigh of relief escaped his lungs at the sound of that voice. That voice like the sweetest sip of cool mountain water. That voice like the sour bite of harker acid.

      He covered up his sound of quickly-curdling relief with a dry snort, loathe to give his ethereal companion the satisfaction. She said nothing. She rarely did these days. Sometimes they went years without speaking. Especially during his centuries-long stints of naive abandon. As if he could ever escape. As if either of them could.

      Two peas in a fate-bound pod, they were.

      Quite out of the blue, the Merlin thought of Nathaniel Arturi—the most peculiar ripple of all in this latest changing of tides. Not a stray thought either, he realized. There was something there. A faint raised note amongst the endless ocean of the Light, gone before he could properly tune in. Blackened hands, but his senses were growing rusty. Everything was growing rusty. He needed to look no further than his current predicament to remember that.

      He’d waited too long to rejuvenate.

      And now he was at the mercy of this blackened specter, with his only real hope resting on his loyal Knights, chasing after him into darkness. That must’ve been what he’d just felt, he realized. Nate’s first proper journey into the Light. That faint whisper of fear and overwhelm and sheer, jubilant power. And something else with it. Iveera, he supposed. But also something… discordant.

      He thought of the oily corruption that’d been in possession of Groshna’s Excalibur, Samael, when he’d met them at Golnak and wondered with a sinking feeling whether there was any chance his clever Huntress had escaped the clash of Atlantis untainted.

      Probably not. Doubly unlikely for Nathaniel.

      How could they have defended themselves? They had no idea what they were up against. The Merlin didn’t even fully understand himself yet what manner of creature had crawled back from the depths wearing the black armor of his long-dead protégé. The way the Black Knight had clearly harnessed the Light to create a prison capable of holding the Merlin. The way he’d tapped the power of the Beacon back on Earth—directly, effortlessly. And the empty void the Merlin felt whenever he tried to focus his senses on the thing beneath that black helm…

      Click-clack. Chitter. Click-clack.

      There was the jabra rat staring up at him, waiting for something.

      “He won’t find it,” he croaked, more to himself than to his furry visitor. “He’ll never find it.”

      But he wasn’t so certain. If the corruption had spread… If his loyal Knights fell prey to this Black Knight’s will…

      The jabra chittered again and moved closer still, so curiously interested.

      “What’s that? You’d like to know why?”

      Chitter-chitter. The jabra rat went up on its haunches, listening attentively. The Merlin stared down at the rodent, shaking his head, thinking of all the many ways a foe of Mordred’s skill—if that was indeed what he was up against—might use such bait to extract what he was looking for. The shaking slowed, though, as the first workings of a counter-plan began to alight at the edge of his mind.

      Maybe. If he was careful.

      Maybe. If he worked backward from what little bits Mordred had already revealed of his hand, and if his trusty Knights truly were on their trail…

      Maybe the Lady really did work in mysterious ways, the Merlin decided, leaning through his two centimeters of shackled freedom to smile his most kindly, positively deranged smile down at his attentive visitor.

      “Perhaps we can help one another, my furry little friend.”
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            One Small Step

          

        

      

    

    
      It started like an accidental trip down the stairs—and ended with a plunge straight into the cheery infernos of hell.

      One second, Nate was watching Justicar D679 pledge to hunt them to the far reaches of the universe. The next, the justicar was gone, and the Camelot was obediently q-jumping across the Golnak system on the Eldest Stone’s leash, the bridge half a shade shy of losing its shit as they blinked back to normal space speeding straight for one of the many thousand spindly-armed gateways that networked out from the superstructure’s external ring.

      Nate was distantly aware of Jaeger shouting at him to buckle up, even more distantly aware of Iveera standing there without restraints, clearly unafraid, her attention fixed to a holo pane on the starboard wall, where a distant passing structure that looked to be half-asteroid was labeled Golnak Mining Installation C-73.

      Then something snagged him tight. The Camelot, he realized, cradling him into a kind of half-standing crash cocoon, apparently spurred on by whatever string of breathless holy shits was roaring through his mind. On the viewport, the Beacon Relay countdown ticked under ten seconds.

      “Shit’s about to get weird!” Tessa announced, hands clamped in a white-knuckle grip to her useless control consoles.

      “Keep it tight, people,” Jaeger called in a tone that might’ve been admonishing if he hadn’t been so busy gaping out the viewport himself.

      Nate looked to the SAS crew and saw nothing but clenched jaws and pale faces. Tight was one word for it. The tension on the bridge was one-hundred-fold what it’d been when they’d first engaged the crusher drives two weeks ago.

      That had been terrifying. But this was a jump across the freaking galaxy.

      So help me, Nathaniel, if you pass out…

      The counter ticked to four seconds.

      Ahead, the reaching arms of the gateway were crackling with an unnatural blue energy, the open aperture shimmering like an oil-slicked film set across a background that was unmistakably disjointed from the rest of the star-strewn darkness behind it.

      Gwen’s face flashed through his mind, followed by Marty, Kyle, and Copernicus.

      You just need to—

      ENJOY THE LIGHT, NATHANIEL, came the Camelot’s exuberant cry.

      Right, Ex added. Which is to say—

      Then the Camelot punched headfirst through that shimmering gateway film, and Nate’s entire body screamed.
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      He’d caught fire. Or taken a ship-sized bolt of that crackling blue energy straight to the everywhere. For one terrible instant, all he knew was that every cell of his body had been spontaneously electrified with a brilliant, blinding, all-encompassing blue—too pervasive to even be called light. Or pain. For that instant, he wasn’t even sure he existed anymore.

      Then the flood of bottomless, infinite azure evaporated in an instant, and the fire morphed in his body—not fire at all, he realized, as the sensation receded at the sharp edges and calmed to a kind of luxurious, effervescent full-body tingle. Not pain. Just pure, unadulterated power, blazing through his every cubic centimeter.

      He moved to stand, caught up in the building rush of it, and something gave way with a string of wrenching snaps. His crash cocoon restraints, he realized, just before he caught sight of Iveera beside him and forgot everything else.

      She was glowing. Literally. Back arched. Fingers fully extended. Jin swirling in languid contentedness. She basked in the glow of whatever had just touched them, azure energy radiating from the lines of her copper armor, and even from the surface of her green skin. She turned to look at him then, and there was something in her eyes he’d never seen before—a kind of warmth and reverent wonder. And it wasn’t just her eyes. Her entire body was electrified in his mind. Practically singing to him.

      The faintest smile touched her lips, and then that soft glow began to recede, and her stern composure crept back in. Nate took a shaky breath and realized both that he’d inadvertently summoned his own softly glowing armor from e-dim… and that, for reasons he couldn’t even begin to shake a stick at, he’d grown fully aroused beneath.

      It’s a perfectly natural reaction, Nathaniel, Ex said as Nate shifted, trying not to blush.

      I—That’s not… He glanced around at the rest of the crew, thanking all the gods in existence that he had accidentally called his armor. What is this, sex ed?

      No glowing crew members, as he’d half-expected. No noticeable erections, either. Just a few wide-eyed what-the-hell-was-that looks traded around the bridge, and several expressions of slack-jawed awe fixed dead ahead.

      Ex was pulsing with something like laughter. Amusing as your infantile defensiveness is, I am merely pointing out that the Lady’s Light is quite stimulating.

      Lady’s Light. That’s what that had been. Sure. That actually kind of made sense. Not even Ex and Iveera seemed to understand all that much about how the Beacons worked, or where they’d come from, but if they were connected to the Lady’s power—her Light—much as the Excaliburs themselves were, then maybe hopping through the relays was akin to toggling from battery power to plugged in. Or whatever.

      It all kind of felt woefully unimportant, as he followed the crew’s stares out the viewport.

      If calling the Golnak Relay a sight to behold was an understatement, applying the phrase to Forge Station was an outright joke. At first glance, Nate could barely even process what he was seeing. Then the enormous mass began to resolve into its constituent shapes and pieces, and he beheld a city the likes of which he’d never imagined.

      Even calling it a city felt like a joke. Forge Station was a small world in its own right—an expansive network of enormous floating islands, all drifting together on some celestial tide. It didn’t really click in Nate’s head how they were even suspended until he remembered that they were in space and that those “islands” might not be floating so much as in orbit together, probably held tight by gravitonics or some scaffolding he couldn’t yet see. As to what they were orbiting…

      It was the center of the goddamn galaxy.

      Not that Nate would’ve recognized that fact if Ex hadn’t already told him where Forge Station was located. All he saw behind the gargantuan mass of the station was an even more incalculably expansive sprawl of stars and light and nebulous space dust that shone with more colors than he’d known existed. Against that backdrop, even Forge Station looked rather small and unimpressive.

      Taken all together, it was absolutely breathtaking. More vast and vivid than words alone ever could’ve captured, though the first person to speak on the bridge made a valiant effort.

      “Oh my god,” Snuffy said quietly.

      “That’s…” Tessa started to say.

      Then Ser Zedavian Kelkarin’s mellifluous voice cut through their moment of awe, bringing the bridge right back to the reality where they’d been ordered to stand down and involuntarily detoured from a trail that had already gone too cold.

      “I trust I needn’t hold your hand to the docks,” the First Knight said, not bothering to appear via holo. “Your appointment with Elder Representative Kaiyosh has already been arranged, Ser Katanaga. Report to the Council assembly.” There was a moment’s pause. “And do not say anything of this Black Knight. Not until I’ve returned.”

      Nate looked to Iveera, expecting to see some iota of his own surprise reflected in her expression, but she only watched impassively as the Eldest Stone pitched around and began accelerating back toward the gateway that had ejected them from a relay ring superstructure that was, if anything, even larger than the Golnak ring had been.

      “Right,” Jaeger said, peeling off his compression restraints and rising to his feet as Zedavian’s Eldest Stone hit the gateway and fired off across the galaxy on a wispy trail of blue. Behind them, Carter was on her feet too, checking on the crew and helping them out of their restraints. Jaeger shot a curious frown at the crash restraints Nate had accidentally torn free from, then turned to Tessa. “Status?”

      “Fully torqued, sir,” Tessa replied absently, staring out the viewport in wonder for another moment before remembering herself. “That is, uh, ship looks good too, sir.” She pursed her lips, looking back at her displays. “I think. You all good, Cammy?”

      Cammy?

      Nate didn’t need to check Tessa’s displays to feel that the Camelot was humming happily along, jubilant from its dip into the Light, but he was still surprised when the ship saw fit to reply with a neat list of pertinent updates on Tessa’s main display, capped with a final, “GOOD, TESSA. THANK YOU.”

      That was new.

      So far, the Camelot, much like Ex, had seemed to abide to the hard and fast rule that it would only speak directly to its own Excalibur Knight. That hadn’t stopped it from working with Iveera through the holos, or from indirectly communicating with the others via a helpful guiding light here, or spawning an impromptu couch crash out of the deck there. There’d already been more than a few amusing stories of the ship scaring the crap out of the crew with its skittish helpfulness. But until now, communication had been extremely limited.

      It seemed Tessa’s quest to befriend the Camelot—and to nickname it, apparently—wasn’t going half-bad, and Tessa seemed to know it.

      “Can we get a course overlay to that station, Cammy?” she asked, running her hands affectionately over the consoles.

      The Camelot responded with gusto, throwing a bright blue trajectory and a ton of other information up on the viewport like an energetic pup who’d just been waiting for the chance to show off its new trick.

      There was no maybe about it. The ship definitely liked Tessa. Which was fair enough, Nate decided, as the magnetic pilot looked over and shot him a wink that made him avert his gaze.

      Perhaps she would like you too if you paid her any attention.

      Nate was already firing back with an indignant I have a girlfriend, remember? before it hit him that Ex had been talking about the Camelot, which now that he thought about it, he’d really never thought of as anything but an it, or just the ship.

      And yet you think of me as a he. Curious. You should know, Nathaniel, that misogyny is considered to be an indicator of extreme societal immaturity amongst the dioecious species of the civilized galaxy.”

      I’m not a… Wait, what? Die-yeesh… Huh? You’re technically both sexless synthients, aren’t you?

      Not as sexless as our hapless Knight, it seems.

      Nate gaped, too blindsided to produce a comeback, eyes darting back to Tessa of their own accord.

      I believe they call that a burn, Nathaniel.

      Now the voice in his head was going to start knocking on his lack of a sex life?

      Buuurn.

      He sighed, focusing back on what came next for their derailed mission, and nearly jumped out of his armor when he realized Iveera had appeared at his side, silent and mirthful as a ghost.

      “What did you think you were doing?” she asked quietly, her tone not aggressive so much as suggesting she was genuinely uncertain whether he understood where he was and what he was doing.

      Which, given that he didn’t understand what she was even asking, was kind of hard to prove at the moment.

      “You wrested control of the Camelot from my hands at a critical moment,” she added, sensing his confusion. “You may well have compromised our mission.”

      Nate swallowed, insides tensing for fight or flight—he didn’t know which. In all the excitement, he’d nearly forgotten that Zedavian had only caught them with their pants down once Nate had done the yanking and stopped the Camelot mid-flee. Jaeger was watching them now. Suddenly, the whole bridge was watching.

      “I… I just thought I was giving us a second to talk things out before we ditched that justicar and ended up on the galaxy’s most-wanted list.” He looked to Jaeger for some kind of support. “Right?”

      “This is not a democracy, Nathaniel,” Iveera said. “You are my charge, and if you will not allow me to protect you and your crew as I see fit aboard your ship, I will pull the Kalnythian Wilds from e-dim storage and take you aboard my own. By force, if I must.”

      “Setting aside my obvious qualms with you threatening to kidnap our asset,” Jaeger said, “I think we’re past all that now.” He turned to Nate. “Lesson learned, right?”

      Nate only stared back, not really sure what lesson he was supposed to have learned here. He’d only been trying to help, to keep the situation from going to full-on dumpster fire status.

      “Lesson learned,” Jaeger decreed. “Rule number one on foreign soil, kid. Much as I appreciate the team spirit, when shit starts going sideways, you don’t ignore the guy who speaks the language. Or the Gorgon lady, as it were.” He looked at Iveera. “Though I’d sure as shit appreciate an explanation and some fair warning next time. Now…” He looked around the bridge like that was that, and it was time to take stock of their next steps.

      But Nate wasn’t done.

      “And what about you?” he asked Iveera. “I’m not the one who just bent the knee and gave up when that Zedavian guy showed up.”

      “He is our First Knight, Nathaniel. The highest voice of authority in our order, so long as the Merlin is missing.”

      As I said, Ex pointed out.

      “So the Alliance Space Police can shove it, but you won’t bend the rules with that golden…” Nate hooked a thumb toward the relay gateway the Eldest Stone had disappeared through, lost for a proper insult. “I mean, we know the Black Knight’s out there, right? We know we have to stop him. What does it matter whether this First Knight believes us or not? Aren’t you—”

      “It is our duty, Nathaniel. Our duty to the Lady, and to all life in the galaxy. Without order, without duty”—her jin sliced the air decisively—“we are naught but agents of chaos. Black Knights in the making.”

      Which might’ve sounded reasonable, except they were talking about saving the Merlin here, weren’t they? Not invading Earth and heisting a Beacon. Nate looked to Jaeger for some backup, but of course, the Lt Col agreed with her. Duty and honor. Good, obedient soldiering and all that.

      Was that all the Excalibur Knights were at the end of the day? Just more soldiers, marching to the beat of yet another drum?

      Iveera was watching him. They all were.

      This wasn’t helping, was it?

      Do you trust Ser Katanaga’s judgment beyond your own in this realm?

      Nate let out a heavy breath, wilting under the weight of the bridge’s collective stares. Of course, he trusted her judgment over his own. How could he not? He didn’t have any judgment out here. None based on experience, at least.

      “Okay,” he said, nodding, forcing himself to meet her eyes and not stare at the deck like a scolded child. “Lesson learned. I messed up. I’m sorry.” He looked around at the crew. “That goes for everyone. I know this hasn’t been… easy.”

      “Hey, we get to see all this,” Snuffy pointed out, nodding toward the miraculous viewport cosmos.

      “Boldly go where no man’s gone before,” Ramirez added, like he was listing perks.

      “Aside from fucking Poseidon and his posse,” muttered the one they called Pierce, bringing the room back down to a resting unease.

      “Food’s not bad,” Elmo finally grunted.

      That seemed to decide it. The SAS crew broke into grins, content for the moment that they’d survived their first brush with this vast new galaxy. Carter remained somewhat stoic. Pierce was the only one who looked actively irritated.

      Jaeger gave Nate a somber nod, and for a second, Nate felt a flicker of something very much like that elusive team spirit welling up. He looked to Iveera and saw—if not approval—at least a lack of disappointment in her muted expression. Briefly, he wondered if he shouldn’t mention his Zedavian dream to her just to make sure it wasn’t somehow important, but now didn’t really feel like the time. Given that Ex didn’t argue with that assessment, he settled instead for looking out the viewport and caught another hit of the cosmic dust-in-the-wind effect.

      Who could really care about petty rights and wrongs with all of that floating before their eyes? Undeniable proof of just how goddamn small and insignificant they truly were.

      “About an hour, at present speed,” Tessa was saying as he brought his attention back to the bridge. “Not sure with all that traffic up there, though.” She glanced over at another display. “Looks like they’re already hailing us.”

      “Allow me to handle the communications,” Iveera said, calling up her holos with a meaningful look toward Nate.

      Whatever she wants, he thought toward the ship. Let her at it.

      AFFIRMATIVE.

      Ahead, Iveera’s jin gave a satisfied flick.

      Thanks. Cammy.

      WELCOME, NATHANIEL, came the perfectly pleasant reply as Iveera began rattling off a formal-sounding request to dock at Forge Station. He noticed her gaze lingering on his torso as she ended the transmission.

      “Stow the armor?” he guessed out loud.

      Iveera’s jin sliced the air in a negative. “We will obscure it beneath a disguise, but do not for one second think of removing that armor while we are anywhere in this system.”

      Somehow, that answer didn’t make him feel any better. Nor did the wary look in Jaeger’s eyes as he turned from them to scan the crew with a deepening frown.

      “Look sharp, people,” he said. “We represent the entirety of Earth in T-minus sixty.”
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      If the arrival of representatives from a new planet was cause for excitement on Forge Station, the voices of Station Control certainly didn’t let on to the fact as they approached the docks. As far as Nate could tell, dock control worker might well have been the galactic equivalent of Jersey toll booth operator where jovial service was concerned. Of course, there might’ve also been a few things lost in translation, seeing as he couldn’t even tell what species he was listening to as Ex worked his translation magic.

      That was a Svendarian, Ex provided. Fairly logical creatures, except where their blind sense of unerring honor is concerned.

      So great traffic controllers, then?

      Just as one might expect from a septapod.

      Nate’s brain faltered over the word, then caught up with a mental image of a seven-legged insect scuttling around behind the Forge control consoles, mandibles clicking all the while.

      Svendarians are in fact the species upon which your mythological centaurs were based.

      The image in Nate’s head shifted to one of a galloping horse-man with seven legs. He shook his head, trying to focus back on the mission but mostly just staring at the thickening clouds of space traffic instead, wondering at how infinitesimally small his known world had been—and still was—compared to everything that was out here in the galaxy. Around the bridge, the rest of the crew looked equally flummoxed.

      Excited or not, the Svendarian on the other end eventually accepted Iveera’s lengthy list of credentials and cleared their final approach to the central docks of the Capital with a berthing assignment somewhere in the diplomat wing. Whatever that all meant. Nate was still preoccupied with studying the swarm of station traffic pouring in and out of the station vicinity. Ships of all shapes and sizes, many bound to or from the system’s two massive Beacon relay superstructures or to the shipyards and other satellite stations scattered throughout the system, others only moving from one island to another within the main continent of the Forge.

      Nate tried to parse out some of their functions as he watched them pass—a cargo ship here, a private yacht there. A few island-sized warships were hovering off in the distance, keeping watch over it all. Ex dutifully stepped in to let him know where he was right or wrong, flashing schematics and ship tags to the holo above Nate’s palm.

      It was only at Iveera’s stern look that he killed the holo and pulled his not-quite-US issue tactical gloves back on, completing the full body disguise Ex had rigged from e-dim, marking him down to surprising detail as just another one of Iveera’s SAS escorts along with Jaeger, Ramirez, Elmo, and Snuffy.

      He looked around the bridge, wishing he’d had a proper chance to talk to his friends before they landed. In all the rush to suit up and get their stories straight, they’d barely even had time for the lightning-round check-in they’d managed with Earth, which had basically consisted of a terse be careful, try not to speak for Earth, and for the love of god, don’t piss anyone off.

      They’d done a bang-up job of that last one so far. But there was nothing for it. They’d check back in once they were safely situated on Forge Station. Maybe even once they’d docked if there was time. For the moment, though, it was all any of them could do to stare as they closed in on one of the many shimmering blue-green atmosphere seals dotted across the bulky exostructure of the central docks.

      With the sheer volume of traffic teeming in and out of the docks, it seemed a minor miracle there weren’t a few hundred collisions every second. Then again, he’d once had the same thought about the superhighways of Atlanta, Georgia, so maybe he was easily impressed. Either way, even Tessa, who’d been chomping at the bit the entire voyage to take the controls properly, looked perfectly happy at the moment to be letting Cammy do the flying, no questions asked.

      No one breathed as they soared through the shimmering atmos containment seal, into the first cavernous but densely packed hangar. Aside from one prolonged, “Uhhh…” from Snuffy, no one spoke as Cammy whisked them on, across the hangar, through multiple corridors and conduits Nate was sure were too tight for the ship.

      By the time they finally arrived at their allotted berth, and to the unsettlingly firm thunk of magnetic docking arms clamping onto the Camelot’s hull, it felt like a safe bet that Iveera was the only one on the bridge who could’ve honestly checked the “unclenched” box on her personal rectal status. Assuming that was even anatomically possible.

      Gorgons DO have—

      That-that’s okay, Ex, Nate thought, trying to look innocent as he met Iveera’s questioning gaze. One mystery at a time, please.

      He sobered as he realized she was double-checking to see if he was ready to step out onto the station, where battle armor was apparently a prudent precaution. He glanced down at the dark battle suit veneer he and Ex had conjured over his armor. Not at all SAS standard fare, he’d gathered, watching Jaeger and the others suit up. Apparently Washington had air-lifted the good stuff over—space worthy and everything—in the few hours they’d had to prep their brave pioneers for Earth’s first interstellar military operation.

      “Come,” Iveera said, stepping past them for the bridge entryway. “The sooner we make our report and have done with it, the sooner we might be on our way.”

      “All right,” Jaeger said, pulling on his helmet. “You heard the lady. On me, Alpha Team.”

      With a careful thought, Nate conjured his own helmet to match and fell in with Jaeger, just another one of the SAS gang.
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      They gathered by the port airlock on the main deck, half the crew preparing to take their one small step while the other half remained behind to keep the ship safe and ready. No one griped about their assignments, though Nate also hadn’t missed it when the good Lt Col had quietly asked Iveera why they shouldn’t just leave Nate on the ship too if she was so concerned about his safety out there.

      “Nathaniel does not leave my side,” she’d said just as quietly, simple as that.

      Nate wasn’t really sure what to think about the exchange, other than that his hearing was apparently sharpening right along with the rest of his abilities, and that they were probably just being overly paranoid anyway. Ex certainly seemed to think so, muttering on about frightened rabbits and such.

      Luckily, the final round of checks was lightning quick, mostly because there really wasn’t much to check. Weapons were technically forbidden on the station, save for those individuals with the proper clearance—Alliance peacekeepers and military personnel, mostly. Excalibur Knights too, if for no other reason than that it was quite hard to deprive a Knight of their weapons. That didn’t stop Iveera from conjuring a rather drab woven cloak to conceal her armor from plain sight. Clearly, she was content to keep a low profile.

      Jaeger, on the other hand, didn’t look too thrilled to be walking into the unknown with nothing but his fists and his winning personality.

      “How many people actually abide by this no weapons bullshit?” he asked, arms crossed over his sparse gear vest, scowling through his lightly-tinted helmet visor.

      “All law-abiding citizens,” Iveera said.

      “And how many non-abiding citizens might there be, crawling around this station’s seedy underbelly?”

      Iveera’s jin swirled thoughtfully. “Do not worry, Lt Col Jaeger,” she said, moving to the hatch controls. If Nate hadn’t known better, he might’ve thought there was a twitch of a smile on her lips. “I will protect you.”

      Jaeger’s scowl tracked from the back of the Gorgon’s head straight to Nate, silently ordering him to shut his trap about it. Nate raised his hands in surrender, and the scowl swiveled on to the rest of Alpha Team, then to the gear locker where their weapons and spare oxygen masks were tucked away.

      Iveera had already assured them that the air on Forge Station was compatible with Terran needs, and Tessa had confirmed as much from the Camelot’s readings. Nearly every species on the station breathed oxygen at one concentration or another, and while a few of the lower islands would apparently be less than ideal for human physiology, it sounded like the atmosphere on the Capital was more liable to get them high than hypoxic. Add to that that the team’s suits were all equipped with sophisticated oxygen filters and modest personal reserves baked into the armor layers, and that still left them all looking about as comfortable as cats in deep water.

      Nate was surprised to find he felt more calm than his comrades looked as Iveera paused to look back at them, long fingers poised over the door controls. “Remain calm, and follow my lead.”

      “You heard the lady,” Jaeger said, what little apprehension Nate read on his face bleeding away as the Lt Col stepped front and center to the door. “Keep it tight, hooah?”

      He got a tense round of answering hooahs from Snuffy, Elmo, and Ramirez, Iveera keyed the Camelot’s hatch controls, and that was that. The hatch hissed open, the low roar of dockside activity pouring into the ship, and…

      Nothing happened. Nothing at all.

      Which was to say, business on the dock carried right on without so much as a lull or a curiously cocked cranial appendage. Nate wasn’t sure what else he’d been expecting. A roaring welcome parade, perhaps, complete with fountains of champagne and a banner that read, “Welcome, Earthlings,” with the word “Terrans” comically crossed out right before that. Maybe just a solitary Alliance recruiter, waiting to take Earth’s signatory pledge of allegiance down on the dotted line.

      Instead, they got the ordered chaos of the apathetic docks and the palpable wave of relief at not being met by an immediate explosion, or cut down in a hail of blaster bolts.

      Those came the moment after.

      Iveera was only two steps down the boarding ramp when the fiery red bolt came sizzling through the air, straight for Jaeger’s head. Iveera caught the bolt on her raised palm as casually as if someone had lofted her the car keys, then swatted down the next two bolts—bound for Nate and Snuffy—and threw herself across the dock before Nate could manage so much as an, “Oh shit.”

      She cleared two berthed ships in the blink of an eye, sailing straight for the scaffolding where his sputtering brain informed him the shots must’ve come from. He spotted the spindly, masked shooter the moment before Iveera crashed into the creature and drove him into the scaffolding nearly hard enough to bring the entire thing down.

      It had barely been a full second since the first shot.

      “What the piss?” someone finally managed to hiss from the corridor behind.  Ahead, the general sentiment seemed to be echoed in the several alien cries spreading through the steady roar of the docks.

      Nate was already stepping forward, thinking about flight thrusters and blaster wrists, when Jaeger barred his way with a rough forearm.

      “Eyes peeled below, Ramirez!” he snapped. “Pierce, Carter, weapons!”

      They snapped to action, Ramirez taking covered lookout at the open hatchway while the others hurried to the weapons locker. Across the dock, Iveera had their would-be assailant by the throat, dangling him over the scaffold edge with one hand while she held his long rifle safely in the other. She seemed to be saying something to him.

      “She’s got him, kid,” Jaeger said quietly at Nate’s ear. Almost gently. “Take a breath, maintain your cover. Eyes peeled for the next one, hooah?”

      Nate had started shoving Jaeger’s arm away before he could even think, not sure why he was suddenly so angry—only that he could barely see straight for the thundering of his heart, and that he’d be damned if he was going to let Jaeger treat him like another hoo-ahing airman to command when that shooter had come here to…

      To what?

      To kill an Excalibur Knight? To kill him? The gunner had fired three bolts. He saw it clearly in his memory even as Ex pointed it out. Three bolts. Jaeger first. He’d been gunning for every human he could, ignoring Iveera. Why?

      “Sorry,” Nate mumbled, releasing Jaeger’s arm. “I…”

      “Eyes peeled,” Jaeger repeated, clapping him on the shoulder and turning to receive a rifle from Carter. Outside, the shouts of panic were leveling back to a steady roar of activity as some attempted to flee and many more gathered around, pointing up to the sight of Iveera and the shooter. Nate took a breath, reaching to open communications with her.

      “Sir?” Ramirez called from the open hatchway. “We’ve got incoming on our platform. Looks like station security, maybe.” He glanced back to face them, expression tight behind his faceplate. “And I don’t think they’re coming to tickle our Elmo, sir.”
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      Nate shifted uneasily at the hatchway, wondering if he should keep his head down or if the station would respond more favorably to an Excalibur Knight.

      They appear quite edgy with one Knight already, Ex pointed out. He wasn’t wrong. Outside, the entire docking bay had ground to a halt.

      “Great,” Jaeger muttered, looking out the hatchway first toward their incoming company, then toward the growing crowd of spectators pointing up at Iveera from the next several platforms over. “Just great.”

      The Lt Col leaned back in from the hatchway, glancing to where Pierce and Carter were whipping out more rifles like he wasn’t sure whether to belay the to arms order, or tell them to double time it. Iveera thunked down at the base of the boarding ramp before he had to decide, assassin and rifle both still in tow.

      “Peace,” she called—toward the Camelot or their incoming company, Nate wasn’t sure. Her voice was loud enough that everyone in the surrounding area probably heard it, despite the fact that she somehow managed to sound as if she’d barely raised her voice at all.

      The docking bay fell silent.

      “Shit,” Jaeger muttered, glancing out and back, and finally giving a what the hell shrug. “Standby, people. Keep those weapons on board.”

      And with that, he turned and strode down the ramp to join Iveera before Nate or anyone else could argue. Without prompting, the Camelot called up a holo beside the open hatchway to let everyone inside have a better view of the docks and the approaching… he didn’t know what.

      Those are Androtta, Ex said. The closest thing to robotic life the Alliance has trusted since the Synth Wars. The pair behind them are Hobdans. The Troglodan, I trust, you recognize. And those last two, if you hadn’t guessed, are Atlanteans.

      Nate followed along, taking in the vaguely crystalline faces of the Androtta—seemingly lifeless but for the orange-violet sparks in their eye sockets—and the orangish skin and knobby features of the Hobdans. The hulking gray form of the Troglodan was indeed recognizable enough, and more than a little strange to see here among so-called civilized company after what had happened on Earth. As for the Atlanteans that followed in the Troglodan’s wake…

      “What the actual fuck?” someone murmured. Pierce, Nate thought. And for once, he was actually on the same page with the moody airman.

      A bay full of alien life before them, and Nate was positive the entirety of the Camelot was suddenly riveted to those two Atlanteans. Because as unbelievable as it’d been hearing that the long-lost descendants of Earth had spent the past few millennia building their own empire among the Alliance stars, actually seeing them here amid the booming chaos of alien civilization…

      It was impossible.

      They just looked so human. Flawlessly human, in fact. Walking gods of men if ever Nate had seen them. They didn’t even look particularly small or puny walking behind a Troglodan.

      “Goddamn,” came an appreciative mutter from right beside him. Tessa, he realized. He hadn’t even noticed her there. She tore her wide eyes away from the holo like she’d just remembered this wasn’t a runway show. “Should we be ready for blastoff in here?”

      “No,” Nate said quietly, turning his gaze back to the holo. He meant to say more—that Iveera would take care of this mishap, or hell, that he would if he had to. That they needed to make their peace with this Council so they could get back on track. But the words faltered as he spotted more Atlanteans peppered here and there among the crowds, his brain picking them out now like shiny objects. “I don’t… No. We’ve got this.”

      “Okay, then,” Tessa said.

      Outside, their welcoming party was drawing closer in their matching armor—blue and gray, the cuts and pieces differing to accommodate morphologies, but the color tones all perfectly consistent across the eight bodies. Definitely station security, Nate decided, even as Ex confirmed as much.

      “Hark!” called a high voice as the security force drew to wary attention, Androtta, Hobdans, Troglodan, and Atlanteans all parting to form a column on either side of Iveera and Jaeger, permitting the speaker clear passage. The speaker glided forward, a tall, golden being that moved with otherworldly grace and poise, slender hands clasped elegantly at the hemmed sleeves of his royal blue robe. Another Eldari, like Zedavian.

      Except not like Zedavian, Nate decided, as the speaker drew closer. Tall and graceful as this one was with his sharp cheeks and pointed ears, his thin frame and dignified airs were nothing compared to the First Knight’s devastating presence.

      “Fellow beings of the Alliance,” the Eldari called, projecting his steady voice to all of the docking bay, “we do apologize for the disturbance and ask that you return to your duties with good assurances that the danger has passed.”

      As he spoke, one of the Androtta leaned in and tossed a pair of matte gray discs at Iveera’s weakly struggling prisoner. Iveera pushed the shooter forward as the discs came to life, casting out wriggling gray tendrils to ensnare his wrists and ankles, then engaging gravitonics to lift him until he was suspended half a meter above the platform, drifting by his humming restraints.

      The Troglodan who’d been stepping forward like he intended simply to toss the lanky assassin over his burly shoulder instead gave a bored grunt and dragged the hovering captive aside to clear the way for the Eldari speaker, who spread his delicate hands wide and showed Iveera something resembling a smile.

      The entire exchange had all the cheerful tone of a frozen lake cracking underfoot. Which was why Nate was only half-shocked when Iveera responded by cocking back and tossing the assassin’s rifle to the Eldari envoy hard enough to crack his gleaming white teeth. Only it never struck. The Eldari plucked the speeding rifle from the air and twirled it around for inspection as casually as if he were stifling a yawn. “Something to tell me, then, old friend?” he asked, peering back up at Iveera.

      “With all due respect, herald,” Iveera said, with a meaningful look at the watching crowds and a tone that said anything but old friend, “it is a matter to be discussed in private.” She looked at the floating assassin and back to the Eldari. “I trust you know what to do with that one. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must report to Elder Representative Kaiyosh.”

      The Eldari didn’t move to clear the path. Nor did any of the blue-and-gray security squad.

      “Your special friend will be coming with you?” the Eldari asked, studying Jaeger curiously. To Jaeger’s credit, he didn’t bat an eye under the intent scrutiny. None of them, Iveera included, seemed overly perturbed by the fact that someone had just attempted triple murder.

      “All of my special friends are dead, Herald,” Iveera replied, as the Eldari’s inquisitive gaze drifted to the Camelot. “Now, I must go speak with the Elder,” she added, a hint of command slipping into her tone. “My allies will accompany me.”

      “Including Nathaniel Arturi?”

      Nate froze mid-turn to Alpha Team, locking surprised stares with Carter of all people, his mind scrabbling for some explanation.

      The First Knight, Ex said. Iveera’s records. He must have passed your identity on before he departed.

      Which made sense logistically, Nate supposed. It just didn’t answer the gaping question of why Ser Zedavian Kelkarin would’ve gone out of his way to out him to an apparently hostile station, unless…

      “—still aboard the Camelot, yes?” the Eldari herald was saying out on the platform. “Or did you expect no one would recognize one Terran from another?”

      “Guess that’s our cue,” Nate said, looking from Carter to Elmo and Ramirez. The so-called Alpha Team shot him a round of we don’t take orders from you looks, but no one tried to stop him as he turned and started down the ramp. He might’ve even felt a hint of satisfaction as they fell in behind him, if not for the sharp eyes of the Eldari, tracking him down the ramp. Whatever was at play here, the jig was clearly up.

      “We are finished here,” Iveera said, beckoning for Nate and the others to join them so they might be on their way.

      The herald roused from his hawk-like study of Nate, turning smoothly back to Iveera with a shallow bow. “Very well, Ser Knight. May our paths cross again soon.”

      For a second, Nate thought that was that. Then the herald straightened and gestured to his posse, who started cautiously forward as he spoke. “In the meantime, these peacekeepers shall escort the new initiate to—”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Iveera said, taking a decisive step between the parties as Nate and the others scooted up to join Jaeger. The herald’s peacekeepers faltered, turning wary looks from Iveera to the Eldari and back again. One of the Hobdans shot a nervous glance back to the head of the platform, where several more uniformed guards were waiting.

      “To the contrary,” the Eldari said, handing the assassin’s rifle off to one of the Atlanteans, and folding his hands delicately at his front once more, “the Council was quite emphatic that it was. Seeing that they are well within their amended treaty rights to assess any and all new initiates to the Order Excalibur, well…” He spread his hands palms up as he trailed off, as if to demonstrate how out of his control the matter truly was. “They wish to hear your report within the hour. Chancellor Adamus, meanwhile, awaits his appointment with the Terran. The Atlanteans will begin the assessment, as is their right.”

      “I was not made aware of any such appointment,” Iveera said, her face a sea of tranquility that Nate was pretty sure was boiling beneath the surface.

      “No?” the Eldari asked, in a tone that made it perfectly clear he wasn’t surprised. “Hmm. Well, perhaps you might make use of the time to take a brief preliminary congress with Elder Representative Kaiyosh. I imagine the two of you could use a chance to straighten your respective stories.”

      He said it with a kind of surgical politeness that would’ve made even the finest of Earth’s politicians blush. Nate looked at Iveera, feeling ten steps behind and wondering what the hell kind of assessment they were even talking about here.

      Blasphemy is what they’re talking about, Ex growled. Bureaucrats and gamesters, prying their slimy fingers into the Lady’s business. They have grown too bold in this false peace.

      “I do not have time to play these games, Herald,” Iveera said.

      “Nor time, it seems, to inform the Council of a newly awakened Knight,” the Eldari replied. “Nor to report of other interesting… developments, shall we say, amongst your sacred order. Developments, some may argue, that leave the authority of your individual agency somewhat in question.”

      Iveera was silent long enough that Nate half-thought she might just say to hell with it and give their entire welcoming party a good taste of that individual agency right then and there. He was pretty sure it’d take a lot more than a few handfuls of Forge security cops to stop her. The shamelessly gaping spectators on the surrounding platforms seemed eager to find out.

      “Sounds like maybe we should report to the Council, then,” Jaeger said, probably speaking more to dispel the building tension than anything else. It caught the herald’s interest.

      “Ah, the modern tongue of Terra,” the Eldari said, glancing briefly back to his Atlantean guards, who were both wrinkling their perfect noses at Jaeger. “We have not heard your speech in person for some time. If it should please you, perhaps we might borrow source samples from your collections while you are here, that we might more effectively update our records and facilitate any future communications between Earth and our fair Alliance.”

      “Sure,” Jaeger said, slowly, like he was trying to make sure he actually understood the request and its implications. “Yeah, I’m sure we can find some good—”

      “Excellent,” the Eldari interjected, focusing his attention back on Iveera. “Shall we proceed to the Hall of Reason as your ally suggests then, Ser Knight?”

      Nate glanced sideways at Iveera and saw with some relief that she was relenting, jin resuming their gentle swirl as if all was well, or at least would be. “Lead the way, Herald,” she said, beckoning to Nate and the others to follow.

      “Splendid,” the Eldari purred, gesturing to his peacekeepers.

      Nate was stepping forward to fall in line with their awkward little welcome parade when Iveera spared him the first brief look since he’d stepped off of the ship.

      Be ready, that look said.

      Ready for what, Nate didn’t know. But somehow, as they started off down the platform surrounded by blue and gray uniforms, he suddenly had the feeling that an assassin’s blaster bolts had only been the beginning of the dangers they might face that day.
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      On the few occasions Nate had found time between lessons and “sparring” match beatdowns to envision what their eventual arrival to the heart of the Alliance might actually look like, he’d never quite pictured things like this. Marching along in his dark faux cover armor, squished between a towering Troglodan and a sneering Hobdan, both bearing Forge Station Security insignias. No gleaming Excalibur armor on proud display. No wondrous stares at the coming of a new Knight and his Earthly brethren.

      Which wasn’t to say there were no stares at all. They just weren’t all that wondrous.

      Apparently, there’d been plans to save time and face by heading straight to the maglev tubes that served as primary transit around Forge Station, just as apparently there’d been some kind of major malfunction with the Capital island’s control systems earlier that day. Whether or not that malfunction had anything to do with the general fog of chaos and discontent that pervaded over the docking bay, Nate didn’t know. All he knew was that there were plenty of stares to go around.

      Eloquently inquisitive stares from the diplomats they passed in the docking bay, bustling about with airs of importance and flowing robes that brimmed with vibrant colors and shimmering inlays. Distrustful stares—and a few downright angry ones—from the station dock hands who stomped about in gray-and-blue jumpsuits, ferrying luggage and goods on gravitonic sleds and working ship maintenance with tools that looked as alien as the beings using them. Plenty more stares that Nate couldn’t even begin to decipher because they were just too alien. And all that by the time they reached the edge of the chaotic docking bay, the crowd parting before them all the way, all the better to keep staring.

      “You would be wise to relieve us of your hounds,” Nate could just make out Iveera saying to the Eldari herald ahead, her electric eyes sweeping briefly back to their armed escorts. “If we must walk, we needn’t paint the mark so brightly for curious eyes.”

      “Come now,” the Eldari said, gesturing to the parting crowd as if to ask whether she truly believed anyone on this station would dare raise a finger against his golden glory.

      Bureaucrats, Ex grumbled.

      Nate, suspecting the crowd’s respectful distance had a lot more to do with their caravan’s snarling Troglodan and considerable artillery than with the Eldari’s magnificence, didn’t disagree with the sentiment. Iveera said nothing. Just continued on, indifferent to the sneers from their Hobdan and Atlantean escorts.

      Why is it starting to feel like we don’t exactly have many friends out here? Nate thought toward the back of Iveera’s head as they marched toward the high archway on the bay wall and the explosion of noise and intriguing smells pouring out from the next wing of the station.

      True friends of our order are few and far between. You would do well to remember that.

      Nate blinked at the resonant lilt of Iveera’s voice in his head. He hadn’t really been expecting an answer. Hadn’t even been sure she’d actually heard the first few who-what-whys he’d tried beaming her way. At least he was getting slightly better at the Excalibur stuff.

      And this assessment? he wondered toward her. What does this Chancellor Adamus want from me?

      You would do well to keep that question front of mind any time you find yourself dealing with a politician.

      Hear, hear, Ex agreed.

      Nate was about to point out that that wasn’t really an answer when they passed beneath the archway and the cresting roar of voices buffeted all other thoughts from his mind.

      The space that stretched out before them was huge and absolutely frantic, like some kind of intragalactic bazaar straight out of the movies. Thousands upon thousands of beings, more species than Nate could count, all swarming to and fro beneath the astoundingly high vault of the ceiling, haggling at stands and storefronts for food, clothes, parts, and a thousand other things Nate couldn’t begin to recognize.

      It was too much to process. Complete visual overload, and it extended up through multiple floors of vendors. Some were built into the walls above, while others floated alongside the networks of intersecting pathways that went up, and up, and… Jesus, the smell too. It was as inescapable as it was erratic. A pocket of eye-watering spices here. A divine splash of florals tinged with a strange musk there. All of it infused with a subtle dry chemical smell that told of overworked air filters, churning on in futility in the face of this galactic melting pot.

      Nate didn’t realize he’d stopped walking until his Troglodan escort poked him. Jaeger and the rest of Alpha Team had faltered too, all staring, ignorant of the knowing smirks the Atlanteans were shooting them.

      “Come,” the Eldari herald said, beckoning them on with a knowing smile, like elvish Willy Wonka. Come, children. The Great Chocolate River awaits.

      Nate fell back in step with the others, too mesmerized to hardly even remember where they were headed. He spied children of three or four different species running through the crowd, encased in pale blue holo armor and crying out in delight as they blasted each other with toy laser guns that sent ripples of red cascading across their target’s armor. He saw what must’ve been a Svendarian plodding by on four legs while it used the remaining three to tear at a charred hunk of god knew what kind of meat.

      There were Atlanteans among the throng, too. Every one of them as aesthetically flawless as their two peacekeeper escorts––an entire race of photoshopped supermodels walking around in dull rough-spun garments. Some paused to glance at Nate and his SAS companions, first with double-takes and slight frowns, then with growing expressions of surprise and maybe even disgust as they got a better look at their long-lost Earthling brethren behind the faceplates.

      Maybe they’d never seen such ugly faces in their lives. Nate didn’t know. But they were hardly the only ones who gawked. A small cloud of stasis seemed to follow them through the bazaar, all manner of creatures pausing to murmur and point like who are these stupid bastards and what did they get themselves into? Others gaped at Iveera and the Eldari herald like they knew exactly who they were looking at, and were properly astounded to be doing so.

      The rest of the bazaar kept churning right on like an unstoppable wheel of capitalism and raucous sound. One short brown creature that looked vaguely like a big, mustachioed ant actually worked up the bravery—or the indomitable spirit of salesmanship, at least—to press up to their security wall, chittering benevolently and offering a pot of some steaming stew as the Hobdans shooed it away.

      Nate saw all of this and more. So much novel otherness packaged up in such strangely familiar tones that, for several minutes, he nearly forgot to be afraid for himself and the crew. Especially when he finally peeled his eyes away from the crowd long enough to look up to the ceiling—which, while impressive enough in its own right, with its high, vaulted architecture, was nothing compared to the sight its broad panes opened up to.

      Stars.

      A breathtaking canvas of light, dancing in full spectra across the nebulous space dust above.

      “Holy shit…” Ramirez muttered beside him, apparently having followed his gaze upward.

      That pretty much summed it up.

      If you are going to be this awestruck every time you happen across a simple, flea-ridden marketplace, this is going to be a very long and annoying voyage.

      Nate huffed a shallow laugh. Well, excuse me for being a sad little human.

      I do, Nathaniel. Every single day of your unfortunate affliction.

      Nate just shook his head, surprised to find a smile pulling at his lips as he continued to explore the wonderfully exotic bazaar with his eyes—and, whether he liked it or not, with his nose too.

      They might not have come here by circumstances of their choosing, and there were clearly dangers on the station—both physical and political, it seemed. Nate had no doubt he was woefully unprepared for all of it. But as he watched the vivacious ocean of alien life from the center of their safe little guard bubble, he actually found himself starting to relax a little.

      Because it was also pretty damn amazing to be here.

      He turned his smile to Ramirez, realizing as he did that he actually felt lucky, despite everything. Lucky to be here. Lucky to have Jaeger and the SAS crew with him, busting his balls and watching his back. And Iveera too, he decided, watching the graceful Gorgon striding along beside the Eldari herald ahead. He couldn’t really imagine a version of himself that would ever reach the point of not batting an eye when someone tried to kill him and his friends, but as long as she was around…

      He looked around at the infectious energy of the bazaar. Maybe everything was actually going to be okay. Maybe this detour was nothing but a minor speed bump. Hell, maybe Zedavian would come back from his little private investigation with all apologies and call in the cavalry to saddle up with them for the hunt. Nate wouldn’t hold his breath on the last bit, but it didn’t matter. One way or another, they would get through this bureaucratic shuffle and find the Black Knight. They’d take back what he’d stolen. Everything was going to be oka—

      Something slammed into his chest, driving him clean from his feet before he could so much as blink. He slammed down to the deck on his back, his assailant thudding down on top of him—Iveera thudding down on top of him—just as a string of sharp hissing coughs cracked through the air all around them. Screams followed. Shouts and frenzied activity. Nate tried to sit up, mind whirling, struggling against Iveera’s weight, trying for words, time slowing, sound receding to a dull blur as he took in the bodies. Blurring motion. A furious roar and Iveera on top of him, clutching her chest right at the spot where her armor had somehow ripped open, soaking her hands in dark blood.

      “What—” Nate gasped.

      Then the air rippled beside them, and something thrust a wicked-looking gun straight in his face.
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      “Ex!” Nate cried, praying for shields to bolster his helmet even as it hit him that this thing had just blasted through Iveera’s defenses. He felt the whine building through the half-transparent weapon as some invisible hand shoved it straight to his helmet.

      Then Iveera’s weight lurched on top of him. There was a flash of light, a sizzling hiss, and a sharp screech, and a pale hand appeared from thin air and thunked to the deck beside Nate’s head, still clutching the now fully revealed pistol.

      Nate had all of a second to gape before another ripple touched the air right behind Iveera, a second apparition coming for her turned back. He raised his hand, summoning his wrist blaster and firing in the same frantic motion, almost before Ex finished tuning the spectra on his HUD enough to show him what he was even aiming for.

      He had a faint glimpse of long, spindly limbs and a twisted posture, all ghostly blue even to his enhanced helmet vision. Then the bolt took the thing in the shoulder, and it staggered back with a hideous screech, ducking into the crowd.

      Iveera was already rolling to her feet, her bloodied armor morphing on the fly, mending its damage, thickening in areas, and coming alive with shimmering layers of energy shields all at once.

      Half of their security detail was already dead. Two more peacekeepers fell before Nate could even pull himself up from the deck, their attackers flitting in like a deadly wind that left behind nothing but sliced throats and a blinding panic in Nate’s chest.

      “Back to back!” someone shouted right beside him. Jaeger, he registered, right as the Lt Col grabbed him by the arm and yanked him into a huddle with Elmo. “Carter, check Ramirez!”

      Nate’s gaze tracked dumbly from the blasters the two must’ve grabbed from the fallen guards over to the limp form Carter was dropping next to––Ramirez. Alien cries of panic and terror spilling through the bazaar. Nate swept the stampeding crowd, insides pure ice, looking frantically for whatever was attacking them.

      They’re using spectral shrouds, Ex said. Good ones.

      Nate only half-registered the words, gaping down at one dead-eyed Hobdan peacekeeper while Jaeger barked something about keeping his head down, and the Troglodan rushed past them with a low bellow, chasing something into the crowd. Nate turned, looking for Iveera, only dimly aware of the pressure of Elmo’s grip on the back of his neck, trying to wrangle him closer.

      He caught a glimpse of Iveera standing over a dead something, double-sided gaija spear in hand, the air crackling around her with multi-hued energy barriers. The Eldari herald lay dead on the deck nearby. Elmo tugged harder, and Nate whirled on his ally just in time to see the big man yank his hand free like he’d been burned.

      There! Ex called, just before Nate caught the faint HUD-blued specter detaching from the frenzied crowd to dash straight toward them.

      Nate raised his wrist blaster and fired off two bolts without thinking. One of them hit, staggering the creature’s rapid approach and setting its spectral shroud flickering, revealing a sputtering glimpse of bony limbs, sickly pale flesh, and a nightmare face partially obscured by dark goggles. Jaeger put two more sizzling blue blaster bolts into the thing’s chest before it could so much as cry out in pain.

      The pale nightmare thing hit the deck, and no one spoke, blasters still raised, all of them trying to look every direction at once for any more ghostly apparitions charging from the crowd. There was too much commotion. Too many moving bodies still packed in around them, even as desperately as the stampede was struggling to evacuate the area.

      A flicker here. A false start there. Nothing. Nothing but chaos, slowly waning as the crowd thinned.

      Then Ex called another warning just as something small and dark landed at Nate’s feet with a heavy thunk, and a tiny red flashing light. Nate had a split second to appreciate the icy certainty that the object was going to detonate before Iveera came flying across the deck and plopped heavily on top of the thing.

      For one terrifying moment, Nate was sure she intended to sacrificially absorb the blast with her own wounded body. But then there was a faint whine of power, and Iveera pushed herself up from the deck, looking warily around at their thinning surroundings.

      The bomb was gone, just gone. Nate didn’t have the bandwidth to worry about where. He checked around to confirm there weren’t any more HUD specters actively charging in, and then he reached to help Iveera up.

      She didn’t need his help. She rose to her feet like a Gorgon possessed, steadily as if she’d suffered no more than a few good punches, and certainly not whatever it was that had left a gaping bloody hole in her torso moments earlier. But something had. He could still see the blood plastered around the freshly mended section of her copper armor as she whirled to go find the ones responsible.

      I wouldn’t—Ex started, but Nate was already reaching. He caught her arm before he could think better of it, and was rewarded with an arm-numbing shock from her shields.

      “You’re hurt,” he said, shaking his numb hand loose and taking an involuntary step back at the cold fury radiating off of her. It oozed from her darkened faceplate and tight shoulders, her jin glowing faint crimson through whatever armor membrane coated them. It was frightening enough that it came as a relief when she turned to scan the thinning crowd for their attackers.

      I believe they’ve retreated for now, Ex said, but he didn’t argue as Nate continued looking around for himself. He didn’t see anything other than frightened aliens running for their lives, some of them beginning to glance back now that the abrupt storm of violence seemed to have abated. Ex seemed to be right about the things retreating. For a second, Iveera looked like she might take off after them. She looked back to Nate, around at the pile of their dead, and seemed to come to some realization.

      “Dammit,” she said softly.

      Nate stowed the reflexive urge to apologize, unsure what it was he’d even be apologizing for. He was still too busy trying to process what the hell had just happened, gaping at the dead security force all around them, and the dead Eldari herald, and the pale, lifeless nightmare thing laid out at Jaeger’s feet.

      It’s an Ooperian, Ex said. One of the primary inspirations for Earth’s vampire legends.

      Of course it was, Nate thought, idly aware that he should pass the information along to the others—that he should do something, at least—but stuck instead simply staring at the elongated corpse. The goddamn alien vampire corpse, with its creepy dark goggles and razor-sharp claws and fangs. Elmo was watching it too, blaster still trained on the thing like he half-expected it might rise from the dead any moment. Which, all things considered, who the hell knew?

      A wet, awfully human sputtering sound drew Nate’s attention over to where Carter was on her knees, bent down over…

      Ramirez.

      Shit, how had he forgotten?

      “Easy, Vic,” Carter was saying, rummaging in her pack with a stark intensity she somehow managed to keep out of her voice. “Eeeasy breaths.”

      The look she shot Jaeger over the man’s bloody chest made it plain enough that it didn’t matter one damn bit what kind of breaths he took. Ramirez was dying. That didn’t stop her from making some adjustments to his suit’s breathing apparatus and starting in on the bloody mess of his chest with some kind of foam spray. Nate gaped as that foam expanded like bloodied shaving cream, wanting to help, wanting with sickening desperation to undo it all.

      Jaeger was on the comms, saying something to their crew back on the Camelot, giving a terse order to Elmo. Heavy approaching thuds drew Nate’s shell-shocked attention over to where the Troglodan peacekeeper was jogging back toward them from the crowd.

      “Lost mine,” the Trog grunted as he reached them, addressing the words to Iveera.

      “And your squadmate?” Iveera asked.

      Nate looked around, uncertain which of the peacekeepers had even survived, wanting to point out that Ramirez was dying, damn it.

      “Pursuing his,” the Trog said. “Reinforcements inbound. Ordered me to regroup with survivors. Protect as needed.”

      “Lovely fucking job of that so far,” Carter growled, her eyes and hands not wavering from her work on Ramirez, who was looking too gray and vacant beneath his faceplate.

      If the Troglodan took issue with Carter’s attitude, he didn’t bother saying so. If anything, the big brute looked bored now that the action had passed. Jaeger, on the other hand, looked more deadly serious than Nate had ever seen him as he squared off with Iveera and the Troglodan.

      “We need medical responders and escort back to our ship. Now.”

      “Orders to take you to Hall of Reason once safe,” the Troglodan said, watching the crowd like this was just another day at the office.

      “All due respect,” Jaeger said, “but you can take your orders and go shove ’em up whoever’s ass is in charge of this shit show. We’re not going anywhere but our ship until—”

      “Peace, Colonel,” Iveera said, earning herself a level glare.

      Beside her, the Troglodan was frowning idly down at the dead Eldari herald as if he couldn’t quite remember whose ass was next in line.

      “That’s two shots on my people in ten minutes,” Jaeger was growling at Iveera. “We’re getting the piss out of here until—”

      “Colonel,” Iveera cut in, with enough of an edge to give even an inflamed Jaeger pause. Or maybe it was just what Jaeger saw when he followed Iveera’s pointed gaze that made him hold his tongue.

      Reinforcements were coming. And they didn’t look happy.
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      “Status?” asked the Androtta that arrived at the head of the incoming security wave. Its voice was mechanically flat, the orange-violet sparks of its eyes trained on the presiding Troglodan peacekeeper. Displeased? Robotic? It was hard to tell.

      “What in nine hells happened here?” added one of the arriving Atlanteans, looking around at the carnage with subdued shock and none of the sneering smugness that had radiated from the others.

      Dozens of blue-and-gray uniforms were converging on the scene now, some combing through the crowds for trouble, others hurrying their way with packs of supplies and what looked like gravitonic stretchers.

      “Orders to take them to Hall of Reason,” the Troglodan  guard replied. “Ambushed along the way.”

      “Ambushed?” The Atlantean traded a look with his crystalline-faced partner, looking surprised enough for the both of them. “Ambushed by—Why wasn’t…?” He shook himself clear of some momentary jam and turned to the squad at their backs. “Call for more backup and tell Central we’re gonna need more med pods out here. Do it!”

      As the guards snapped to comply with his orders, two of the medics—one Atlantean and one a long-faced, multi-tentacled creature apparently called a Kelgen—approached Carter and Ramirez, carting along what looked a little bit like a transparent glass tanning bed or a hyperbaric chamber built onto a grav sled. One of those med pods, Nate prayed.

      “You may return to the ship if you wish,” Iveera said quietly, taking Jaeger discreetly aside and gesturing for Nate to follow as the Troglodan began to give a more detailed report to the relief squad, “but if you want Airman Ramirez to live, I recommend you allow the medics to transport him to their facilities. Nathaniel and I will continue to the Hall of Reason.”

      “You gotta be kidding me,” Jaeger said, glancing from Iveera to Nate as if expecting him to step in and remind the Gorgon that he was barely more than a helpless college kid. Which, admittedly, wasn’t far from what Nate was thinking at that moment.

      Several trained soldiers had just died. Ramirez looked about two shades away from joining them. Elmo, Nate realized only then, was bleeding freely from a nasty forearm wound, his face blanching whiter by the second. Nate was almost certainly lucky to be alive, as were Carter and Jaeger. And yet…

      “She’s right,” Nate was surprised to hear himself say.

      “What?”

      Nate looked from Jaeger’s rare expression of surprise to Iveera’s calm eyes. She’d cleared her armor of the blood, but it struck him that her insides must still be at least partially ground meat right now, no matter how much her Excalibur would eventually repair.

      She has doubtlessly known worse pain in her life, Ex pointed out, as if he could see the decision forming in Nate’s head almost before Nate saw it himself. And there it was:

      They couldn’t just turn tail and hunker down on the Camelot. And even if they could outrun this, it’d only land Lady knew how many more cross-hairs on their heads.

      They had to find out what was happening here—who was trying to stop them, who was trying to kill them, and why. And until they knew more, the safest place his crew could be was away from him.

      It was an arrogant thought. One he could hardly believe belonged to him—to Nate freakin’ IT Guy Arturi. But there it was, and whether he imagined it or not, he got the impression Iveera was thinking the same thing.

      “Someone gave them disrupter rounds,” she said quietly. Gravely.

      Bleeding edge tech, Ex replied to Nate’s silent query after a slightly longer than usual pause. Highly secretive. I had to scour the Net to find even a few fringe references just now. Highly encrypted. Initial findings suggest munitions designed to circumvent a broad range of energy-based defenses, including several extradimensional modalities.

      Designed to shred Excalibur armor, in other words?

      So it seems. Certainly effective for penetrating a wide range of our available barriers.

      So they could add invisible vampire assassins toting bonafide Knight-killer rounds to the list, then.

      “Should we tell the peacekeepers?” he asked Iveera, keeping his voice low.

      Jaeger was watching them like he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. He was hardly the only one, either. The bazaar was slowly beginning to creep back to life around them—alien heads peeking out from shops and stands and whatever other cover they’d found in the fray, craning necks and various cranial appendages from safer distances above and below, assessing whether the madness had indeed ended. A few particularly ambitious shopkeepers were even opening back up for business.

      Too many eyes, though, were trained on Nate and Iveera. Less-than-surreptitious stares from security and civilians alike. It was only then that Nate realized his disguise wasn’t doing much good with the shimmering radiance of his overt kinetic barriers still raised. For a second, he thought to hide the telltale sign and resume his cover. Then he thought of cloaked Ooperians lurking in the wings, watching, waiting for their chance to strike again.

      If it really was him and Iveera they were after, at least he could make sure they didn’t get their Terrans confused. With a thought and a nervous ripple in his gut, Nate released the disguise completely, revealing his true Excalibur armor in plain sight and drawing a new wave of attention and murmurs from the crowd. If Iveera took qualm with the move, she didn’t say anything.

      “Take Carter and Elmo and make sure Ramirez is safe,” Nate said to Jaeger. “We can regroup when we have some answers. Figure out what to do next.”

      He was half-tempted to add a sardonic hooah? when he realized how much it sounded like he’d just given the good Lt Col an order, but Jaeger already looked sour enough. He tore his frown away from Nate, to where the medics and Carter were sealing Ramirez—helmet now off—into the transparent med pod, which was coming alive with all manner of holo vitals, most of them orange and red.

      “Piss on that,” he finally said, beckoning Carter over before glancing at Nate. “I’m coming with you.”

      He turned his back before Nate could even think to argue and launched into a fast and furious series of murmurs with Carter, who looked progressively less and less thrilled by the second, gesturing first to Ramirez, then to Nate with a darkening scowl. Finally, she nodded and went to say something to Elmo, who looked up from the bandage the Atlantean medic was dressing his arm with long enough to favor them with his own wary frown.

      “Let’s go,” Jaeger said, turning away from his people to focus back on Nate and Iveera.

      Nate looked to Iveera, not really sure whether to argue or be relived.

      “Very well,” she said, slowly rousing from her thoughts like she’d nearly forgotten they were there—and wasn’t really all that happy to remember. She spared an empty look at the lifeless face of the fallen Eldari herald. “Let us be on our way. Some of the chancellors will still be waiting for us.”

      “Some of them?” Nate asked, as she started to turn.

      “Yes,” she said, barely bothering to pause or look back. “The ones who didn’t just try to have us murdered.”
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      By the time Malfar arrived at Central, the only thing that had become clearer with any certainty was that whatever self-important drama was unfolding among the Excalibur Knights wasn’t over. There’d been some kind of attack over in the Capital marketplace. Multiple Forge peacekeepers dead. More wounded, along with several non-combatants. Two shiny Knights allegedly at the center of it all, allegedly unharmed. As for the rest of the details trickling in…

      Ooperians.

      Malfar huffed a tired breath, stepped into the never-ending bustle of Central’s main bullpen, and set his sights for the lift wells on the far wall, inviting the room’s dull roar to wash away his troubled thoughts. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe the legendary killers had struck here on the Forge. He’d always known they were out there, even if he’d personally never seen one. They’d left too many bodies across the galaxy to be pure myth.

      It was more a question of whether this latest madness was any professional concern of his, or if he had bigger concerns entirely. It wasn’t so easy to tell, what with wild Troglodan war parties and cryptic Gorgon data packets appearing without warning.

      A paranoid sort might’ve jumped to conclusions by the looks he drew from some of his so-called comrades as he crossed the hectic ocean of personal holo displays, stale desk-side snacks, and tired-looking peacekeepers. But then again, those looks had never not been there. Especially not since Central’s favorite spotted runt of a peacekeeper had gone and joined the scant list of those audacious souls who were both Troglodans and justicars.

      Paranoia, he’d soon learned, quickly became untenably exhausting when the entire galaxy had long ago decided you weren’t to be trusted, no matter what badge you wore.

      He reached the lift wells and keyed his way up to the admin level most colloquially known by various translations as “the ass grinder.” There really weren’t all that many reasons an officer ever got called to report in person, after all, justicar or otherwise.

      No matter. He’d done nothing wrong, broken no regulations or mandates. Or almost none, he amended, remembering what was riding in his gear pouch. But that was barely even a bent technicality. He pushed it aside as he reached his destination among the sparse, repetitive hallways and paused at the door, listening—more an ingrained investigator’s reflex than anything. One never knew what manner of secrets they might pick up if they merely listened before knocking. But this was the chief justice’s office. It was soundproofed and secured, the outside monitored from within, which was why Malfar wasn’t all that surprised when the door hissed open to permit him entry.

      What did surprise him was the sight of Ser Zedavian Kelkarin’s holo projection standing beside the Eldari chief justice, staring at the open door like he too had been awaiting Justicar D679’s report. Malfar stared right back, too stunned to do anything else.

      “Leave us,” the First Knight said.

      Had he not been so off-balance by the entire thing, Malfar might have been miffed at being dismissed so summarily—shooed off before he’d even stepped inside. He was doubly resentful at the way his mindless feet shuffled an obedient half-step back at the order. Then his brain caught up, and he realized that the chief was shooting his Eldari kinsmen an irritated frown and stepping out from behind his pristine workstation. The chief justice strode to the door, straight for Malfar, pushing past him with a warning glare, and suddenly the door was closed, and Malfar was standing alone in the chief justice’s office with the First Knight’s holo.

      “I know she sent you records of what transpired on Terra,” that holo said, before Malfar could manage so much as a dumb blink. “I’m sure she told you a few things as well. Troubling things, perhaps.”

      Something had changed.

      With an effort, Malfar closed his stupid mouth and looked around the well-appointed office, allowing his brain a second to sputter back online and recalibrate. Gorgon Knight allegedly kills Troglodan Knight, only to be plucked from the hands of Alliance law by Eldari Knight and delivered into failed Ooperian ambush, at which point Eldari Knight comes sniffing after Gorgon Knight’s data packet because… Why?

      Why had the First Knight separated from his charge in the first place? Where had he gone? What had he seen? And why bother with Malfar now? He was a lowly third-class justicar. His detaining Katanaga had been a long shot in the first place. No way he was a threat to Zedavian Kelkarin unless…

      Something had changed.

      “It’s not my job to speculate, Ser Knight,” Malfar forced himself to say, trying to sound like a good peon. He was a good peon, dammit. That’s what had gotten him here. And yet something had changed. “The records were relayed to the proper channels,” he pressed on. “Anything beyond that is above my station.”

      He didn’t meet the First Knight’s eyes as the Eldari studied him. He just stared straight ahead like a good peon, mind whirling like a one-Trog rattler barreling down the side of the Death’s Head peaks back home.

      “Hmm,” Kelkarin finally said. “A judicious Troglodan. What a rarity.”

      Malfar ignored the bait, eyes forward. What in nine hells was going on here? What could possibly be so important that—

      The holo was there before he knew it, across the room and in his face in less than the blink of an eye. Malfar staggered back, his entire torso tingling with the proximity of the apparition. Tingling like—

      “You will forget whatever she told you,” Kelkarin said. “You were never there. Do you understand me?”

      Malfar could only gape, as certain that he’d just felt the buzzing power of this holo apparition as he was that such a thing was completely impossible. Theatrics and trickery. Some sophisticated remote device here in the chief’s office. It had to be.

      “The records were relayed to the proper channels,” Malfar repeated, his voice admirably calm, not at all like he felt, as he pointed out the obvious wrinkle in Kelkarin’s plan of denial.

      “It’s already been handled,” the First Knight said, supremely unconcerned. “You will be too if you fail to heed this conversation.” The holo went into a jittering standby like Kelkarin had frozen it to mask his activity on the other side. “I am arriving at the Capitol now, justicar,” said the motionless apparition. “Do not concern yourself anymore with these affairs. Do not give me a reason to track you down in person.”

      And with that, Ser Zedavian Kelkarin was gone.

      Malfar was still staring at the empty space he’d just vacated when the door hissed open behind him, and the chief justice jerked a hand from the hallway in what couldn’t have been a clearer sign for, get the hell out of my office, you damn dirty runt.

      Malfar was too rattled and off-balance to question the sentiment. He turned and left, eyes to the deck, before he could incur the threats of any more monumental authorities.

      “If I ever have cause to see your hide up here again…” the chief started as he passed, his voice too low and angry to manage more words at first. Malfar hardly begrudged him that much. He imagined he’d be pissed too, had he climbed all the way to the office of Chief Justice of Forge Station only to be dismissed from said office on the casual whim of a thrice-cursed Excalibur Knight.

      Not that he and the chief were about to hold hands and bond over the injustice. He wasn’t even sure why he turned back to face the chief, other than some dutiful sense that he should allow his commanding officer to finish the threat, should he so choose. But the chief didn’t look threatening anymore. Just dead tired.

      “I checked your assignment request.”

      The words were oddly speculative and light-handed, given the circumstances.

      “What were you looking for out there?” he finally asked, when Malfar made no reply.

      “Justice, sir.”

      The words left his mouth without his really thinking about it—far from the complete truth, admittedly, but not at all a lie, either. The Eldari considered him for one contemplative moment before his Chief Justice face slipped back on, and he nodded to himself like he’d just confirmed something.

      “Right, then. You’re suspended until you hear otherwise. Effective immediately.” The chief cut him off with a hard look before he could manage so much as a but sir. “Just be grateful it’s paid. It’s more than you deserve, digging around in Knight business. What did you expect would happen?”

      Malfar didn’t know what to say. Couldn’t do anything but gape dumbly as the Eldari’s expectant look faded, replaced with building frustration and disgust.

      “Just turn over your cases and get out of my station.”

      “Sir,” Malfar distantly heard himself say, back in the real world where this was really happening.

      Suspended.

      Something had changed.

      Him, a justicar, suspended.

      “Malfar.”

      The voice brought him back to the corridor, where the chief was still watching him from the office doorway, clearly thinking twice about whatever he was about to say.

      “I’m telling you right now because I know how your kind are: don’t go fucking with this one. Drop it now, or say goodbye to the badge.” He thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “I really don’t give a shit.”

      The door hissed shut once more, and Malfar was alone, deck swaying beneath him, insides cold with something he scarcely recognized. Something like fear. The fear of having awoken in a crowded room only to find that he was suddenly drowning and that no one else could be bothered to notice or care.

      Something had changed.

      Justicars didn’t get suspended. Not over anything less substantial than a capital offense. And they sure as hell didn’t drop cases. Not true justicars. Not ever. That was the entire point of the office. And now… Now, he carefully lowered the curled fists that had been preparing to dent the wall plating on the rising tide of brutish rage that was his only real birthright—his one true companion in life.

      He needed someone to talk to, now more than ever.

      There was no one.

      The halls of Central passed him by in a detached blur on the way out, full of noise, devoid of meaning. Even his churning thoughts couldn’t seem to scrounge up a lick of that. Thinking without thinking. A dull roar of nothingness, with the sneering face of Admiral Varga and his Clan Groshna war party floating by in the background. No coincidence. No…

      It was only when he found himself sinking onto a familiar stool at the closest thing he had to a favorite cantina that he even really processed what he was doing. He needed to hand over his case files before anyone made a fuss. Release his vessel’s command credentials back to Central, too, assuming they hadn’t already been changed remotely. His crew would be gods-damned thrilled.

      Instead of opening his omni to get things started, though, he found himself sliding the tiny data key from his belt pouch. Suddenly, he didn’t care if he was alone, if anyone was watching. He set the infernal little chip on the table in front of him. It felt unconscionably bold, like going all-in at a life-or-death-stakes game of garrick. Doubly so as he beckoned for the Svendarian behind the sparsely populated bar to bring him a drink right there at the scene of the crime.

      But he didn’t care in that moment. He just stared at that damned data key, waiting, silently cursing himself for having made the clone at all, and then again for not having looked at it sooner, back in Golnak, when the damned Gorgon’s mystery message had still been his rightful jurisdiction.

      When he hadn’t been gods-damned suspended.

      The thought rocked him, rippling through his troubled mind, lapping messily up against swirling snippets of rogue Knights, unlawful incursions, Ooperian assassins, and now shadowy Troglodan fleets, and Varga, and the sins of the thrice-damned father.

      Quite out of nowhere, the thought of that Atlantean mining colony flitted to the surface.

      Where had Kelkarin disappeared to after yanking Katanaga free from the law only to deliver her to waiting assassins? Where, for that matter, had Varga’s fleet been headed? It wasn’t hard to guess what that deranged warmonger was after, but…

      Drop it now, the chief’s voice rang in his head. Or say goodbye to the badge.

      He scowled down at the drinkless table, knowing that he was well beyond grasping at straws anyway, and that he’d soon be barred (if he wasn’t already) from Central’s database besides, and left with nothing but hearsay and grog to fuel his half-spun hypotheses.

      No official resources.

      No jurisdiction.

      But he did have at least two contacts on active duty out there with the T-Sec relay fleet, didn’t he? Contacts with working eyes, and perhaps even working tongues. And there was that damned data key, too, sitting right there through all of it, teasing him with the Gorgon’s infernal mysteries. Something amiss. Sins of the father. A mighty empire, no doubt inflamed at the news of their fallen hero. And yet, how had they known? How had Varga’s fleet arrived so quickly? Unless…

      “I am not your servant, Knight,” he muttered at the chip, feeling petulant and more than a little frustrated.

      “Bad day?” asked a deep, knowing voice from entirely too close. Malfar forced himself to unclench as the Svendarian barkeep slid a tall mug of dark grog in front of him. Then he grabbed the mug and took a pull of the thick liquid with an intensity that surprised him. He relished the glugging swell of bitter fire. The barkeep, not exactly an acquaintance but at least familiar with his patron’s vocation, eyed Malfar’s self-made chugging contest, then the data key, then Malfar again, caught between curiosity and professional discretion.

      “Big case?” he finally asked.

      Malfar pulled the mug from his lips, dimly surprised to note it was already half empty. He looked at the Svendarian, searching for a sufficiently dismissive answer, then back down to that infernal data key, and the simple but infinitely damning forking paths it represented. One way the path of a career shit-stain riding the waves of office politics and the other that of a true justicar, a servant of Justice. One way kowtowing to Zedavian Kelkarin and his obedient chief justice, and the other…

      He scowled into his mug, thinking of Katanaga and her band of pet Terrans. The Svendarian, finally yielding to that professional discretion of his, was turning to leave his patron in peace when Malfar looked up at him again.

      “Big case,” he agreed, plucking the data key carefully from the table and brandishing his half-empty mug. “I think I’m going to need another.”
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      “The chancellor is nearly ready.”

      Nate straightened from his post in the corner of the waiting room, stiff to the gills after nearly three hours of standing there, and glanced up at the disembodied speaker voice. In the adjacent corner, Jaeger did the same. They traded an uncertain look.

      “Still beats the DMV, right?” Nate asked.

      Jaeger gave a half-hearted huff.

      They’d barely spoken since Iveera had reluctantly departed to go meet her Elder Representative Kaiyosh in one of the nearby offices. Mostly, they’d just stood there, both on guard, both sure that this preposterous wait couldn’t go much longer. An hour ago, Jaeger had finally gone out to check with the eerily gorgeous receptionists, who were oh-so-sorry about the wait, and profusely insistent that they’d be seen at any moment.

      Any other day, Nate might not have minded taking a load off here in the lavish offices of Chancellor Adamus Statecaste, where the thick carpets and rich dark woods were quite well matched with the pillared splendor and decadent atriums they’d witnessed on their way in through the Hall of Reason. The waiting room was perfectly cozy, and with the exception of the wait, the service had been accommodating to a level that might’ve made Nate blush had either of them actually taken advantage of it. But with Ramirez off in some alien medical facility and Lady knew how many Ooperian assassins still on the loose out there, they hadn’t really felt like now was the time to try a cup of the local joe. Especially not since Jaeger had been stripped of his commandeered weapons at the door, and Nate had had a chance to tell him exactly what those pale-skinned things had actually been.

      So they’d waited, keeping the full room in view, backs firmly planted to the walls. Nate still wasn’t entirely convinced those creatures wouldn’t simply come phasing through anyway, with a ghostly sigh and a poof of reapparition.

      For the last time, Nathaniel: Ooperians are not ethereal. You’re being such a human about this.

      You know that’s not—

      “The chancellor will see you now,” chimed that perfectly pleasant speaker voice.

      Nate looked uncertainly at the door and finished his thought. You know ‘human’ isn’t a curse word, right?

      That depends entirely upon which lexicon one consults. In my summary acclimation to modern Alliance affairs, I’ve already encountered several instances of Atlanteans using the word as a derogatory slight against their Terran ancestors in the interest of distancing the Atlantean people from their, ah… humble beginnings.

      Nate drew up to the Chancellor’s door beside Jaeger. Seriously?

      Seriously, dude, Ex shot back in the tone he always used when Nate asked a particularly daft question.

      “Well, that doesn’t really bode well, does it?” Nate muttered.

      Not when they were fixing to go have a chat with the closest thing to the King of the Atlanteans.

      “Maybe dial it down on the talking to yourself, kid?” Jaeger said. “It’s not getting any less weird. Just in case you were wondering.”

      Nate shot him a sarcastic salute and turned his frown to the door’s access panel, wondering what came next, whether the King of the Atlanteans would apologize for having kept them waiting for three damned hours, or if it had been a deliberate power play. The door slid open as Jaeger reached for the panel, revealing a sleek but sparse office space that wasn’t nearly as kingly as Nate had been expecting. Space station chic, Zach would’ve called it. Elegant in its simplicity.

      The thought of his dead friend hit as unexpectedly as it had every other time, leaving him standing at a loss before the man he’d come to see—the man who apparently had the right to challenge his selection as Excalibur Knight.

      “Chancellor Statecaste,” Nate said, setting Zach’s image carefully aside and trying to compose himself.

      Chancellor Adamus, Ex corrected. First names for Atlanteans, not caste titles, remember?

      “Chancellor Adamus,” Nate added quickly, as if he could cover the slip-up that had already sent their host’s sculpted lips curling into a faint smirk at the head of the long table.

      If the office was elegant in its simplicity, then Chancellor Adamus was built to match. Physically, he was as flawless as the rest of the Atlanteans in the room, albeit visibly older with his salt-and-pepper hair and the slight wrinkling around his eyes. But he also seemed to have taken care to keep his adornments as simple as possible—a well-fitted charcoal tunic, trousers to match, and a single golden pin on his chest, featuring an Atlantean trident laid across a barebones version of the blazing star and overlapping crescents of the Alliance emblem. When he brandished a hand toward Nate in invitation, he didn’t stand from the table like the others did.

      “Come. Join us, Terran. Let us be brief.”

      Brief?

      Nate scanned the rest of the waiting faces—senators, aides, and advisors from a host of Atlantean worlds, according to Ex’s on-the-fly database queries. Most of them dressed with far more color and ornamental flare than the chancellor. He stepped into the room beside Jaeger, eyeing the humming blue holo window that stretched across the back wall, looking out over an enormous amphitheater Ex identified as the Council assembly chamber. It was stacked tall with ascending stadium rings of offices, much like this one, most blurred from view with opaque barriers, others revealing mixed cadres of alien ambassadors mingling over drinks and data streams and vigorously waving appendages.

      “Chancellor Adamus,” Nate repeated, forcing his attention back to the room. Even with all the alien novelty outside, it was still strange being stared at by so many uncannily beautiful humans. Like he’d accidentally stumbled onto the set of America’s Next Top Model: Space Politico Edition in his Saturday morning sweats. He glanced at Jaeger, who faintly nodded for him to proceed.

      “People of the Atlantean Empire,” he continued, turning back to the room. “My name is Nathaniel Arturi. This is Lt Col John Jaeger of the Terran Air Force. We’re pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      The words felt overly formal on Nate’s tongue, but this seemed like an overly formal kind of setting. He watched their faces for any cue or reaction, but no one spoke.

      “We were told you wish to assess the candidacy of the Terran Knight,” Jaeger added when the silence continued to stretch. “We would also like to extend the respectful greetings of the combined governments of our homeworld.”

      Some of the Chancellor’s entourage might’ve smirked a bit harder at that, but it was kind of hard to tell, what with all the preexisting condescension cluttering the air.

      Adamus gestured for his people to sit with all the dead calm of a school teacher preparing to correct an obvious error while the rest of the class giggled behind their notebooks. “The Galactic Alliance recognizes no such Knight at this time, Lt Col John Jaeger.” His gaze flicked to Nate. “Only a confused initiate. But thank you for your greetings.”

      That definitely drew a round of knowing smirks from the table. Only one man—dark-haired and dressed as simply as Adamus himself—looked uncertain about the comment.

      So it’s to be a verbal contest of perceived phallic magnitude, then, Ex grumbled. Splendid. Blackened bureaucrats.

      “Now,” Adamus continued, “I do believe we’ve had our mandated look. If there’s nothing else”—he gestured to doors that led to the reception area—“I’m sure the Council will be in contact soon.”

      The dismissal was so abrupt and unexpected that it took Nate a moment to realize what was happening. Brief in-freaking-deed. Jaeger was watching him with a look of brimming if you don’t, I will.

      “Chancellor Adamus,” Nate started, grasping and failing to find any of the numerous lines he’d rehearsed during their long wait. “I do admit to being somewhat unclear on the details of this assessment process…”

      Other than that it all looked a lot like bullshit—a few vague lines in their precious Round Table Accords that had apparently only ever been employed once, in the supreme Alliance oversight that had led to the Knighting of Ser Groshna, who’d gone on to commit such noble deeds as flying off the rails, defecting to the Black Knight’s banner, and leading the invasion of Earth. He almost wished Iveera hadn’t told him those bits on the way over.

      “… But I have mastered my Excalibur,” he continued, trying to sound confident.

      Mastered, Ex chuckled. That’s a good one, Nathaniel.

      “I am bound to him, just as he’s bound to me,” Nate pushed on. “And you should know that our time here comes at the expense of delaying a mission of dire importance.”

      Christ, he sounded like he’d walked straight out of a fantasy RPG.

      I think it’s cute.

      “So, I’d appreciate it if you could tell me what it is you’d like to see from me before you’ll feel comfortable recommending the Council approve the Lady’s edict to appoint me as a Knight.”

      A few of the Atlanteans traded unreadable glances across the long table. Jaeger gave him a slight that’ll do tilt of the head. The chancellor just stared. And stared.

      “No,” he finally said. And just like that, he turned his attention pointedly back to the surface of their meeting table, where green and aquamarine streams of data were scrolling across the dark surface. “Now, Senator Zodaya. You were saying, pertaining to these T-Sec abnormalities…”

      The one who must’ve been Zodaya shot an uncertain glance Nate’s way, then turned and started rattling off a breakdown of how an unprecedented solar event could have theoretically led to the failure of multiple something-or-anothers in Demeter’s orbit, disrupting operations, but how none of that accounted for this reading, and that report, and this…

      It appears they’ve recently had a mining colony go dark, Ex said, right around the time Nate was deciding it was all too fast to follow. Meanwhile, Adamus was holding up a hand to pause Senator Zodaya, glancing at Nate and Jaeger like they were interrupting. Which—Nate realized as more stares turned their way—they totally freaking were. Because Adamus had clearly called them in mid-conversation. And as potentially not good as a dark colony sounded, Nate couldn’t help but focus more on the bit where it sure felt like the King of the Atlanteans had just let them sit around for three hours so he could invite them to politely go fuck themselves.

      Jaeger seemed to have arrived at a similar conclusion, his expression caught somewhere between the persona of Earth’s first diplomat and that of the guy who was sorely tempted to see how many Atlantean asses he could kick before security got in here.

      “We have private business of some urgency to attend,” Chancellor Adamus said, eyeing them both like he couldn’t quite grasp why they were still standing there intruding on their lovely little tea party.

      The room was silent, the first signs of discomfort creeping onto a few of the Atlantean’s perfect faces.

      “Well, forgive our intrusion,” Jaeger said, with a hint of the drawl that crept into his tone when he was being especially sarcastic. “We must be a tad turned around, what with the attempted assassination and having been invited into the room and all. Just for the record, is it customary here to keep your guests couped up for three hours just to tell them to piss off?”

      “What I think Lt Col Jaeger is trying to say…” Nate started, not really sure where he was going with it.

      Adamus cut him off anyway with crisp words and mounting irritation. “I was ordered to meet with you and to provide my honest opinion to the Council. I’ve done the former. I’ll gladly do the latter. That concludes our business here, Terran.”

      Nate felt his knuckles cracking, the urge to raise his armored fists and smash their nifty little data table to a heap nearly overwhelming his better senses. They hadn’t fought through invasions, justicars, and assassins—hadn’t lost friends and watched Ramirez rushed off to medical, half-dead—just to walk away now, smiling politely in the face of this bureaucratic bullshit. They needed to get the hell off of this station. Back to the Camelot. Back after the Merlin.

      But Iveera had made it maddeningly clear that submitting to Zedavian’s and the Council’s little games and assuaging their doubts was the fastest way to do that.

      Thrice-blackened politicians, Ex grumbled.

      “What’s the shakedown here, Chancellor?” Jaeger asked, calm and controlled. “You have the leverage. We’re obviously strangers to your customs. What do you want from us?”

      Adamus studied them both. “You’ve already caused several deaths on this station,” he finally said, as if it were really all there was to say.

      “That’s hardly fair, Chancellor,” said one of the Atlanteans, drawing a round of surprised looks from the table. It was the same dark-haired man who’d looked put-off by Adamus’ earlier comments. He was conservatively dressed. More slenderly built than most of the other men, his features more refined.

      Calum Statecaste, Ex provided, junior senator of Triton.

      “They were attacked in public without cause or warning,” the outspoken senator added when the stares remained. “Last I checked, self-defense is no crime.”

      Nate felt a begrudging stir of gratitude for the senator’s defiance, but Chancellor Adamus only shook his head softly, like he’d barely heard. “The Atlantean Empire is not interested in witnessing the honor and respect we’ve built through millennia of service and toil upended by the ancestors of those who’d have brained us with sticks and stones for heresy had our own ancestors lacked the courage to take to the stars.”

      “Yes, Chancellor,” the senator agreed, “but if we could only—”

      “That’s enough, Calum,” Chancellor Adamus said, with a pointed look at the dissident senator. He turned back to Nate. “I have fulfilled the mandate of my current orders, Terran. If you have a problem, you will need to take it up with Supreme Chancellor Priatus. Otherwise, I must ask you to”—his eyes flicked to Jaeger with the faintest hint of glib amusement—“kindly piss off, I think the phrase was. Our people require our full attention at the moment.”

      Behind them, the main doors hissed open in time with Adamus’ pointed gesture, inviting them to leave the Atlanteans be. Nate traded a look with Jaeger and saw his own growing defeat mirrored in the Lt Col’s eyes. They started to turn by some unspoken agreement, maybe to go regroup, maybe to go fleeing to Iveera’s skirts. He didn’t know. He just blurted the words before he could think better of it.

      “I didn’t ask for this.”

      Jaeger shot him a look of soft warning. Nate turned anyway and found Calum and Adamus both studying him, the rest of the assembled Atlanteans trading their own looks around the table—so perfectly human in their reactions, no matter what they said.

      “I didn’t ask for the honor of bearing this Excalibur,” he pressed on, finding his voice. “How could I? I didn’t even know the damn thing existed before the Merlin found me. But it’s mine now.”

      The words sent a soft ripple through the room. Maybe because he’d mentioned the Merlin. Maybe because he’d just raised more questions than he should’ve. He didn’t really care at the moment.

      “The duty is mine now, and you need to know I’m gonna do my job no matter how many old laws and ancient grudges you throw my way.”

      He let that statement hang a moment, mildly surprised himself to hear the words coming out of his mouth with such gravity, already thinking he should probably follow up with something more amicable before he left. An assurance that he didn’t want to fight, maybe. That he’d rather move forward as allies rather than adversaries.

      “I hope your colony is okay,” was all he could think to say when the moment came. “We’d be happy to lend whatever aid we can.”

      To his surprise, Adamus gave him a slight nod just before he turned to leave with what dignity he had left.

      “Maybe you’re not so hopeless after all, kid,” Jaeger murmured quietly as they marched out the room.

      Nate was biting back a half-giddy retort and trying to simply focus on making that dignified exit when Ex bubbled up to the surface with a big, fat, Ahhh…

      He frowned. Ah?

      Yes, ah. Ah as in, ah, I just finished scanning all available data pertaining to this Demeter-12 colony, and I think it might behoove us to have a closer—

      “Terran,” called a voice behind them.

      They turned to find the one called Calum walking quickly after them across the lobby.

      “Nathaniel,” the senator amended as he drew up to them, seeming to decide his first word had been too unfamiliar. He extended a hand. “Senator Calum Statecaste, of Triton. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      The senator made it sound like Nate hadn’t been Knighted—or initiated—mere weeks ago. Like he’d in fact been following Nate’s career for years with great interest.

      “Uh, thanks,” Nate said, taking the offered hand. “Likewise.”

      His grip was strong, but then again, Nate doubted that was uncommon for these god-people. He glanced uncertainly past Calum as Adamus’ office doors slid closed once more. “Aren’t you missing your meeting?”

      “Oh, we’ll be at it for hours in there,” Calum said, waving Nate’s concern away and turning to take Jaeger’s hand next. “I hope neither of you will think too harshly of us for this less than fortunate reception. As you seem to have intuited, one of our smaller mining colonies recently came under attack.”

      “Attack?” Nate asked.

      “That sort of thing common out here?” Jaeger added.

      Calum’s brow furrowed like he’d only just realized what he’d said. “I spoke carelessly. We’re not certain it was an attack at all. I only worry.”

      This data IS highly erratic, Ex said, as if the senator might be right to worry.

      “At any rate,” Calum was saying, “I merely wished to extend my welcome, and to let you know that my door is always open to you, should you need anything.”

      “That’s awfully kind of you,” Nate said. It might’ve come out a little more suspiciously than he’d intended, after what they’d just been through with Adamus.

      “Not to sound unappreciative, Calum,” Jaeger said, apparently having similar thoughts, “but does your boss in there approve of you befriending a pair of troublesome Terrans?”

      Calum glanced around to make sure they were out of earshot of the receptionists, then showed them a knowing smile. “Probably not,” he said, a little more quietly. “But then, there’s a good deal on which I don’t see eye-to-eye with the chancellor. He speaks of maintaining the empire’s reputation as if what peace and prosperity we’ve brought to the Alliance hasn’t already  already been marred by such embarrassments as our birthing of the Asgardians. If I’m to be honest, I sometimes fear my people will one day pass into history, remembered more for pirate cults and vat birth reproduction rates than for any good and noble cause.”

      Nate and Jaeger were still sharing a look as if to say did he just say Asgardians? when Calum stirred from his own thoughts and pushed on.

      “All of that to say, there are those among us who do rejoice at the coming of a human Knight, Atlantean or not.”

      “Thank you,” Nate said, meaning it this time, and actually starting to feel a little better about their chances here.

      Calum nodded, looking pleased. “I should get back to it, but I’ll reach out soon. Rest assured, I’ll do what I can to bend the chancellor’s ear your favor. And in the meantime, if there is anything I can do to ease your transition here, please…”

      The Atlantean trailed off, looking slightly confused, then flat out surprised, at whatever he’d just seen over Nate’s shoulder. Nate was already whirling, Jaeger going tense beside him, when the voice cut in from behind them, elegant and unmistakable.

      “So sorry to interrupt the pleasantries.”

      For a moment, Nate could only stare in awe at the sheer deadly presence of the golden titan standing in entryway. Then his brain caught up and he took in Iveera floating there, dejected, stripped of her armor, and confined to a transparent e-dim dampening cell. He tensed, thinking to help her, then froze as Ser Zedavian Kelkarin aimed one ominously glowing palm at his chest. An empty cell unfolded from thin air in front of him, and the Eldari tilted his golden head at it, a casual, almost bored smile stretching his lips.

      “I’m going to need you to surrender your armaments and come with me, Initiate.”
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      “This is jatara shit,” Iveera growled at Zedavian’s back as they floated into yet another large, swanky room on his flanks, and the door hissed shut behind them.

      It was the first thing Nate had heard her say since he’d been taken. The first thing Zedavian had allowed her to say, he was pretty sure. As if the First Knight had finally pressed the unmute button on her cell now that they were alone in this… whatever it was. A dungeon fit for kings, Nate decided, staring dumbly around the richly furnished room that felt to be at the bottom of the world. Or the bottom of Zedavian Kelkarin’s preposterous estate, at least. But at least Iveera finally sounded angry with her precious First Knight.

      It might’ve been a comforting thought if they hadn’t both just been kidnapped.

      “I know about your Excaliburs,” was all Zedavian said.

      Nate froze, waiting for more.

      They were the first words Zedavian had spoken since Adamus’ offices, excluding the brief orders he’d given the peacekeepers outside to see that Jaeger and the rest of his Terran brethren in medical were all safely moved back to the Camelot to await further processing under a generous guard detail.

      Nate had spent the cell ride through the Hall of Reason hoping they’d be okay. There hadn’t been much else to do, aside from trying to catch Iveera’s eye for some confirmation that this was all just a colossal misunderstanding. Now, though, those five little words struck like the first nail in the coffin, and he couldn’t help but wonder if he shouldn’t have at least tried to put up a fight.

      You did the right thing, Ex assured him. Now stop sniveling about it and find out what he wants.

      “Did you honestly believe I wouldn’t notice this festering corruption of yours?” Zedavian asked, turning to Iveera.

      That settled it, then. Nails Two through Fifty, firmly sunk.

      A tired, humorless smile stretched Zedavian’s lips as he studied Iveera. “No. Of course not. You didn’t even attempt to hide it, did you?”

      “There is nothing to hide, my First Knight,” she said, tall and proud in her cage. “There has been no evidence the corruption permeated either of our defenses.”

      “No?” He leaned closer until their faces were separated only by the transparent cell wall and scant inches of air. “I can smell it in your blood, Seven. You are tainted. Tainted with him. Both of you are.” He leaned back from the cell, appraising her from head to toe, making some remark about what a pity it all was as the space behind him came alive with the unfolding walls of a larger e-dim prison.

      Nate was too busy trying to process what he’d just said.

      Tainted with him. Like Zedavian had already known. Like he was in fact so intimately familiar with this mysterious Black Knight that he could recognize the bastard’s scent from across the galaxy. Which meant…

      “Can you prove what you say?” Iveera asked, calm as ever despite the nice little prison unfolding around the two red-cushioned benches at the center of the room, promising a long stay. “Can you prove that we are truly afflicted?”

      “I don’t have to,” Zedavian said, not glib or haughty. Just very matter of fact. Behind him, the e-dim prison finished its self-construction. “We shall have our proof soon enough.”

      Nate’s hovering cell started forward as Zedavian spoke. Iveera’s too. Both of them gliding over to the larger prison. The cell walls merged where they met, opening like a pair of atmos seals to dump them into their new home. Nate spun to face the freshly-sealed wall, stomach tight, panic surging at the thought of being imprisoned in this asshole’s basement while the Black Knight did gods knew what with the Merlin, and Zedavian…

      Zedavian was already halfway to the door.

      “Hey!” Nate slammed a fist to the transparent wall, mind racing with a disjointed whirl of assassination attempts, betrayal, and ominously prophetic dreams. He felt Ex at the edges, silently bidding he calm himself even as he opened his mouth to shout it out anyway.

      Was it you? Did you try to have us killed?

      “Will you not help us?” Iveera called before he could form the words. She was still calm. Too calm. Like she was asking for nothing more than an extra hand with the groceries.

      Zedavian slowed and turned. He studied them intently, maybe even remorsefully. “I cannot.”

      “Then let us go after the Merlin,” Nate blurted. They both looked at him. “If you can’t help us…” He glanced uncertainly between the two senior Knights. “Couldn’t the Merlin? Can’t you let us try, at least? What’s there to lose?”

      Aside from two Excaliburs and two Knight ships, that was. And all of it compounded by a whole burning boatload of unknowns.

      Zedavian gave another one of those tired smiles, clearly seeing that and more. “I would say you have much to learn, Terran, were it not already so doubtful you possess the remaining time to learn it. Be at peace,” he said, gesturing to the room’s splendorous artwork and decorations with an all-encompassing wave as he began to back away. “We’ll have our answers soon enough.”

      “Wait!” Nate cried, pounding the wall again.

      But the door was already hissing shut behind the First Knight, leaving them together alone, side by side with the most profound silence Nate had ever known.
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      “What did he mean, we’ll have our proof?” Nate asked sometime later, frowning down at the untouched pitcher of water a soft-spoken Gorgon—one of Zedavian’s servants, it seemed—had brought them earlier. His throat was dry, his voice hoarse. He looked over at Iveera. “What’s gonna happen to us?”

      She remained silent, staring through the wall and into nothingness, as she had been for too long now. It might’ve been an hour or two. Maybe more.

      Not quite two, Ex said.

      Not quite two, then. And she’d barely said a word, aside from a few pacifying I don’t knows early on, and one slightly less tranquil quiet your tongue and give me a moment to think.

      It had been one long-ass moment since then.

      “Iveera?”

      Peace, Nathaniel, Ex said. You know what he meant.

      Nate sighed and rolled back into a laying position on the modestly-padded bench, idly wondering if maybe something—or several somethings—hadn’t been lost amid all the seamless translations that allowed him to speak with Iveera, Zedavian, and every other non-Terran on the Forge. Magical as it all seemed, he couldn’t help but wonder how many intricate little details fell to the wayside every time one of them opened their mouths. It might explain at least part of why no one on this station seemed to be making one damn lick of sense right now.

      Sure, blame the translators for your shoddy interpersonal skills. No small wonder you ended up here.

      Nate huffed at nothing in particular, knowing that neither of them were being truly serious. The thought was merely a momentary distraction from the more pressing questions of who had tried to kill them, and why, and whether or not Zedavian was right, and they were actually corrupted and… what? Bound to go full Groshna? Or to drop dead within the week if they failed to bend the knee and pledge themselves to the Black Knight as the Troglodan had done?

      Ex had been unusually reticent to speculate. Nate could tell it bothered his companion—the inability to resolutely confirm or deny the presence of any such corruption within his subsystems. The thought that he, a being of supreme inorganic logic and reason, might not be as in control of his faculties as he so vehemently believed.

      Maybe it really was best for everyone, them being locked up here in e-dim prison with no choices left to them. Zedavian was clearly confident enough that they weren’t to be trusted, and from what he’d seen, Nate doubted the rest of the station would feel much differently. Chancellor Adamus certainly hadn’t been too stoked at the thought of a Terran Knight running around. The Troglodans were almost certainly yearning to turn both of them to jelly after the disgrace they’d suffered back on Earth. And then there were the Ooperians, and whoever the hell had sent them—assuming it hadn’t been any of the above parties, which was admittedly pretty damn far from a sure thing at this point.

      “We should have just run when we had the chance,” he murmured, mostly to himself. But it was that, of all things, that finally got Iveera’s attention.

      “I tried,” she said, jin absentmindedly swaying his way like they secretly longed to grab hold of his throat. “You interfered.”

      “I said I was sorry for that,” Nate pointed out, wishing it didn’t sound so useless. “But I wasn’t the one who insisted we obey his Golden Imminence and come here after the fact.”

      The words just sort of slipped out, a hot poker of accusation thrust forward by his own guilt at having failed to let her flee that justicar and jump them clear when they’d still had a shot at avoiding all of this bullshit. He probably would’ve apologized for them if he’d had the chance. Probably immediately. But Iveera was faster. Faster than he could even comprehend.

      Next thing he knew, he was gasping for air, body ringing with the violent impact of the cell wall she’d just slammed him into.

      “No,” she hissed, jin ensnaring his head and neck, immobilizing him. “You are the one who lives only because I have kept you alive more times than bear counting, you ungrateful hatchling.”

      For a second, Nate could only gape, twice frozen by the ferocious strength in her arm and the sudden bite in her voice. Then his hands caught up and began clawing for precious air, vision already darkening, soft voices whispering to him from the other side of consciousness. He felt oddly calm about it all.

      Listen carefully, Nathaniel, Ex said, his tone admonishing.

      Nate blinked, hands pausing at their ineffectual attempt to free himself from her crushing death grip, feeling calmer still. Disturbingly calm.

      They watch, whispered Iveera. They listen.

      He blinked again, every bit as sure he’d heard her words as he was that her lips hadn’t moved, which didn’t make sense—not with all of his Excalibur goodies locked up in e-dim. But there was no denying the voice in his head.

      Feel my presence, Nathaniel. You do not need your suit. You require nothing more than your mind for this bond.

      She speaks the truth, Ex said.

      Nate stared, feeling half-drunk with the unerring calm that filled him. Radiating, he could almost swear, straight from where Iveera’s hands clutched his throat. He opened his mouth to say something. He didn’t know what.

      She threw him across the room like a Ken doll before he decided. He landed heavily, something shattering under his weight, momentum carrying him on for another whirling revolution before he crashed into the opposite wall of their cell.

      “What the fuck?!” he growled, as he scrambled upright, disoriented eyes finding their shaky focus back on the Gorgon. His bench lay shattered on the tiled floor between them. Iveera stepped over the splintered ruins and stood over him.

      “Consider it payback for the wounds I sustained coming to your aid.”

      He paused. Somehow, it hadn’t even occurred to him she might be angry about taking a few disruptor rounds to the guts to knock him out of the line of fire. But something about the way her jin rippled when she said it, almost like a flinch, turned his thoughts back to Earth—to Groshna on the bridge of the Kalnythian Wilds, to Iveera bound and trapped, her crew dead all around her.

      Say something aloud, came her voice in his head. There was something there in her electric blue eyes, something he’d never seen before. They’re listening.

      “I… Fine,” he forced himself to say, rubbing gingerly at his half-crushed throat as he tried to make sense of any of it. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

      “If there is a next time,” she said aloud, turning to stride back to her corner. “I would prefer we arrive there without any more of your incessant speaking.”

      Something is wrong here, she added in his head, staring out at one of Zedavian’s odd displays—a slowly undulating tentacular blob of a sculpture. I fear our position here is even more compromised than I’d realized.

      Nate watched her turned back, uncertain what to say or how to say it, and more than a little off-balanced by her split personality act.

      I believe she was merely employing a convenient charade to jump-start nonverbal communications using her natural empathic abilities.

      Convenient? That was one way of putting it.

      Still doesn’t mean she had to beat me up, does it?

      Ex huffed. Perhaps she wished to demonstrate a lack of emotional sympathy for whoever might be watching. Not that I’m in any way implying she didn’t also thoroughly enjoy calling you a hatchling and smacking you around like a… what was it, a Ken doll? What is a… Oh. Oh, yes. I do see the resemblance now. Particularly in the scrotal region. Fascinating.

      Nate scowled at Iveera’s back, wondering where to start.

      I’m not certain what the First Knight is after, she continued in his head, as if she’d been speaking all along. Whoever hired those Ooperians was unusually meticulous in covering their tracks. I shudder to imagine what the Black Knight is doing with the Merlin out there. And the Council…

      Ahead, her jin worked the air in an agitated wringing motion, but she didn’t turn. If he hadn’t known any better, he might’ve thought she sounded overwhelmed herself.

      What became of your meeting with Chancellor Adamus? she asked. Speak as if I were your Excalibur, she added, when he was silent too long. And if you are begrudging my display just now, you should know that I required the physical touch in order to establish an empathic connection with your untrained mind. It was nothing personal.

      Told you so, Ex said.

      Yeah, he thought back at both of them, not particularly caring whether either or both heard. Because a hug was obviously out of the question, right?

      He felt a flicker of amusement from Ex.

      It is to our advantage to allow them to believe we are less than fond of one another, was all Iveera said.

      What a tough act that would be.

      He thought of the out-of-context calmness he’d felt cascading from her hands, not so unlike the soothing act Ex had once pulled on him when he’d been unduly freaked at their first meeting. Was that what Ex meant by empathic abilities?

      Clearly, I wasn’t referring to her warm and cuddly side.

      Well, mark that one down on the list of things to be wary of, then. He focused back on Iveera, who was still watching the sculpture, awaiting his response.

      Adamus basically said the Atlanteans will never support a Terran for Knight, he thought, focusing the words her way. He seems to think we’re all Stone Age savages.

      So I suspected.

      Well, that might’ve been useful to know walking in. There was one senator who seemed sympathetic toward our cause, but Ser Golden Halo showed up before we had much chance to talk. Is there any reason you and I couldn’t have gone over all this two hours ago, by the way?

      Her jin made a kind of shallow genuflection, then continued their thoughtful swirling. I was thinking.

      And now? He crossed his legs and leaned back against the cell wall, frowning at a piece of perspective-shifting holo art outside. What’s our next step here?

      I do not know.

      He suppressed a bitter laugh, maintaining the silent charade. Nothing to see here. Just a bored Terran staring at the wall. I don’t suppose you’re ready to bust us out of here yet? He tried not to furrow his brow, considering the raw strength in her arm against that of the unforgiving cell wall. I mean, could you bust us out of here?

      Iveera was silent for a stretch, maybe considering.

      There are reasons—strong reasons—that I will not defy the First Knight’s orders without absolutely damning evidence. An odd ripple passed through her jin. She looked uncertain. Almost like she was trying to convince herself. You will come to understand one day, should we—

      What, should we survive that long? he suggested. Should the corruption not consume our souls first?

      Her flattening jin were hardly a comforting reply.

      What’s really going on here? he asked. Why are they treating us like we’re the enemy? And how come Ser Golden Halo gets to strut around like Emperor of the Galaxy?

      Well, he is Eldari, for starters, Ex said.

      Because he is Eldari, Iveera echoed, almost at the same time. And because he has been saving worlds and currying favors for nearly as long as the Galactic Alliance has existed. Over three thousand years, according to most records.

      Nate blinked, trying to process. He’s that old?

      One of only two living Knights to have fought in the Great War, Iveera said.

      Nate looked down at the floor, trying to process a being who could’ve been polishing off a centuries-long intergalactic war and celebrating his first millennium of life around the same time baby Christ had been popping onto the scene. It was too much to wrap his head around. He glanced back up at Iveera, suddenly wondering how old she was. Fifty? Five-hundred? Two-thousand?

      Alliance records indicate Iveera Katanaga was Knighted roughly 637 years ago.

      He swallowed, feeling dizzy. Ex had mentioned more than once that Knighthood drastically extended one’s “natural” lifespan, but he clearly hadn’t grasped the enormity of that statement. He looked around the room at the illustrious art collection, wondering how many thousands of years of alien culture it represented. You think he would’ve picked up a touch of humility along the way.

      Hard to come by when you are one of the most powerful beings in the known galaxy, Iveera replied.

      Other than who? The Merlin?

      She didn’t answer.

      What the hell happened between him and the Alliance, by the way? Why do they act like the station’s gonna catch fire if someone says his name?

      They fear him because they do not understand him. Because no one does. The Merlin is the oldest mystery in the galaxy, save for the Lady herself. The oldest sentient one, at least, and he has been gone too long. Most of the beings on this station have never seen him. Many question whether he exists at all. Multiple generations of chancellors have passed through entire careers in his absence. To them, the Merlin has become little more than a dark cloud ever hanging over their heads, and in the dusty interstices between ancient bylaws—an unceasing reminder, however distant, that their authority, their power, was built by one unlike them. One who could return at any moment to collect his dues. Needless to say, they do not appreciate such notions.

      A small flutter passed through her jin as she said the last bit, some unspoken thought making itself known.

      What is it?

      My meeting with Elder Representative Kaiyosh… did not bear encouraging fruit.

      He waited for her to expand on the statement. It took a while.

      There was a time, she finally said. A time when the Council wouldn’t have dared question the Lady’s will in the choosing of a new Knight. A time when the power of assessment was merely a formality—a cautionary provision in response to damages wrought by a few of our less compassionate predecessors at the end of a long and bloody war. That power was never meant to be wielded.

      Nate studied her, waiting for more, but she was a wall of distant eyes and lightly swirling jin. So what happened?

      The Synth were defeated. Polite society was allowed to rear its head once more. Over the centuries, we Knights became little more than lingering oddities in the eyes of the Council—powerful weapons which might serve the interests of the Alliance, or at least those of deep pockets and clever tongues, if only we could be more reliably controlled. If only the Merlin would step aside and allow civilization to progress out from the shadow of the Synth. For a thousand years, the Alliance has been seeking any excuse to solidify their power over the Knights. And no small wonder. Silas and Dalnak destroyed an entire moon in a petty squabble. Imagine what damage the Knights could do were the Merlin to lose control—or, worse, to turn on his Alliance. Then came Groshna. A Troglodan brute if ever there was one, selected to wield such vast power. The seeds of doubt truly sprouted. The first assessment was called. With a good deal of extortion and bribery on the part of the Troglodan empire, the assessment was passed, and so began the eight-hundred year descent to the state of affairs today. No one thought twice when I ascended to Knight two centuries later. No one cared anymore, save for whether or not they could buy my loyalty. Civilization carried on. The Merlin grew disinterested with anything that couldn’t be found at the bottom of his cup. Eventually, he disappeared completely. Centuries passed. The Synth faded in memory—nothing more than a phantom excuse paid lip service by generations of ships and weapons engineers attempting to emulate Excalibur tech in the pursuit of the ultimate destructive power. We have become a farce of an Alliance.

      It was only when she stopped speaking that Nate realized he was leaning forward, staring at her, waiting for more. It was already more than he’d ever heard her speak before, and it made his head spin, how much he had to learn, how much history and intergalactic baggage he was stepping straight into.

      Kind of gave him an inkling as to why the Merlin drank so damn much.

      Do you really think the Synth are coming back? he wondered, thinking of that terrible swarm he’d witnessed during his brief mental trip across the universe with the Lady, prior to taking up his Excalibur.

      Iveera’s jin were switching back and forth, sampling the air. I think they never truly left. I think it is a matter of no small wonder how readily our so-called civilization has set aside the memory of what awaits us in the darkness, just beyond the firelight. Her jin sliced the air. And I fear this is only the beginning. Rogue Knights and unlawful incursions. Whispers of outer colonies going dark without warning. Something is coming.

      For the first time since their little “mock” scuffle, she turned and looked at him, electric blue eyes piercing, intent.

      The Council is going to abolish the Merlin’s authority.

      “What?” Nate whispered before he could stop himself.

      Insolent curs! Ex cried. Thrice-blackened bureaucrats and pig-swindling cowards, the lot of them!

      Elder Kaiyosh told you this? Nate attempted to ask Iveera over Ex’s continued string of insults.

      The notion has been many years in the making. It was hardly a secret that it might well happen someday. But the vote is coming. Change is in the air. The fools all feel it, even if they cannot say why.

      We must do something, Nathaniel, Ex said. We must show these impudent cretins where they can shove these petty votes of theirs. Vote the Merlin down from power? Ha! They might as well…

      What about Zedavian? Nate asked Iveera over the ruckus of Ex’s ongoing rant. If he has so much clout here, why doesn’t he step in and stop this vote?

      Why indeed? Ex said, pausing from his rant to agree.

      Come to think of it, Nate pressed on, why do I get the impression he doesn’t even give a shit that the Merlin’s been captured?

      Hear, hear! Ex cried. Something is afoul here. I said it all along.

      They watched Iveera together, waiting for some answer—some rational explanation as to why their First Knight might be compelled to play it cool while their entire order caught fire, and why Iveera remained loyal despite the fact. But she only turned back to her quiet study of the undulating sculpture.

      Iveera, Nate prodded.

      I do not have the answers you seek, Nathaniel. We have come to a treacherous place. The terrain is shifting quickly underfoot. If they knew the Merlin was in enemy hands—that he’d been defeated by a mortal opponent, no less, and possibly an ex-Knight at that… Her jin sliced the air as if to kill the thought. Well, perhaps it is no longer any concern of ours. If the First Knight is correct about our condition…

      Nate frowned at the trailing thought, waiting for her to finish. In his limited experience, Iveera Katanaga was about as far removed from self-doubt as a person could be without venturing into full-blown ego-mania. If she truly was questioning herself based on Zedavian’s word…

      He wasn’t sure what to think of that. Ex didn’t seem to know either. The more he tried to bring himself to ask her, the more a quiet fear grew within, snaring him in place until he gave up and rested his head back against the wall, attempting to process in silence, and getting nowhere fast. Nowhere, that was, aside from the growing certainty that, whatever he’d been expecting from this voyage, he’d been expecting wrong.

      Approaching the Golnak system, his biggest fear had been that they’d actually find the Black Knight waiting for them there—that they’d have to cross blades with the dark titan again before they were ready. He’d been terrified. He still was. Except now, the thought of a straight-forward fight was actually starting to sound appealing by comparison, even if it was with the Synth’s own black-armored demon. Because as it was, they were in a freaking pickle-and-a-half.

      The Camelot was grounded—the Black Knight making his hassle-free escape to Lady only knew where. Even before the churning mess of scornful politicians and unhelpful First Knights, their best plan had basically been to fly out like a pair of Excalibur-powered dowsing rods, sniffing out the stolen Beacon until they got close enough to pull Iveera’s (hopefully repaired) ship out of e-dim and start triangulating. The plan had always been a crapshoot at best. But now…

      Now, some part of him almost hoped Zedavian would “accidentally” leave the door open for those Ooperian assassins, wherever they might be lurking tonight—or whatever you called the dark-and-spooky hours of a giant space station’s diurnal period. At least things would be quicker that way. Because even if the freaking space vampires didn’t get him—even if Ser Golden Halo was wrong about the corruption sneaking through their veins—he’d still be at the mercy of the Council’s obviously rigged assessment, Judge Adamus the human-hating human presiding. He’d still be facing the handy little bylaw Ex had plucked from their beloved Accords—the one declaring that, in the event of an initiate’s failure to pass a Council-mandated assessment, should the Merlin not be present to offer any defense or counterargument, it fell to the First Knight to assemble his Excalibur Knights and gather a vote.

      Retrain the initiate, or reclaim his Excalibur?

      Nate had little doubt which way that decision would go if it came to it. No more than he doubted what it would cost to separate an Excalibur from its bearer.

      Maybe the Ooperians wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      And here we had been making so much progress on the sniveling, Ex practically sighed. Keep it up, and I’m going to start broadcasting a “come kill me” sign on all frequencies.

      Yeah, Nate thought back, smiling a little in spite of himself, but aren’t we insulated in here?

      One may always try.

      Nate sank more heavily into the wall, not bothering to argue that the great philosopher Yoda might take qualm with that one. He touched at his aching throat, staring idly at the shattered wooden bench—or the synthetic hydrocarbon one, or whatever the hell the thing was made of. The silence was a physical weight, only compounded by Iveera’s detached presence, but he felt oddly calm despite the fact. Not content, exactly, but… calm. Accepting, even. More relaxed and accepting than he could recall having ever felt, even sitting home at Penn State, in the safety of his room.

      The thought cast ripples across his calm, marring the smooth surface with pangs of longing and thoughts of what he wouldn’t have given to be there now—Christ, to be there with Gwen. With Marty, and Kyle, and Copernicus.

      He closed his eyes, picturing the worn beige hallways of the State College house and thinking of the q-node Ex had begrudgingly agreed to leave behind—the one point of quantum contact on Earth, disguised from all eyes so that they could safely maintain communications. There were only two connections as far as anyone needed to know: one with the White House, and one with the UN. But it was the third connection Nate thought of now. The one that only three people on Earth knew about.

      He pictured the node. Pictured where it would be, down to every last detail, until he could see it there in the dark space behind his eyelids. Until he could practically feel it. Somewhere on the periphery of his mind, he felt Ex stirring with curiosity, and maybe something else. Something like… pride?

      The mental image was on the verge of waning to Nate’s curiosity when he heard it: the achingly familiar click-clack-click-clack-click of tiny nails trotting across the faux hardwood floor. His vision was moving now of its own accord, a first-person camera feed rushing down the hallway to the faint sounds of panting.

      He let out a shaky breath, too surprised and delighted to worry about how this was possible. He was too focused on that blessed old hallway, which had frozen in place at the sound of his exhalation, pitching clockwise a few degrees, supremely curious.

      Hi, boy, Nate thought, carefully willing the words into existence. How’s it going back home?

      The reaction was immediate. The “camera” jumped two feet in the air and landed with a wild spin, sounding off with a rapid-fire string of ecstatic barks.

      Easy, boy, easy!

      But the video feed was spinning tight circles now, clickity-clacking Nate straight toward a bout of motion sickness, barking like a fiend all the way.

      The most sophisticated piece of communications technology on Earth—the single link to the planet’s first native representatives to the Galactic Alliance in over a thousand years. They would’ve had a collective heart attack if they’d realized where he’d intended to leave it. But damn if Copernicus wasn’t excited to hear his voice.

      Nate shook with silent laughter imagining the scene on the other end, then felt a pang of guilt as the corgi continued spinning, clearly still looking for the mysterious speaker. With another deliberate thought, Nate willed the one-of-a-kind “tag” riding along on Copernicus’ collar to produce a small holographic projection of his likeness.

      “Copernicus?” came a voice from nearby—a voice that instantly deepened the longing ache at Nate’s core. “Copernicus, what the—What?! Guys! Hey… Hey, guys!”

      The video feed ceased it’s whirling, and then there was Marty, gaping straight at the camera, still restraining an overly excited Copernicus, judging by the shaking perspective. “Nate?” he gasped. “Guys—Guys, it’s Nate!”

      Copernicus whined, wriggling harder for freedom. In the background, there was the sound of heavy footsteps fast approaching, then Kyle bowled into view and slammed into the wall on one raised hand, apparently having tripped in his hurry. Gwen appeared behind him a moment later, wide-eyed and flushed, and breathtakingly beautiful as ever.

      Gods, was she a sight for sore eyes.

      They all were.

      It felt like years since he’d seen there faces. Long enough that, between the stress of his ship-board training and all the chaos on Forge Station, he’d forgotten what day it was back there. Forgot right up till the moment his dad stepped unexpectedly into the frame, and Nate registered what they were all wearing. Black suits for Marty, Kyle, and Dad. A modest black dress for Gwen.

      His heart fell, the moment of joy evaporating like a volatile gas. Distantly, he felt his leaden body slacking back against the cell wall.

      Today had been the day. And he’d forgotten.

      “Nate…” Gwen whispered.

      For a long few moments, no one else seemed capable of finding words. Why Nate chose to look to his dad for answers, he couldn’t have said. The poor man just stared at Nate’s holo apparition with a slack jaw and deadened eyes, like he couldn’t even bring himself to fully register what he was seeing, for fear that it might actually be true. It might’ve hurt to see his dad look at him like that if he hadn’t already been too busy drowning in guilt.

      Zack’s funeral.

      One of his three best friends in the world.

      And he’d forgotten.

      “I’ll get Mrs. Arturi,” Marty said, starting to stand.
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      Marty hadn’t made it more than two steps to fetch Nate’s mom before Nate’s dad caught him by the shoulder, stopping him. “She’s… She needs time. After…” He shook his head, lost for words. Just lost. “And after everything today, too. She just…” He focused back on Nate, like he’d only just remembered his son was there. “They’re… They’re treating you well?”

      Nate actually jerked a little, he was so taken aback by the question. Treating him well? Where the hell did he think his son was right now, freaking daycare? Prison? The sixth-grade field trip?

      I’m an Excalibur Knight, Dad, he wanted to say, not a prisoner of war.

      Except he wasn’t quite so sure about either of those statements right at the moment. But he had helped save the planet from the Troglodan invasion, for the love of god. He knew that much. Just ask the President of the United States, Dad, he wanted to say. Blindsided as he was, though, his dumb head just defaulted to a dumb nod. It seemed to be all his dad was looking for, anyway.

      “Good,” he said, numbly bobbing his head as well. “That’s good.” He looked older than Nate remembered. “We’re… We’re worried about you. Just, umm… Just be safe and come home, will you? For your mother?”

      Another dumb nod. Brain powered down, on standby.

      Come home. For your mother.

      Sure thing, Dad.

      “Good,” his father said. “Good.”

      He backed out of the hallway, past the gaming shrine and out of sight, nodding to himself all the way. In the hallway, Marty, Gwen, and Kyle all stared at each other, trying to parse what had just happened, but no one spoke until they’d been granted permission by the sound of the front door opening and closing.

      “Well,” Gwen said quietly, “that was…”

      “Weird,” Kyle provided.

      “He’s just…” Marty started, before remembering himself and turning back to address Nate directly. “Your parents are just shell-shocked man. By all of this. I should’ve—Your mom does wanna see you, Nate. I’m just gonna…” He started to turn as if to run outside and try again.

      “It’s okay,” Nate said quickly, trying to convince himself he meant it. “It—It doesn’t matter right now. Just tell me about…”

      “The funeral?” Kyle asked.

      Nate swallowed and forced himself to nod. Marty came and crouched back down in front of Copernicus, moving carefully, like he might accidentally break something. “It was…”

      “A funeral,” Kyle finished.

      “It was… good,” Gwen said, frowning at her own words almost before they’d left her lips. “Healthy, I mean. Half the world still seems to be trying to pretend the Troglodans never happened at all. It was good to face it today.”

      “Time to wake up and do something about it,” Marty agreed, his expression grim.

      “We just wish you could’ve been here with us,” Gwen added, with a sad smile.

      Nate took a breath, thinking to say that he wished the same, and to ask how they were all holding up, and how Zack’s parents were doing, and a thousand other things. The questions all hung in his chest, too constricted to find their way out. He let out a long sigh, deciding they were all futile in the moment anyway.

      “Can I see Copernicus too?”

      A minute later, his friends had liberated Copernicus from his Excalibur-powered collar, set the thing on the coffee table, and gathered up on the couch so that Nate could see them all.

      “So you’re out of crusher space?” asked Marty, who’d been soaking up every update and bit of lingo Nate had given them. “Does that mean you’re about to make the relay jump?”

      Kyle shot him a look like, You’re really gonna ask the dude about space right now?

      Marty shot him a look right back that said, You’d rather us fixate on our dead best friend?

      “Yeah, about that,” Nate said, mostly just to break the staring contest. It was only when they all focused back on him that he realized he didn’t know what to tell them. “We, uh… Well, there were a few complications.”

      Marty nodded like he’d been expecting as much. “I thought you guys were running behind with this call. What happened? Everything all right out there?”

      “Yeah, we were just uh…”

      Just intercepted and led across the galaxy to be attacked, judged, attacked again, judged again, and finally thrown in goddamn Excalibur prison for make-believe maladies and unfathomable political agendas.

      “… It’s nothing major,” he heard his lips saying, well before he gave them the order. “Just shaking the dust off the Camelot. She was kinda rusting it out on the moon for centuries before this.”

      “Yeah, no biggie,” Kyle agreed, shaking his head. “Just sitting on the dark side of the—Dude!” He sat up straighter. “Pink Floyd knew all along!”

      “Indubitably,” Gwen said. She and Marty both looked a bit skeptical about Nate’s story.

      Can you show them the relay? he thought privately to Ex, figuring a picture—or a small holo, as it were—was probably worth more than a thousand of his tongue-tied words right then. Ex must’ve complied, because a moment later, the skeptical looks averted to follow the source of Kyle’s impressed, “Holy shit! That’s the thing?”

      Thank you, Nate thought to Ex. For the diversion and for opening this link. I didn’t know we could do this in an e-dim cell. Or without our gear.

      Quantum entanglement communications are not so easily shielded against, Ex said. It is one of the largest draws of the technology, second of course to the unparalleled speed over vast distances. But I didn’t initiate this link, Nathaniel. You did.

      If his friends had been watching his holo, they probably would’ve wondered at the look of surprise that crossed his face. Fortunately, they were all still leaning in to study the Beacon relay he was apparently going to pretend he hadn’t already jumped through several hours ago.

      “That’s right, boy,” Kyle was murmuring to a softly whining Copernicus, absentmindedly stroking the corgi’s head as they both continued to study the relay. “One small step for doggo…”

      Copernicus barked in agreement, and despite everything, Nate almost smiled. Then his attention settled back on their funeral attire, and the rest of reality came settling back in.

      “I should’ve come with you,” Marty blurted, bringing it home, decidedly not smiling. His tone took Nate by surprise. They weren’t the whimsical words of his nerdy best friend naively lamenting a lost chance to see something that sounded cool on paper. It sounded more like the disillusioned declaration of someone who’d woken up to a world he was no longer happy with. Someone who was ready to do something about it. It was unsettling.

      “Maybe next time, buddy,” Nate said, not really sure he meant it—or that there’d even be a next time—and thanking all the celestial beings above and below that he hadn’t dragged his friends into this shitstorm with him. “For now, just…”

      “Stay in school?” Kyle asked.

      They all shared a terse laugh. All but Marty.

      “Anyway,” Nate said, grasping for more, wanting to tell them the truth if for no other reason than to actually feel like he had his friends there—and maybe even to bask in some goddamn sympathy for a moment. But what would it accomplish? “I guess I just wanted to see you guys. Just in case. I’m…” His throat constricted. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there today.”

      It was impressive how unified their response was—shaking heads and critical looks. Bit lips and a clear air of don’t you dare beat yourself up about this. But still, no one found the words to fill the big, fat silence spanning the twenty-some-thousand light-years between them. Kyle gave up and dropped his gaze to the Copernicus. Marty stared off through the wall, lost in some dark thought. Not sure what else to say, Nate focused on Gwen, numbly documenting the exact shades of her blond hair and sky blue eyes. The soft curves of her cheeks. The way he knew they’d dimple when she smiled. Burning it all into his brain. Just in case. She held his gaze right back, possibly having similar thoughts, neither one of them willing to break the silence.

      “I always thought having a superhero best friend would be cooler,” Kyle said, staring at the floor now. He roused and focused back on Nate. “Not, uh—Not to bash, man. You’re a rock star. And that Iveera chick, I mean, hot damn. It’s just, uh…” He looked to the others for help.

      “Sitting on the bench blows goats,” Marty provided, not breaking from his thousand-yard stare.

      “ALL of the goats,” Kyle agreed. “I’m up to my neck in…” He frowned at whatever was about to leave his mouth. “You know what, never mind. Point is, we miss you, buddy. And, uh… Well, I’m not sure exactly how one says, ‘Be careful hunting down the Dark Lord Sauron Clone who dropped a whole Atlantis on your head,’ but, uh… yeah.”

      “I’ll be sure to wear my helmet,” was all Nate could think to say. If he ever escaped e-dim prison, that was. He opened his mouth to add something about them keeping his seat warm until he got back, then decided it probably wouldn’t make them feel much better, what with all the talk of riding the bench.

      Gwen looked between Kyle and Marty, her hand drifting toward the collar on the coffee table. “You guys mind if we have a word?”

      Kyle tilted his head in a be my guest kind of way.

      Marty was still zoned out until Gwen reached a little further.

      “Nate,” he said, snapping out of his ruminations to catch her arm. He was silent for a stretch, clearly trying to settle on the right words. “You can do this,” he finally said.

      The words settled in Nate’s chest with an odd tumult of emotions. For a second, Marty looked like he might say more, but then he conceded the floor with a tilt of his head and sat back, releasing Gwen’s arm. Nate held his friend’s gaze as Gwen scooped up the collar from the coffee table, unsure what to say, hoping that Marty could see that he’d heard him and that it meant something.

      “I’ll talk to you guys soon,” he said. It felt woefully inadequate, all things considered, but they didn’t seem to mind. Marty gave him a solemn wave as Gwen started off down the hall.

      “Hey, you’d better bring me back a Holy Grail if you find one out there!” Kyle called after her.

      Nate smiled, then sobered as he watched Gwen silently carrying the camera down the hallway and into his abandoned bedroom. Even halfway across the galaxy, the sight of her in that room made his heart beat a little faster.

      “Just the two of us, then,” he said, mostly because he didn’t know what else to do. “Fancy that.”

      She studied him, concern etched across her brow. “Are you okay, Nate?”

      He opened his mouth to say he was fine, then caught the reflexive answer and did her the justice of at least thinking about it first. “I’m surviving,” he finally said. It felt honest enough.

      She nodded, and the care in her eyes threatened to crumble him from inside out. He dropped her gaze to keep his heart from giving out and looked around his not-so-old room for anything to latch onto. His gaze settled on the bed. “Guess it kinda figures,” he muttered, before his brain could veto the action.

      Her eyes tracked to the bed and back to him, the beginnings of a knowing grin pulling at her lips. “What’s that?”

      “Nothing,” he said quickly. “Just, you know.” Christ, he hoped the q-node holo didn’t portray burning cheeks faithfully. “You spend all these years wishing you could get someone alone in your room, and you kinda figure it’s a given you’d actually be there. Like, physically.”

      She arched an eyebrow, that grin threatening to spill over. “Years, huh?”

      Nate huffed out a nervous laugh, rubbing the back of his neck. “Did I say years? I meant, uh… you know. The other thing.”

      “Oh, yes,” she said, nodding in emphatic mock-agreement. “The other thing. Totally.” The wry smile returned to her lips. “Well, I guess I’ll just have to wait for you right here, then.”

      In the not-so-distant past life, those words would’ve left him in a bubbling puddle on the floor. Now, though, they only brought reality crashing down that much harder.

      “It, uh… It might be a while, Gwen. Months, maybe.”

      Or maybe the rest of his life, however long or short that might turn out to be.

      She shrugged the comment off with a kind of forced casualness. “I’m not in any rush over here. I just…” She teetered on her next words, then let out a soft huff, shaking her head.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing. It’s just—I want us to be able to help you, to really be there for you, you know? But I just… have this feeling we’re never going to be able to really understand what you’re going through, out there. I mean, really understand it. You tell us you’re about to hop halfway across the galaxy, and…” She bit her lip, trying to regain control, tears welling in her reddening eyes. “I just miss you, Nate. I just… miss you. I’m sorry.”

      Nate swallowed against the sudden ache in his throat, wanting to tell her that he was the last person she ever had to apologize to for anything. That this, right here, was more help than words could explain. That he loved her, dammit, and that he was going to get out of this mess, finish the job, and get back to her, no matter what. But the words all stuck in his throat, clinging there with every shallow breath.

      “Gwen, I—”

      A discordant roar tore through his head like a sounding alarm, sending the room spinning, vision blurring.

      “Shit!” he gasped, eyes snapping open reflexively, dumping his brain back into their illustriously-decorated-art-gallery of a prison cell even as his mind clung to the image of Gwen in his room, head throbbing with an instant migraine for the split effort.

      “Shit?” asked the ethereal Ghost of Gwen from beside the shattered bench, looking worried as she dabbed quickly at her eyes with a loose black dress sleeve.

      Well, that was new, Ex said, as if he were observing a moderately interesting bit of weather. Nate was too busy trying to bring Gwen back into focus, trying to get back to that room.

      “Nate?” Her voice was distant and jumbled now, like she was calling down a long, echoing hallway. “Nate, what’s—”

      Another wave of sensation smacked his brain, an all-consuming blare riding in on a wave of pure blue and burning turkey breast. He was having a goddamn stroke. Gwen was barely a wisp on the air now, hovering in front of him. Fading.

      “No,” he whispered. “Gwen, I—”

      A brain-numbing roar. His mother’s face and a roaring jungle waterfall, swirling into… nothing. He was back in the cell, sinuses itching with the smell of sulfur, and Gwen was gone. Just gone.

      I… might not do that, Ex said, just as Nate was preparing to close his eyes and search for the q-node connection more carefully, unless you’d like to be disrupted again.

      Nate looked suspiciously around the cell as if he might spot a rogue Stroke Fairy hiding in the corner with a poised shock collar remote. I thought you said quantum communications couldn’t be blocked.

      I said they are not so easily shielded against, which is true.

      Well then, what the hell was that?

      Extremely precise electromagnetic pulses, as far as I could tell, remotely employed to induce neuronal flux as a crude means of disrupting your so-called ‘transmitter,’ if you will. Transcranial magnetic stimulation, in other words, he added a few seconds later, when Nate was still frowning into space.

      Oh, blackened hands! Someone just used magnets to give your brain a hiccup. Is that better?

      Yeah, I get it! Nate snapped. He frowned. Kind of. I’m just… trying to process.

      Iveera was watching him with a sideways stare, like he’d gone and done something especially bothersome or stupid this time.

      Perhaps she is merely displeased that you just chose to end our collective q-comm privileges on a call to your friends rather than with the only reliable allies we have on this station.

      Nate stared past Iveera, registering and processing the words on sinking tiers of shameful realization. The Camelot. It was bound to Ex just like the q-nodes were. And Nate might’ve just blown their chance to take advantage of the fact.

      Hey, Ex? he thought, numbly raising his hands in a show of surrender to Iveera and to whoever else might be watching.

      Yes, Nathaniel?

      Maybe next time we’re trapped in a cage with a line to the outside world, you remind me about it BEFORE we spend three hours stewing in e-dim prison and ruining everything.

      Certainly. I’ll add that to the Growing List of Things That Are Most Assuredly Not My Job. Item number 7,473.

      Fucking splendid, Nate fired back. And you know what? I have another one for you, while we’re at it.

      Oh, pray tell, Ex said, dripping mock enthusiasm.

      Nate ignored the attitude, too busy thinking about home, and the fact that he’d just missed his best friend’s funeral. And not just missed, either, but forgotten. Completely. He was drifting out here. Drifting frighteningly fast in a world that wasn’t his own. A world packed with more landmines and political traps than he could even begin to shake a stick at. And if he didn’t find the Merlin and end this damned thing, once and for all…

      It didn’t matter, he decided, because that was exactly what he was going to do. No matter what. He met Iveera’s phosphorescent eyes, willing her to see that, then turned back inward, to his waiting companion.

      I need you to help me figure out how the hell we’re gonna get out of here.
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      On the dark streets of the District slums, Malfar strode silently through the living dregs of the so-called polite society above, trying to pay them no mind. It was a futile effort. There was simply no shutting out the decades of duty-honed instincts and pattern recognition, no masking the drunken HUD overlay of his inner justicar voice pointing out that that beggar was truly desolate while that one was swindling. That those four Hobdans at the streetside hovel of a bar had worked a hard day’s shift scrubbing filters, and that the curly-horned Satyrian currently loitering beside their table was an unknown to them, almost certainly fishing to hook them on whatever diluted drug he was currently peddling. That hypnotic spice from Nidavellir that’d been making the rounds lately, Malfar’s unwavering inner voice decided, even as his conscious mind pointed out that he had no way of knowing any of this, and his eyes involuntarily scanned the two Troglodans posted at the far side of the bar—both with untouched drinks and poorly-concealed weapons, both watching without watching. It made his hide itch.

      He faltered without meaning to, the third voice—that of Justice—decreeing that here was a problem with a clear solution. A just solution. Never mind the immediate problems of jurisdiction and protocol. Here was—

      Something crashed into his flank, small and apparently angry, judging by the string of muttered curses. Another Hobdan, he saw. Two, actually. A mismatched pair. Another station worker fresh off of his shift, and a suggestively-dressed companion who was likely only beginning hers.

      “Watch it, asshole,” grunted the station worker. He took in Malfar’s blight spots, beginning to sneer with another brimming insult, but his date clutched at his arm, murmuring something in his ear, her alarmed eyes never leaving Malfar.

      Whether Malfar actually heard her whisper the word “justicar,” or whether that was merely his wary imagination at work, he wasn’t positive. Whatever she said, the drunk station worker turned and shuffled off with his companion—his prostitute—faster than he’d come, leaving Malfar standing in a deepening pit of his own pathetic self-doubt.

      This was despicable. A justicar didn’t belong here. He didn’t belong here. He belonged on his ship, or in the boot-box squeeze of his central-alloted station quarters, processing case files. Not here. And certainly not poring over the illegal data that cursed Gorgon Knight had handed as part of the full Career Suicide Self-Starter Kit.

      But pore he had, and now he couldn’t unsee what he’d found. The facts had not helped. The grog hadn’t either. After everything he’d seen that day—after the whispered rumors he’d heard of the testimony the First Knight had allegedly delivered in a closed-Council session shortly after his remote “debriefing” with Malfar…

      Malfar gathered his wits and prepared to move on. What he needed now was clarity. Peace of mind, if only for a moment. He was turning to continue on his way when the Satyrian’s hired Troglodan muscle at the bar finally abandoned their watching without watching act to fix him with the preemptive nonverbal equivalent of a do we have a problem here, tough guy?

      He held one of the young bulls’ stares, feeling nothing, save for the soft hope that maybe one of them would be foolish enough to press the matter and come harass him. A small opening—that was all he needed to make this his jurisdiction, to step into a perfectly legal, mostly-by-the-books opportunity to channel the cleansing spirit of Justice through his ready fists.

      The more level-headed side of him pointed out that he hardly needed to bend the rules, here. He could pass it on to station security right now. Except he knew as well as these thugs did that the peacekeepers wouldn’t be in any rush to come catch a petty spice pusher in the District slums. No more than a busy broodmother would’ve been to correct the crying of the last calf in her brood. It was merely the way of things—business as usual.

      More of the bar’s patrons were turning to look now, tension and curiosity spreading across the small space like an airborne contagion. He turned and left, feeling all the heavier for his brief brush with the indomitable shadow of injustice that always had and always would hold this station in its treacherous palm, right along with the rest of civilization.

      There was no escaping it, no defeating it. There was only resisting. Only the daily struggle to hear the unadulterated voice of Justice over the din. But even that much felt nearly unobtainable as he stomped down the grimy pedestrian ways that were becoming too familiar to his feet. Too shameful. Down to the sub-levels where even the thugs rarely had cause to go. Down to the familiar old corner of nowhere, where a neon blue holo sign declared, through the hazy red darkness, “Arden’s.”

      There’d been no reason to add any subtext to the declaration, though if there had been, it likely would’ve read something along the lines of “Arden’s One-Stop Menagerie for the Broken and the Outcast.” Those who required Arden’s services tended to find them on their own, and usually at the end of a long and arduous road of shame and self-destruction. They didn’t need their subtext advertised to the outside world.

      Inside, no one made eye contact. No one save for the Atlantean attendant at the front, who acknowledged him with a polite smile and a straight-to-business, “I’ll inform her she has a visitor.”

      Malfar dipped his head in acknowledgment and went to add his brooding silence to the waiting area—the one place in the galaxy his inner voice ever seemed reticent to undress the conditions and moral failings of those around him, perhaps out of pure sympathy. It wasn’t long before the attendant caught his eye and waved him on toward the back rooms.

      His heart lurched as he stood to march down the dim red hallway. Lurched as it always did, just as he’d always imagined a criminal’s might, right before a job. There was nothing intrinsically wrong about what he came here to do, he told himself, just as he always did. But that thought was of no true comfort. If the indomitable shadow of injustice truly had any potential rivals amongst the ocean of civilization, he decided, surely those rivals were the spirits of tradition and social stigma, for there was no escaping them, either.

      Luckily, he didn’t have to pause at the door, warring with internal resistance. She always left it open—knowing, perhaps, that a closed door might well be enough to turn a paying customer away.

      “Come, my sweet sapling,” came the soft voice from inside.

      It was cozily dim inside, but not so dim that he couldn’t see how frail Heilga looked as she extended a hand in invitation. She’d lost weight since the last time. Withered was the word.

      “Well, if you won’t,” she added, huffing a little too heavily as she rose to slide over to the bed, “then I’m going to get comfortable all the same. I am tired, my son.”

      He didn’t mean to bristle at the word—didn’t even realize he had until she paused, raising her hands in apology. “Some of the others prefer it, you know.”

      “I am not like the others.”

      “No,” she said, settling onto the bed with a sigh before weighing him more carefully with her eyes. “No, you’re not. Now, will you please come inside?”

      He glanced back down the hallway, accidentally making eye contact with the hunch-backed Atlantean—a rare vat clone defect—shuffling into the room a few doors down. Shame pulsed between them like a wave of igniting gas. The Atlantean dropped his gaze and hurried into his own room, head hung low. Malfar felt a rare twinge of regret.

      “We are all loved here, child,” Heilga said softly, beckoning for him to enter the room. “You know that.”

      He stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. “I do not come here for love, crone.”

      She didn’t rise to match his moodiness. Only beckoned again, bidding he join her on the bed. With an irritated grunt, he began working his way out of his tunic. Once he was free, with the tunic neatly folded across the back of the chair in the corner, he went to Heilga’s bed, approaching cautiously. He laid beside her, reluctantly allowing her to guide his head to her lap.

      Then she began to sing, and for a while, nothing else mattered.

      A shudder passed through him, as it always did. She smiled, as she always did. He didn’t have to look, could hear it in her voice as she sang on, crooning a wordless melody as she began to stroke his blighted hide.

      It was indescribable.

      Sometimes, at times like these, some quiet corner of Malfar’s mind even toyed with the wild notion that, in a way, he was lucky to have been born a spotted runt. For who else could truly appreciate a broodmother’s song and touch so much as one who’d spent a lifetime deprived of both, watching his people cringe from his blight?

      It didn’t matter that the blight had been rendered genetically incommunicable centuries before his birth. The stigma remained. But Heilga didn’t care about that. Didn’t care that any respectable Troglodan would spit on her name for daring to bless a spotted runt with broodsong and loving touch. It was degrading—an unholy impropriety. Back on Trogarra, the All-Clan of the Destroyer might have even had her on heresy charges for the act.

      It only made her touch all the more intimate, her song all the sweeter, in these rare moments of weakness that found him here at Arden’s.

      He closed his eyes, sinking into the scent and sound of her, into the humming melody that rang through his every cell, resonating back through his lineage. For thousands of years, every capable young calfling had heard these songs, or ones very like them, encouraging them to grow strong. To not be afraid. To become the warriors who would one day make their ancestors proud.

      And then there were the Clanless Ones.

      After he’d been ousted to the mines for his affliction, once he’d grown old enough to actually begin earning wages for his backbreaking work there, Malfar had spent his first pay on an illegal recording of some random broodmother’s song. The seller—no doubt a swindler, in hindsight—had offered him a custom capture job for a small additional fee. Genuine broodsong, straight from the mouth of the birth mother who would’ve sung it to him herself, had he not been born with his unfortunate affliction. Malfar had declined.

      He couldn’t have said why at the time. All he knew was that his sire and birth mother had left him at those mines on purpose. In the name of tradition. For the fear of stigma. On purpose, they’d left him to the mercy of a cold world, without so much as a sink or swim as you may, my bright little bastard. Left him in spite of the clear duty they’d owed to the life they’d wrought upon the world—the same duty which any biological progenitors ostensibly bore for their progeny in a just universe. Left him merely because their polite society had told them to.

      It’d been the first stroke of injustice that’d sparked his journey as an investigator, tracking down those dear birth parents. It’d been the surprise and perverse awe at what he’d found that’d lit the fire in his soul and seen him off-planet to bigger things and nobler callings here at Forge Station. Against all odds, he’d escaped.

      And now the chief justice was casting him aside just as his bastard sire and matron had once done. Just as the First Knight seemed intent to do with the hard truth of what had happened on Terra—to the Beacon, to the Merlin, and to Ser Groshna, Clan Groshna, Destroyer take his twisted soul. Then there was Varga, that bloody tyrant. And as for Justice… Sweet Justice…

      Do not concern yourself anymore with these affairs, rang Zedavian Kelkarin’s voice in his head. Do not give me reason to track you down in person.

      But he’d seen. Couldn’t unsee.

      Drop this case, added the chief, or say goodbye to the badge. I really don’t give a shit.

      He’d seen. And yet… He could still leave it behind. Wait out his suspension. He could still have the rest of his life as a justicar. Was it truly his place—truly an act of moral integrity—to assume that the duty he felt at the core of his being was somehow superior to that he owed the Central Justice? Was it not instead an act of ego, to operate as if his Inner Justice was one and the same as the True Justice of the Universe?

      Of course it was.

      And he could still leave it behind.

      The thought sent another lurch through his heart.

      He could still leave it behind.

      All he had to do was leave his own Inner Justice behind with it, alone to roam the mines of its own cold, uncaring world. And once he’d done that…

      Heilga’s melody waned momentarily, her soft groan of discomfort the first indicator that his fists had gone too tight where they clutched at her, holding on for a balance that wouldn’t come. His stomach was still turning from the grog, and he was more than a little surprised to find that he was weeping. He hadn’t noticed the sensation. Barely even recognized it, long as it had been. But there were the quiet tears of moisture trailing down, absorbing right back into his dry, blighted hide, unbeknown to anyone in the galaxy but him, and possibly Heilga.

      “Forgive me,” he whispered into the lap of Heilga’s rumpled robe.

      She laid her hand on his head, still singing.

      The next words hissed out before he could stop them.

      “Forgive me, Father.”

      They tasted of bitter ash on his tongue. Incomprehensible. A part of him wished he could take them back. The rest focused on Heilga, who didn’t ask questions or pass judgment, just stroked his drying cheeks, her broodsong morphing, taking on a lilting, mournful quality. He closed his eyes and laid there, trying not to think on any of it, knowing deep down that the decision was somehow already made—had been made even before he’d thought to come here in his desperation.

      When he stood at the end of Heilga’s song, wobbling on the unmetabolized remnants of the grog and the soft swells of the deep, existential rage that’d been his only true birthright, he knew what had to be done.

      “I am proud of you,” Heilga said.

      He looked down at the withered broodmother, wondering not for the first time at the pseudo-mystical connection of the broodsong. He’d told himself all his life it was nothing but psychological—the simple boon of a mother’s love, enjoyed by those privileged enough to be born normal. And yet he’d never walked out of this room without the feeling that Heilga had somehow glimpsed a piece of his soul.

      And now she looked so frail.

      He adjusted the payment slider on his omni holo up to triple their standard rate and sent the credits her way with a flick of his finger. “You won’t be seeing me,” he said, when she saw the sum and started to argue. It came out sounding more fatalistic than he’d intended. “Not for some time.”

      He resisted the urge to say more.

      Leaving Arden’s, his mind was already whirling with priorities, precautions, and half-formed plans. Knowing what had to be done was only half the battle. The how was another question entirely.

      His feet carried him on, mind turning, senses faded to the background. So far that he wasn’t sure at first why his feet chose to pause before he’d made it back up to the main level. Not until his speeding brain slowed down enough to register the Troglodan he found himself staring at. The same Troglodan from the bar.

      His partner and their Satyrian boss man were speaking in hushed tones around the corner, discussing payment, maybe, or—

      “What the fuck are you looking at, runt?” asked the bull on lookout.

      Behind, his friend twisted around to see what the fuss was and scowled when he saw Malfar. “Get fisted, blight stain.”

      The Satyrian didn’t bother with words, just made an impatient shooing motion, as if he were granting Malfar permission to move on unmolested (this time).

      Not his problem, he reminded himself. Not his jurisdiction. Not even pressing, when weighed against the rest of his current problems.

      He found himself raising his omni holo anyway, making a point to keep it plainly visible as his justicar badge ID flashed alongside the waiting comm channel. Maybe because it wasn’t up to him to decide. Maybe because he simply wanted to see the looks on their faces. And see it, he did.

      One moment of pure, priceless shock, rippling across all three of his unexpecting perps like a perfect wave. Then the tension broke, and everyone exploded into motion.

      Malfar’s stunner was out and coughing a high-voltage electrobolt into the Satyrian’s fleeing back before his amateur bodyguards managed to free their poorly-concealed weapons. The first bull went down with a bolt to the chest, overcoat still snagged shut. The second bull was midway through drawing his ancient slugthrower when Malfar lunged forward and smashed the stunner into his face. He kept driving from there, slamming the bull into the wall and following up with a hard knee to the ribs before reaching for a restraint cuff.

      Once the bull was secured, he bent over his groggy friend and sealed his wrist to the wall as well, tossing both of their weapons out of reach. The smaller Satyrian was still twitching, mouth sputtering incoherent consonants as Malfar hauled him over and cuffed him to the wall right beside his hired muscle.

      That done, he considered his omni, hesitant to call the arrest in through official channels. He looked down at the three criminals, searching as he often did in these moments for some measure of wisdom, some critical understanding that might allow him to fix the problem rather than merely delay the inevitable until these three found their way back to the streets.

      “You do your people no honor,” was all he could think to say, looking from one Troglodan to the other, knowing full well that the words were woefully inadequate.

      “Fuck you, runt,” growled the first bull. “You and your traitor sire. Destroyer take him and your whore of a…”

      Malfar waited a full breath, letting the tension flow from his fist as the bull went on, spitting the same insults he’d heard all his life. He didn’t have to give in. Didn’t have to let the rage control him. For a moment, he took heart in that knowledge.

      Then he cocked back and punched the bastard silent, just because he wanted to.

      Groggy curses followed him down the way as he marched to the nearest public node and keyed in a request for emergency response under the most apt of the available category tags: “Altercation In Progress.”

      He left them there, knowing damn well he probably hadn’t made one lick of difference in the grand scheme—that one didn’t simply punch the crime out of a criminal. That the problem was one of systemic desperation and immoral opportunity, and that new pushers would be on the same streets within hours, taking advantage of the opening he’d just created.

      And Justice?

      In that moment, he honestly wasn’t sure where Justice landed on the matter. All he knew was that he needed to find Iveera Katanaga. He was going to have to move fast, adapt on the fly. And Justice, if it truly wished to see its will done through the limited means of this particular loyal vessel… Justice was just going to have to adapt with him.
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      Aboard the Camelot, the air was about as warm and relaxed as your average pre-battle flight deck, tinged with baseline adrenaline and apprehensive fidgeting, all set to the arrhythmic tapping of Snuffy’s restless leg-bouncing.

      Not that Jaeger had really expected otherwise. None of them were going to be sleeping easy aboard the Camelot tonight.

      “Anyone else feel like we’re officially in over our heads right now?” Snuffy finally asked, pausing from his leg bouncing long enough to glance around the crew quarters where they’d assembled.

      “Shut up, Snuffy,” came Carter’s quietly detached response, her brow furrowed in concentration as she peeled back Elmo’s bandage just enough to check the big man’s arm, which had stubbornly refused to stop bleeding after whatever those Ooperian bastards had grazed him with. “And stop fidgeting over there.”

      “But also yes,” Kalders chimed, drawing Carter’s darker-than-usual scowl over to the couch where the young pilot lay staring up at the ceiling, boots propped up on the opposite arm, crossed at the heels and lightly tapping at the air.

      Even she was getting antsy. Not a good sign.

      Jaeger closed his eyes, searching for grounded thoughts that wouldn’t come, quietly hoping his people might somehow rib each other out of this collective funk, but hardly counting on it. It was a tall order, after everything they’d been through. Even taller now that he’d finished explaining how their prized asset had been kidnapped by the so-called First Knight and how they were more or less on house arrest themselves moving forward. Forward to where, god only knew, but for now…

      He gathered himself and opened his eyes, coming back to the moment—to the sight of a comatose Ramirez resting in his borrowed medpod beside the bunks, and a brooding Pierce watching him from a few bunks down, hard jaw set in an I-told-you-so scowl.

      “So, what do we do?” Snuffy asked, finally voicing the question they’d all been silently chewing on for well over an hour now. “Are we…” He looked around the cabin, weighing their expressions. “Are we gonna get Nate out of there, or what?”

      On the couch, Kalders’ boots froze mid air-tap, their owner suddenly attentive. Carter and Elmo traded a look.

      “We’d have to get ourselves out of here first, genius,” Pierce said from his brooding corner. “Did you miss the guard detail out there?”

      “Oh, no,” Snuffy said, shaking his head in perfect earnestness. “I was kinda just assuming we might decide to go ahead and grow a pair, seeing as we’re not actually a boatful of frightened, untrained space daisies, is all.”

      Despite everything, Jaeger had to fight back a grin at that. Even Carter smiled a little. Much as they all delighted in using Snuffy as Team Punching Bag on a daily basis, it only made it all the better on those rare occasions the unlucky mechanic decided to bite back.

      Pierce hardly looked amused with this particular Snuffy Bomb—looked mildly murderous, in fact, as he scowled and laid back on his bunk, dismissing them all from his existence—but Jaeger didn’t mind that bit so much, either. The ex-flyboy’s tangible mood had been chafing at his patience all evening.

      “Seriously, Colonel,” Snuffy said, growing abashed once more. “It doesn’t feel right. None of this does. I mean, right?” he added, looking around at the others for input.

      Elmo conceded the point with a slight tilt of the head. Judging from the still tension of Kalders’ boots, she felt similarly but didn’t want to say anything. Carter just considered Snuffy, then turned to Jaeger with one of those Mama Bear looks that never failed to make him feel a little funny on the insides—some strange and paradoxical combination of loyally supported, fairly questioned, and mildly aroused.

      “Your concerns are duly noted, Snuffy,” he finally said, frowning over at Pierce’s protruding feet for a thoughtful moment before turning back to the rest of the crew. “And I hear you. But for now, we sit tight. We gather what intel we can and assess the situation before we go putting our foot in it any worse than we already have. Kalders.”

      “Sir?” asked the couch.

      “I need you on the bridge talking to Cammy, keeping an eye on whatever station news she can scrounge up for us.”

      A hoisting hand appeared on the back of the couch, followed a moment later by Kalders’ dirty blonde updo and a skeptical look that silently asked if he hadn’t been paying attention when she told him she’d already left instructions for the ship’s intelligence to contact her with any important developments. He gave her an equally potent, just do it stare.

      “Sir, yes sir,” she said, rolling to her feet and setting off for the door with only a minimal amount of huff. Good girl.

      Jaeger had never been one for flexing rank and busting chops without rhyme or reason. Especially not when things were already plenty tense on their own. But if they didn’t tighten this ship up, remind themselves who they were, things were only going to start slipping downhill from here. What they needed right now was a bit of order. Something to focus on. A mission—even if it wasn’t the mission.

      Which almost made it seem something of a blessed curse when an urgent chirp-whistle of alarm sounded from the cabin wall, demanding their collective attention. Kalders hadn’t even made it out of the room yet. They all turned as a holo pane blinked into existence on the wall, sporting an image of—

      “Fuck,” Jaeger muttered before he could stop himself.

      In his defense, though, the gold-armored Eldari dominating the camera feed had brought them nothing but trouble with his every step. In fact, Ser Zedavian Kelkarin was entirely the reason they were in this mess to begin with. And judging by the busy hubbub evident in the holo’s background, the bastard was now standing right outside their ship.

      “The fuck’s he want?” Pierce muttered from his bunk.

      It was a fair question. Maybe even a good one, albeit in need of a touch more healthy respect for the situation. Jaeger glanced from the display to the doorway where Kalders had paused, weighing his options, less than comforted by the way Elmo and Pierce were already fingering their rifles.

      “Jets down, people,” he said, in his best casual commander’s voice. “Let’s see what he wants. Cammy, can you patch me through out there? Audio only?”

      “AFFIRMATIVE, LT COL JOHN JAEGER,” read the bright green text that scrawled across the display. “PATCHING AUDIO IN 3… 2… 1…”

      The hectic sounds of the docking bay filled the room in impressive surround sound, nearly convincing Jaeger’s brain for a second that he was actually out there. What was more disconcerting, though, was the way Kelkarin’s gaze drifted calmly dead center of the holo display, like he’d not only sensed the connection but could also see them perfectly well through the freaking walls, video feed or no.

      It was just his imagination, Jaeger told himself. Then the First Knight spoke.

      “Greetings once more, Lt Col Jaeger.”

      Jaeger stifled a dry swallow, doing his best to ignore the creepy-crawlies worming their way under his skin. “Can we help you, Ser Knight? Something tells me this isn’t a social visit.”

      Ser Kelkarin tilted his head in a rather human way. “On the contrary, I have indeed come to make a personal request. May I come aboard?”

      “A personal request,” Jaeger echoed, not trusting a thing about this situation, and even less certain what the First Knight could possibly want from them.

      “Nothing more,” Kelkarin confirmed. “Though I am additionally willing to discuss your kinsman’s current standing, if you so wish.” He showed them an unexpectedly charming smile. “I see no reason we cannot interact with civility here, regardless of the internal affairs of my Order.”

      Jaeger watched that smile, thinking how it kind of reminded him of a Ted Bundy documentary he’d watched a while back. Charm, charm, and charm—with just a tiny, tiny flicker of something totally fucked deep down in those golden-yellow eyes.

      “Give us a moment, please,” he said, gesturing at the holo on the cabin wall in the hopes that Cammy would understand. The bay sounds cut off, and a green “MUTED,” appeared across the display.

      “I don’t like it,” Pierce said.

      “I mean, none of us likes it,” Snuffy said, before remembering himself and glancing around at his neighbors. “Right?”

      Carter didn’t dignify that with a response. Elmo just scowled down at his rifle as if categorically blaming the weapon for the clear lack of options it currently offered them against a Knight.

      “’Bout as trusty as single-ply,” Kalders agreed. “But at least we might get some of that juicy intel you were wanting.”

      Carter glanced from Kalders to Jaeger. “Keeping in mind, as we consider opening the hatch, that there might also be invisible space vampires waiting somewhere out there.”

      “And that he might’ve sent them, for all we know,” Kalders added, hooking a thumb at Kelkarin on the holo.

      “Whose side are you even on here?” Pierce asked from his corner.

      Kalders shrugged. “I wasn’t the only one who noticed the sketchy timing between our departing from Ser Midas out there and arriving straight to Assassination Station, was I?”

      “You weren’t,” Jaeger said. “But, keeping in mind that Iveera also apparently tore the Trog Knight’s ship in half a couple of weeks ago, I’m guessing we don’t really have a choice here anyway.”

      “Fucking great,” Pierce muttered.

      “Man,” Snuffy said, shaking his head. “Guess it’s really two in one hand, three in the other, huh?”

      Confused looks turned his way.

      “It’s six one way, half-dozen the other,” Kalders said.

      “What is?”

      “The… the saying, Snuffy. It’s ‘six one way, half-dozen the other.’ Which also doesn’t even make sense here, for the record.”

      Snuffy furrowed his brow, clearly skeptical. “Those are both the same number, Tess. Why would… Oooh.” A look of raw comprehension dawned across his face. “Oh, I’ll be damned.”

      Tessa shrugged. “Two in one hand, you know?”

      “Yeah,” Snuffy mumbled, then frowned like something had just occurred to him. “But wait, how many birds are in the bush, then?”

      Jaeger cleared his throat.

      “Right”—Snuffy bowed his head, clasping his hands behind his back like a scolded school kid—“not the issue here. Sorry, sir.”

      “Jesus,” Pierce muttered, shaking his head like he genuinely believed his own moody bullshit to be above the juvenile display. The rest of them just turned their attention back to the actual issue.

      On the holo pane, Kelkarin stood at perfect ease, not quite looking at the holo anymore. Not quite looking at anything, as far as Jaeger could tell. The First Knight just stood there, looking as if he’d be content to wait for ten seconds or ten centuries if need be, and no hard feelings either way.

      Somehow, the patience was even creepier than the smile.

      Jaeger looked at his people and met Carter’s gaze. He felt the silent understanding pass between them, then out of his lungs on a heavy sigh. She’d know what to do if anything happened. He stood from his perfectly comfy chair, wondering exactly when it was that he’d started feeling so goddamn old. “Hold the hatch until I get there, Cammy.”

      Kalders scooted aside to let him pass with nothing but a questioning look.

      “Wait!” Snuffy called after him. “What do you want us to do?”

      “Stay here,” Jaeger called over his shoulder. “Listen to Carter.” He paused long enough to look back at his team through the doorway. “And for the love of Christ, don’t speak unless you have to.”
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      Much as the analogy irritated the shit out of Jaeger, it was hard not to entertain the thought of the words, golden god, when facing off with Zedavian Kelkarin in person. It wasn’t just that the Eldari was taller than most Trogs, or built with the kind of elven grace and unspeakable confidence that left little doubt in Jaeger’s mind he could’ve torn the entire hangar bay—hell, maybe the entire station—to shreds without breaking a sweat. It was something more than that. Some ineffable depth to his yellow-gold eyes that made Jaeger feel utterly bare, like the scary bastard could see straight into his soul, and beyond.

      Jaeger forced himself to step aside and politely wave Kelkarin into the ship anyway. No reason not to, he supposed. It wasn’t as if he could’ve stopped the big scary bastard if he’d wanted to.

      Kelkarin strode aboard without a word, his movements eerily silent. So silent that, for a moment, Jaeger felt a sudden and bizarre urge to reach out and touch the Knight, just to be sure he was even there at all. Instead, he stood there like a good little sane boy, waiting in silence himself until the hatch door had sealed behind them, snuffing out the never-ending background chatter of the hangar bay.

      Silence hung. Jaeger resisted the urge to fill it, forcing himself to hold the Eldari’s gaze.

      “I have come to request your music,” Kelkarin finally said.

      Even Jaeger’s hard-earned poker face couldn’t keep up with that one.

      “Music?” he asked, feeling his eyebrows attempt a handshake.

      “Music,” Kelkarin confirmed, looking casually around the entryway. “Visual artwork would also be most welcome, whatever paintings or cinemographs you might have aboard, but music… Music is preferred. Whatever styles or methods your people have produced in recent centuries. The more, the better.”

      Music, Jaeger just managed to refrain from droning out loud again. Ted Bundy the godly Knight Overlord had come all this way, graced them with his divine golden presence, just to ask for some freaking tunes?

      Beep, beep, beep, went Jaeger’s personal bullshit detector, if for no other reason than that he was sure someone of Kelkarin’s apparent political station could’ve easily sent an underling—or just messaged the Camelot directly—with such a request. There had to be some reason the First Knight was here in person.

      “And this is…?”

      “A personal request,” Kelkarin confirmed, reading Jaeger’s concern like an open book. “Nothing more. No intricate politics at play.”

      Jaeger consciously refrained from tensing as the Eldari reached out to offer him a small data disc as it appeared from thin air between his golden fingers.

      “I have merely become something of a collector over the years, you see,” Kelkarin explained, his expression reassuring. Almost too human. “Your contribution would be much appreciated. And well-rewarded, of course.”

      Jaeger looked at the data disc, not taking it, not sure what to think about any of this. Maybe the guy was serious. But either way… “Don’t suppose I could posit a trade here, then, if our contribution would be as appreciated as you say?”

      Kelkarin studied him with those soul-piercing eyes, plainly unsurprised by his less-than-tactful segue. A thought seemed to occur to him. “Am I correct in assuming your young Knight friend failed to inform you of his unfortunate condition?”

      He surely was correct—every bit as surely as he already knew as much and was clearly fishing for a bite. Jaeger decided to deflect the deflection instead. “I thought my young Knight friend was only an Initiate, officially.”

      Out came that smile, a few degrees more predatory this time. “Oh, but you are a clever one, aren’t you, Colonel? A pity the Eighth Excalibur didn’t end up in your hands.”

      Jaeger met that creepy smile, trying not to squirm. “Oh, I don’t know. I think the kid might surprise you if you give him a chance.”

      The First Knight let out an amused huff. “Surprise me? Hmm.” He flicked the data disc at Jaeger without warning, flicked it like a bullet. Jaeger caught it by reflex, jerking back a half-step, and Kelkarin’s knowing smile only grew. “What a treat that would be.”

      Jaeger frowned down at the disc, knowing damn well that he’d just lost whatever dick measuring contest they’d had going on. Not that it mattered.

      “My aid Sashia will come to collect the disc when you send word,” Kelkarin said, turning for the hatch controls. “And since you posit a trade, in addition to the exorbitant amount of credits I will gladly offer, I will also allow you a brief visit with your bright young Initiate once our transaction is complete.”

      “Thought we weren’t supposed to leave the ship,” Jaeger pointed out, tilting his head toward the security detail at the end of the platform as the hatch hissed open.

      The First Knight paused at the top of the boarding ramp. “Your caution is wise, Colonel, but these agents are here for your own protection. I assure you, I am not the one you need fear here on… what was it?” He smiled that predatory smile. “Assassination Station?”

      Jaeger felt his face draining of blood despite his best efforts. Had they not been muted in there? Jesus, had Kelkarin heard them talking from outside the ship?

      “What witty tongues your people keep,” Kelkarin said, turning to depart with a casual wave. “The Camelot will know how to send a message my way,” he called over his shoulder. “I wouldn’t recommend you try to leave otherwise.”

      Jaeger watched the First Knight stride down the platform like he’d gotten exactly what he’d wanted, wondering…

      “No problem,” he muttered under his breath, quiet as quiet. “Something tells me we wouldn’t get very far anyway.”

      He watched with an uneasy feeling as the First Knight glanced back from twenty meters away, not breaking stride, and favored him with a smile that said he’d heard the words perfectly well over the din of the bay’s nighttime crowd. Very good, Colonel, that smile seemed to say. Now you’re learning.
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      It was sometime in the “early morning” hours of the Capital’s light/dark cycle when Cammy quietly pinged for Jaeger’s attention on the console ahead. He looked up from the music files on his old phone and the handy data disc interface Cammy had cooked up, blinking through his sleepless headache. Over in her reclined pilot’s chair, Kalders shifted in her sleep, muttering something about Snuffy. The rest of the crew were asleep back in their quarters, last he’d checked.

      “Whadya got, Cammy?” he quietly asked the console, feeling strange as usual about talking to the erratic ship, and more than a little apprehensive about what might’ve prompted the alert. His stomach only sank when the ship responded by pulling up a small holo above his workstation.

      For a tired moment, Jaeger was sure it would populate to show him the First Knight standing there, come to abandon whatever cutesy game he’d been playing, and to let the other foot fall in earnest. What he saw instead though, when the image sprang to life, was a splotchy-skinned Troglodan. The same splotchy Troglodan who’d been waiting for them back in the Golnak system, he registered after a second. The justicar. He was almost sure of it.

      “The hell?” he whispered, sitting up straighter in his chair, glancing around the dim bridge as if he might discover some reasonable explanation hiding in the shadows. This night was just getting better and better.

      The Troglodan looked… well, Jaeger wasn’t really sure what he looked like, given how little he knew about Trogs, but the words rough and shit still sprang to mind. The furtive glances the Trog kept shooting down the docking platform only added to the sense that something was wrong. The guy—or bull, or whatever—wasn’t even wearing his justicar uniform. Whether or not that meant he was off duty or simply in street-clothes-detective mode, Jaeger had no idea.

      He scooped up his rifle and stood, looking unhelpfully around the bridge once more, thinking. Probably no reason to wake the crew, now that they’d actually gotten to sleep. But no reason to be stupid, either.

      “Come on,” he said quietly, shaking Kalders awake by the shoulder.

      She blinked blearily a few times, squinted from his face to the gun in his hands, then went from zero to wide-eyed in a split second.

      “Oh god, it’s just like Alien!” she hissed.

      “What?” Jaeger started to ask. But she was already springing out of her pilot’s rig. She snatched her rifle from beside the consoles and whirled.

      “So help me, if I have to Sigourney Weaver my way out of this bitch, I’ll…” She trailed off, looking from the bridge down to her gun, then over to Jaeger like she’d only just realized where she was. “Space vampires?” she asked, as if questioning whether she’d been dreaming that bit or not.

      “Just an unexpected justicar at our door,” he said, hooking a thumb toward the main hatch. “C’mon, Sigourney.”

      “Like that’s an insult,” she muttered behind his back, falling in. “What’s the justicar want?”

      “Thought we might ask him that.”

      He chose to politely ignore what snippets he caught of the following stream of mutters—something about mood pills and waking a girl up in the middle of the night. By the time they made it to the main hatch, it looked like their Troglodan justicar was a few mood pills deep himself.

      “What seems to be the problem, officer?” Jaeger asked through Cammy’s offered holo comm channel, too tired and irritable to particularly care that justicar was probably the more proper title. The Troglodan hardly seemed concerned with the minutia anyway.

      “We must speak,” the creature rumbled in a quick, low voice, tilting his thick shoulders to glance back toward the base of the docking platform yet again. “Better for us both if we do it in private.”

      Jaeger traded a glance with Kalders. Somehow, he’d had a feeling the trog would say something like that. “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ve had enough private chats today. Not to mention attempts on my life. How about you tell me through the armored door instead?”

      “I need to speak with your Knights, Captain.”

      “Well, they’re not…” he started, right before it occurred to him in a flash.

      The data dump Iveera had sent the justicar just before the First Knight had whisked them away from Golnak. Had the trog found something? Realized they weren’t the bad guys here? Maybe. But then again, maybe it was more that he had found something—and was now looking to come silence the pesky Terran crew before they could rat out what his kin had truly done to Earth.

      “… not taking visits right this moment,” Jaeger finished, trying to sound casual. “And I’m not actually a captain. So, unless you’d like to leave a message…”

      “I am well aware they are not aboard, Cap—whoever you are,” the justicar growled, glancing back down the docking platform before letting out a deep breath and stepping closer to the ship. Conspiratorially close. “I need to speak with your Knights,” the trog repeated with slow deliberation, as if spelling it out. “And I believe we must help one another if either of us ever intends to do so again.”
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      They faced off outside the low, windswept ruins of some ancient village, Zedavian Kelkarin and the Black Knight. Swords drawn. The sky brooding and wild above, flashing with… not lighting but something else. Searing streaks of green and blue lancing through the haze. Blinding flashes of orange and white flooding the heavens.

      A battle, high above.

      The entire world shook, yanking Nate’s attention back to where the two Knights had crossed blades. The air hummed around them, howling winds all but screaming with the twin powers of the flaring golden sun and the all-consuming black hole before him, like some twisted yin and yang preparing to tear the planet asunder in their quest for equilibrium.

      Only the blows didn’t come.

      As one, the two titans turned, armored heads swiveling like mirror opposites to look first at Nate, then to the dark bundle which lay on the ashy ground before them. It was only then that Nate realized the bundle was moving—that it was in fact a struggling man in a tattered robe, his face hidden by a tangled mess of filthy gray hair.

      It was the Merlin.

      Nate tried to move, tried to stand from the dirt where he’d fallen to his knees. His body barely listened. Ahead, the Merlin was saying something to the Knights, something that was impossible to make out over the howling winds. A look passed between the two titans, unreadable behind their gold and black helms.

      “Nathaniel,” whispered a familiar voice in the wind—or the wind itself, it seemed, as Nate jerked around looking for the absent speaker. The Merlin was looking straight at him when he turned back, watching him with an expression Nate couldn’t even begin to fathom.

      He had to get up. Had to do something.

      The deep boom of the Black Knight’s voice drew the Merlin’s attention back to the scene ahead. Nate still couldn’t make out any words, but something was happening, the wind redoubling its buffeting fury, the air between the Knights beginning to crackle and glow with an eerie blue energy.

      “—will open it, wizard,”

      A wicked black thorn erupted from the ground between them, thickening from the razor-sharp point as it rose up from the crust like some long-buried obsidian shrine. The Merlin said something inaudible. There were other voices too, now. Distant voices, whispering.

      “OPEN IT!” roared the Black Knight, shaking the sky with the ferocity of his bellow as he thrust his hand out toward the Merlin. The wizard sprang into the air, weightless as a feather on the Black Knight’s gravitonics, and went speeding toward the dark titan. Straight for the thorn.

      Nate reached dumbly, helpless to do anything but watch in slow-motion terror.

      He knew he didn’t actually hear the impact. That would’ve been impossible over the howling wind. But he might as well have heard it, for the unmistakable wet-thunk jerk the Merlin gave as the thorn impaled him. Nate could only watch, mouth frozen in a silent scream, as the wizard’s body settled like a fresh-dead slab dropped unceremoniously on the meat hooks.

      A weight materialized in his tired hand, heavier than it should’ve been. His sword, he realized.

      “The choice is yours,” the air itself breathed in his ears. Ahead, the Black Knight turned back to his and Zedavian’s crackling portal. The First Knight was on his knees now, sword still raised to the Black Knight’s, head bowed as if in reverent worship.

      Nate gasped a pained breath in, looking for direction, looking for Iveera. It was only then he noticed the broken copper figure collapsed in the ashes nearby.

      Nathaniel.

      He reached for her just as the air smacked him with a deafening roar of power, casting her copper armor brilliant azure, casting over everything until the entire world bleached from view, and—
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      Nathaniel!

      Nate snapped to, in a room that was only vaguely familiar. A museum, his rattled brain offered, right before he took in the shattered bench and the transparent cell walls all around them and remembered properly. They were still in Zedavian’s palace. His most recent exhibits, in fact. He blinked around the room, unsure how long he’d been out, whether it was even “day” or “night.”

      Someone approaches, Iveera’s resonant voice broke in.

      Two someones, Ex added. An Atlantean female, accompanied by that Gorgon servant. And it is hour 37 of our imprisonment, for the record, approaching the second dark period since our ceremonious arrival.

      I was dreaming, Nate thought blearily in their general direction.

      So I noticed, Ex said. Now, if you’d like to focus on the matter at hand…

      But I saw the Merlin, he thought, focusing the thought at Iveera this time, and the Black Knight. And it wasn’t… It wasn’t just a dream. It was more like… He furrowed his brow, head pounding with a deep ache as he tried to draw the chaotic details back into focus. Zedavian was there, too. He…

      Nate teetered on the words, face scrunching as he examined the solidifying image of Zedavian kneeling before the Black Knight, sword held high. Had he truly seen what he thought he’d seen? Iveera was watching him across the cell, having broken her ignoring act for the first time to scrutinize him with those bright eyes, jin swirling with a slow, uneasy air.

      Later, she finally sent.

      He had a moment of indignant impatience, and one more to realize just how damned hungry and thirsty he was. Then the hiss of the opening door tore his mind back to that matter at hand.

      “Later,” Nate whispered under his breath, supremely uncomforted by the thought. He pulled himself to his feet, ineffectually attempting to wipe the sleep from his eyes and gather his wits for whatever fresh hell came next. What came striding through the door, though, was about the furthest thing from hell he could’ve imagined.

      It wasn’t just that she was preternaturally gorgeous—though she undeniably was. It was more the uncanny sensation that he’d suddenly found himself looking at Gwen Pearson’s Atlantean vat clone.

      At the very least, she could’ve been Gwen’s long-lost supermodel sister. Or the Mother of Dragons, maybe, considering how regal she looked with her crisp white full-shouldered tunic and her elaborate platinum blonde braids. Her arms were bare, her chest overlaid with an elegant weave of blossoming silver threads. Nate watched her approach in a surreal funk, distantly wondering if he was still dreaming, or if maybe someone were using those handy magnetic pulses to plant this image in his head. In his mind, he pictured himself lying on the floor, foaming at the mouth, enthralled in some dissociative delusion.

      Gwen’s pseudo-doppelgänger just kept striding toward the cell, confident and poised, eyes fixed on him all the way, paying no mind whatsoever to Iveera, or to Zedavian’s Gorgon servant, who stood in the open doorway behind her, surveying them all with an uncertain air.

      “Hello, Nathaniel,” the stranger said, crossing the last few feet right up to him and laying her open palm to the clear cell wall, as if in lieu of a handshake. Her smile was warm and entirely too perfect. “My name is Amelia Sundercaste. I’m here to begin your assessment.”

      “I’m…” Nate heard himself mumble, looking from her hand to her too-familiar face. “… Sorry, wh-who?”

      A string of orange bullet-point text appeared beside her face, Ex helpfully detailing the abbreviated professional history of one Amelia Sundercaste. The letters jiggled emphatically, demanding to be read, but Nate was too flustered to take in much more than the words psychosocial, Terran, and special consultant.

      Had they purposely sent this woman to rattle him? To get inside his head? How would they’ve even known?

      His visitor looked slightly bemused by his molasses-brained reaction.

      Did she not know, then?

      “My name is Amelia Sundercaste,” she repeated. “I’m… to be your primary assessor in the Council’s ratification process.”

      “… For your claim to Knighthood in the Order Excalibur,” she added when he failed to make any response.

      Ex’s information overlay, jiggling like a freaking sea of jumping beans now, finally went up in a tiny poof of ash, carried away on Ex’s exasperated sigh.

      For Lady’s Light, will you stop staring like a mindless buffoon?

      To his surprise, the voice was Iveera’s, not Ex’s.

      “R-Right,” Nate finally managed. “Yeah.”

      Amelia gave a tentative nod, looking like she wasn’t positive he was actually following. “I’m told I may also be in line to become something of a personal liaison between you and the Council if our relationship should prove agreeable. Provided your Knighthood is actually ratified, of course, in light of current circumstances.”

      That finally snapped him out of it. Because this was most certainly not a friendly face, no matter how much it might look like the one he knew and loved. This was a stranger, an agent whom someone—probably Adamus—had hand-picked, he wasn’t sure how or why, to come and dismantle his claim to the Excalibur from the inside out.

      He needed to get it together.

      “Right,” he said, steadier this time. “So, where do we begin then, Amelia?”

      He watched her closely, telling himself that this was almost certainly a serpent he was speaking to, not an ally. But she didn’t look like a serpent as she stared back with a curious, cautiously friendly smile. She looked genuine. Too genuine.

      “Honestly? I’d be lying if I said there was a correct answer there, Nate. Do you mind if I call you Nate, by the way? I’m told it’s your preferred moniker.”

      Told by whom? he couldn’t help but wonder. He just shrugged.

      “Okay,” she said, nodding like they were making progress. “Well, Nate, normally, I prefer to begin new counseling relationships with a preliminary coupling to get better acquainted, but given our current constraints…” She trailed off like the rest went without saying, which only deepened his curiosity.

      “Coupling?”

      She gave him an odd smile. “Pardon me. Sexual intercourse.”

      Nate’s lungs did the bone-dry equivalent of a spit-take. “And that’s… standard practice?”

      For a moment, she actually looked taken aback by the question. “There are few substitutes for so quickly accessing the more… elusive aspects of an individual’s inner truth. Provided one knows how to read the thrust of things if you will.”

      Atlanteans DO love their coupling, Ex offered.

      Seems like one of those things you might’ve thought to mention before, Nate shot back, his throat caught on a dry swallow.

      Amelia was watching him, missing nothing. “How does that make you feel, Nate?”

      “Umm…”

      Your cultures harbor radically different views on reproduction, came Iveera’s voice. A Sundercaste would know that. She is merely attempting to disrupt your balance.

      “… I guess I was expecting more gladiator fight pits out of this assessment thing, is all,” he finished.

      “You have much to learn of the Atlantean people, then.”

      “Yeah, I’m starting to get that.”

      What is this, he added silently to Iveera, glancing around the room purely for a momentary escape from Amelia’s scrutiny, some kind of psych eval?

      This, Iveera replied, is a thinly-veiled ploy to subvert your defenses and establish an agreeable agent close to you—

      His eyes flicked back to Amelia, tracing her down and up before he could stop the little retinal rebels. Agreeable. That was one way of putting it.

      —in the unlikely even that Chancellor Adamus fails to see you slated for reclamation by the end of this assessment, Iveera finished, rather pointedly.

      Provided he wasn’t promptly put to death, he translated, as Amelia continued to stare him down like she was perfectly happy to wait for him to squirm.

      Real freaking agreeable.

      “You’re trying to make me uncomfortable.”

      “Are you uncomfortable, Nate?”

      “Is this all part of your test?”

      She watched him with those attentive eyes. “Nothing that transpires between us is exempt from my assessment. Does that answer suffice?”

      He held her gaze until he had to look away again. It probably didn’t earn him any Knightly Bonus Points. “Fine,” he said, begrudgingly putting on his most cooperative face. “So how’s this assessment work, then? Do you have a specific set of questions? He who’d cross the Bridge of Death must answer me these questions three, ere the other side he see? That sort of thing?”

      She didn’t look even a shade amused by that. Which probably made sense, seeing as she’d almost certainly never heard of Monty Python and the Holy Grail.

      “You don’t trust me,” she said.

      “Should I?”

      She studied him, idly tracing her fingers along the transparent cell wall as she allowed the silence to permeate the uncrossable space between them.

      “You miss your friends,” she finally said, speaking softly. “I can’t imagine how overwhelming this all must be for you.”

      His breath stuck unexpectedly, an unruly harem of emotions threatening sudden and violent revolt from deep within his chest. It was the most human thing anyone had said to him since they’d left Earth. Which, he told himself, almost certainly meant it was also a trap—a calculated sucker punch, inviting him to expose his soft underbelly and all the un-Knightly inadequacies therein. But none of that made him any more sure about how to respond, or what any of this had to do with his candidacy as a Knight when they had a dark-armored psychopath running around out there with a Beacon and a captive Merlin.

      “Look,” he started, trying to keep his voice calm, “how do we get this thing moving? Was that supposed to be a question?”

      “Merely an observation,” she said, searching his face, “though I do find it interesting that you’ve asked three separate times now when and where we should begin. Do you feel that we haven’t?”

      His mouth worked silently, brain shooting down the first few knee-jerk responses that tried to escape.

      “Let me ask you this, then,” she continued. “Where would you begin, if you were meant to establish whether a twenty-three-year-old Terran with unknown ties and moral proclivities is indeed fit to wield a power that could quite literally grow to world-shattering proportions in the centuries to come?”

      Nate glanced helplessly at Iveera, feeling the weight of another big fat I don’t know resting in his chest. He’d never thought of it that way.

      “I understand your frustration, Nate,” Amelia said. “It certainly doesn’t help that this assessment comes with little precedent, save for Ser Groshna’s several centuries ago.”

      “Which obviously turned out so well,” Nate muttered, feeling childishly flippant even before he’d finished saying it.

      “Groshna, Clan Groshna was clinically stable at the time of his Knighting,” she said calmly. “For a Troglodan, at least. I’ve read the reports. It’s the thinking of most experts that the problem in fact lies with the prolonged lifespan of the average Exalibur Knight, and the novel challenges that lifespan poses to modeling long-term psychological development. The data on the subject is, as you can imagine, rather limited. Which makes my job rather difficult.”

      Nate searched her face, surprised to find himself almost wanting to believe her. She didn’t sound like some puppet who’d been sent along to blindly check a few boxes and tell the Council whatever they wanted to hear. But that was probably exactly what she wanted him to think.

      “Almost sounds like someone was just looking for an excuse to keep us busy here then, doesn’t it?” he asked.

      To his surprise, she didn’t argue.

      “Perhaps you’re right. It’s no secret that some in the Alliance would rather your entire order simply be retired for good. The Synth have been gone for two-thousand years, after all, with neither sight nor sound, and no reason beyond legend and religious hearsay to believe they’ll ever return. It’s not such a stretch to understand how one might arrive at the impression that the Excalibur Knights are little more than—”

      “Artifacts?” Nate said quietly.

      Amelia nodded. “Albeit extremely dangerous ones, and highly valued, of course, by those hands which long to see their will securely enforced throughout the Alliance.”

      “Hands like the Council’s.”

       Her gaze flitted to Iveera, back to him, then down to the floor almost… guiltily? “More hands than you might imagine.”

      Bureaucrats, Ex muttered like a soft curse.

      Nate just watched Amelia, parsing her reaction with an uneasy feeling. “Who voted for this assessment?”

      “Over eighty percent of the Alliance Council,” she said quickly, automatically. “But I believe Chancellor Adamus was the one to bring the motion to the floor if that’s what you’re asking, seconded by Chancellor Targa of the Greater Troglodan Empire.”

      Nate processed that, not overly surprised by any piece of it. It all kind of just seemed to figure, at this point. “And Adamus sent you? You work for him?”

      “I am a public servant of the Atlantean Empire,” she said, drawing a shade more upright, almost defensively, “reporting to the Alliance Council for this assignment.”

      He watched her, kind of wanting to apologize for any perceived slight, but also curious at her reaction. After a few seconds, she continued on.

      “Chancellor Adamus did not select me for this appointment, to answer your question. In fact, I suppose there’s no reason I shouldn’t tell you that you’re not completely without friends, here. It was Senator Calum Statecaste who nominated me for this position.”

      Nate failed to hide his surprise but at least managed to clamp down on the immediate, why-didn’t-you-say-so-please-god-get-us-outta-here that tried to slip out of his mouth. If she hadn’t led with the fact of her affiliation with the friendly senator from Triton, there was probably a reason. Maybe Calum had made this arrangement quietly, hoping to avoid any accusations of favoritism. Or maybe Amelia was just testing Nate’s reaction now, all part of the assessment.

      “His argument was well-played,” she continued. “A Sundercaste was the only reasonable choice to assess a Terran. We specialize in the study and analysis of your people, you see, both ancient and modern,” she added, at his uncomprehending look. “It’s a small caste, but also one of vital importance in ensuring the Atlantean people remain…”

      “Chaste of our dumb Earth monkey ways?” Nate suggested.

      “I’ll have you know that I have great respect for our Terran heritage,” she said, her brow frowning even as her quirked lips attempted to hide an amused smile, “brutish as it’s been at times in the past. Regardless, you should likely be thanking Calum. It was bold of a junior senator to speak up to the Council assembly as he did today, and if he hadn’t, your assessment most likely would’ve consisted of little but neural scanners and inflexible judgments.”

      “You’re… friends with the senator, then?” Nate asked.

      “We have a healthy working relationship,” she said, seeming to sense that he was testing the waters in some way.

      “Well, please pass along my thanks to the good senator, then,” he said, leaving it for now.

      “Perhaps you might pass them along yourself. Senator Calum has expressed his desire to meet you on more hospitable terms once your… confinement is past. I believe he intended to visit you today, in fact, before your current circumstances came to light.”

      “They let you in here,” he pointed out. “Why not him?”

      “I have Council-mandated jurisdiction to assess you. The senator does not.”

      “Right.”

      She gave him a probing look, as if expecting something more. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to explain why it is the two of you are being held here?”

      “You don’t know?” he asked before he could stop himself.

      She just gave him a wry why do you think I’m asking look. Whether it was simple surprise at her not knowing or just the fact that that look reminded him too much of Gwen, the answer was already halfway to his lips before his brain caught up and reminded him that maybe there was good reason Zedavian would’ve kept the details of their imprisonment private and that, friendly veneer or no, she was ostensibly still assessing every word out of his mouth. Maybe even deliberately testing how easily she might coax valuable Order secrets out of him.

      He glanced at Iveera and found her electric blue eyes watching him in a way that made him think Amelia wasn’t the only one testing his mental aptitude.

      “I think that’s kind of an internal affair, actually,” he said, turning back to Amelia.

      “So said the First Knight.” She studied him for a few seconds longer, then nodded to herself, seemingly satisfied. “Very well. I think this has been a good start.”

      He tensed, caught off guard, not ready for her to wander off to her own assumptions. He needed to convince her. Needed to—

      “We’ll continue tomorrow,” she said, reading his expression. “For now, I imagine you must be tired after all the recent excitement, and I need time to compile my findings.”

      “Findings?”

      She just gave him a lovely, perfectly noncommittal smile. “Get some rest, Nate.”

      “But—Hey!” he cried, as she turned to leave. “How long is this gonna take?”

      She slowed marginally, head tilting like she might turn, but it was only when Iveera spoke her name that she froze—almost flinched—to a halt, shoulders tightening like she’d nearly forgotten the Gorgon was there. With a clear effort of will, she straightened her shoulders and partially turning to face Iveera, seeming to consciously remind herself that she was ostensibly the one in control here.

      “Yes, Ser Knight?”

      “What news from yesterday’s assembly?” Iveera asked. “What report from the First Knight regarding the events of the Terran incursion?”

      Amelia hesitated. “I’m not sure it’s my place to say, Ser Knight. The conditions of your confinement were rather unclear. I do not wish to undermine the—”

      “What news?” Iveera repeated, in a voice like an executioner’s ax waiting to fall. Whether Iveera was actually physically capable of busting through the cell wall and shaking the answers free, Nate was far from certain, but that tone certainly made it sound like a promise.

      Amelia turned fully back to face them, critical eyes shifting from Iveera to Nate, and back again, weighing whatever she saw there, genuinely uncertain. “You would truly pretend ignorance in what has happened, then?”

      “That depends entirely on what you believe has happened,” Iveera said, her jin strained and half-flattened like she already suspected she knew.

      “The…” Amelia swallowed, glancing toward the door as if to double-check they were alone. She steeled herself as she turned back to them. “The Merlin.”

      “What about the Merlin?” Nate asked, with his own sinking feeling.

      Amelia hesitated, clearly torn. Finally, though, she decided the risk was worth the reward. “A missing Beacon? A maddened Knight?” She looked between them, testing their reactions against whatever she was about to say. Finally, she splayed her hands as if offering the only plausible explanation.

      “The Merlin has betrayed us, has he not?”
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      Starvation.

      Blinking at the darkness with unseeing eyes, the Merlin considered the word that was slowly bleaching the rest of existence from his mind. It was a fiery rift opening at the very center of him, inch by terrible inch. Ever more gaping. Ever more empty. His mind’s eye swimming with feverish phantasms of chasm walls parting wider, wider, spilling forth a river of agony with no end in sight, and with no beginning either, save for the hatred which stemmed from Mordred’s blackened soul.

      For that was the one thing he was now certain about in all of this. He had no idea how many days he’d been here. He hadn’t eaten or drank so much as a pittering-pattering drop. He knew that much. He wasn’t sure he’d even slept by any proper meaning of the word, though there had been brief glimpses—troubling glimpses—of Nathaniel Arturi, and crossed swords, and a hellish, crumbling landscape he recognized all too well. Fever dreams, he told himself. Twisted artifacts from his efforts with his furry little friend. Only he wasn’t sure anymore that the jabra rat had been real either. The memories were growing too hazy. But he had spotted the mountainous jet black figure watching him from the darkness more than once. That much, he was sure of. He’d seen the dark titan pacing about. Recognized his stride. Was pretty sure the Black Knight had even spoken to him once or twice, though it was growing increasingly hard to recall. Still, the fact remained.

      This thing was indeed Mordred le Faye. Or at least the vengeful spirit of the boy. Man. Thing.

      As for where that landed the Merlin…

      He let out a rattling wheeze of a breath and tried for a moment to focus only on rolling over to give his aching sores a rest. The simple act proved beyond his means, despite the fact that he was no longer chained in place. Mordred, being quite the virtuoso of sadistic torture, had restored him some small degree of freedom right around the same time his e-dim stores had hit rock bottom, slipping him gently into the exquisitely unpleasant realm of starvation. Where before he’d had only scant centimeters of shackled wiggle room, now he was free to roll about the filthy floor like a spit-bound hog in the dark. Provided he could only find the energy to do so.

      There was none to be found, of course. None but the faintest trickle of the Lady’s Light, almost entirely muted in this clever prison of Mordred’s, but still apparently sufficient to hold his empty body together at the seams. The Merlin wouldn’t die of this starvation. Couldn’t. Not while She was bound to him, and he to Her. And that was the point, entirely. The only reason he was here. The only reason for any of it.

      “Are you prepared to end it?”

      The voice came from the pitch darkness, hard and heavy as leaden steel, and so abrupt as to coax a surprised twitch from deep in the Merlin’s core. It didn’t make it to the surface. His body was too broken, his mind too frayed from this latest dip into madness. A thousand lifetimes ago, that voice might’ve frightened him as he lay there, chained, helpless, and bitterly undying. But now, all the Merlin could think about was when in nine hells the blackened bastard had managed to slip into the room. How long had he been there this time, watching, waiting, playing out Lady only knew what visionary manners of un-death to next wreak upon his captive wizard?

      Had he ever even left?

      It hardly mattered. All that mattered in the universe right then was that Mordred wouldn’t find what he was looking for. Not as long as the Merlin refused to let him. And if the blackened bastard truly thought the Merlin’s will would be broken by something so simple as a few days’ torture at the hands of starvation…

      It was an insult. Plain and simple. But then again, Mordred never had thought very highly of him, back in the day. Not after Avalon. Nor had he ever tried particularly hard to hide it. At least he’d been an honest savage. Which only made his next words all the more disconcerting.

      “Another outpost fell today, wizard. The 12th Demeter colony. Gone. Assimilated.” That towering silhouette surfaced like an inky smudge on the darkness and knelt down beside the Merlin, the eyes of his fearsome helmet glowing like twin embers, waiting for him to confess his sins. “How much longer will you stand stubbornly by? How many thousands more must die when you have but to tell me the location?”

      There were many things the Merlin might have told him. That they both knew damn well who was to blame for this latest atrocity. That it was simply too steep a price, risking the multiple trillions of lives this galaxy was home to just to save a few thousand. That, even if the Merlin had wanted to give up and turn coat on the entire galaxy, asking someone in his current state to form words was an optimistic proposition at best. Most of all, though, the Merlin wanted to tell the blackened bastard that he was hardly the first fool to have come seeking the Grail, so to speak, that he wouldn’t be the last, and that at this point, the Merlin would’ve gladly suffered a thousand lifetimes of this agony for no more reason than to spite him.

      A hard impact to the gut robbed him of what little air he had before he could try to say any of it.

      He went tumbling across the dank dungeon, chains jingling in happy harmony to the ragged gasps each impact drove from his papery lungs, the pain oddly disembodied, like his nerves were simply too tired to be troubled. He’d barely come to a halt when the darkness lurched downward, strong hands hefting him effortlessly from the deck.

      “Why do you do nothing?” Mordred’s voice was perfectly calm, completely at odds with the violence of his crushing grip. “Why does she not make you?” Trembling rage building in those hands. “Why do you even exist?”

      Ugly gasps of laughter seized at the Merlin’s lungs, deathly dark amusement wracking him, setting his body to swing in the Black Knight’s unbreakable grip.

      “Told you…” he rasped, “y’were dealing with… forces… couldn’t…” He took a few labored breaths, reminding himself who he was. What he was. Not some mortal prisoner in peril. He was the Merlin, dammit. “No shame in it, lad,” he whispered. “You’re in over your head. Always were. You have no idea what you’re—”

      The darkness lurched again—sideways, he had the fleeting impression, right before the wall broke his flight with thought-shattering force. Bones broke. Most of them, by the feel of it. The pain, late to arrive before, was suddenly all-consuming and laced with a familiar prickly, sickly itch—abused bones already beginning to knit themselves back together, some part of him knew, weaving pure strands of Lady’s Light into a fragile lattice of soft tissues and hard minerals, ready for the breaking all over again.

      In time, when the inferno of his blazing nerves dimmed, he’d notice that the bottomless hunger had in fact worsened, the chasm at his center having widened all the more, exacting the perceived balance of his debt to the natural order of things. For the moment, though, the pain of bones broken and un-breaking was all the Merlin knew. Pain and the sight of those twin embers watching him in the darkness. And beneath those eyes…

      The Merlin strained to focus on the dim, lumpy mass dangling from the Black Knight’s fingers. Dangling by the tail, he realized.

      A dead jabra rat.

      His dead jabra rat.

      “How low you’ve fallen, wizard,” the Black Knight said, “to speak of shame when you, the mighty Merlin, have trusted your hopes on a blackened rat. Did you honestly think I wouldn’t notice your cheap trick?” When the Merlin didn’t answer, he flicked the dead rat casually aside, shaking his head. “You needn’t say a word. I already know where to go. I will find her, wizard. And you will watch your precious kingdom burned to cinder and ash. I swear it on my life, I will find her.”

      If the coppery taste and the tearing pain were any indications, the Merlin might’ve smiled a bloody smile at that. Judging by the blunt shock that ripped through him the next moment, the Black Knight repaid the affectation with another kick. The Merlin let the sensation take him, basking in the kaleidoscoping pain and darkness, trying not to shake with the manic amusement coursing through him, trying to maintain the charade just a little longer. It was nearly too much.

      Mordred was chasing a dead end.

      The blackened bastard still had no idea what he was dealing with—no clue what he was even looking for. Avalon. The Merlin shook with more silent laughter. To think his old protégé would be so easily deceived, even after the bastard had spent a full century on Kalyria making a butchered attempt to learn the art of the Gorgon empaths…

      Hells, to think he’d just used naught but a jabra rat to convince the terrible Black Knight to go chasing after a largely worthless hunk of drifting rock when in truth he already had almost everything he needed to find what he was looking for—already had a Beacon, and an Excalibur, and the one wizard who could tap them both for this particular feat. All he needed was one or two more Excalibur wielders to help him stabilize the entire process, and… the Merlin sobered, thinking how easily the Black Knight might’ve ended things back on Terra, had he only known the full truth. Then another thought struck him, and he lay perfectly still.

      The corruption.

      He still didn’t understand it in full. Still didn’t know from where it had spawned. But all of a sudden, he couldn’t help but see the overwhelming likelihood of what the Black Knight intended to use it for.

      Had that blackened bastard been playing him the entire time?

      He lay there for a long time, replaying the conversation over and over in the darkness, wondering if it was true what Mordred had said about the Demeter colony. Wondering at the infinitesimally subtle vibrations he’d felt through the impenetrable dungeon walls, and at the equally subtle glint he’d fancied he’d caught of Nate and Iveera chasing after him, and the faint note of wrongness he’d sniffed on their wake. For all he knew, their Excaliburs could be coursing with corruption by now.

      But Iveera was strong, he told himself, thinking of the fierce loyalty, level-headed calm, and devastating power that had quickly made her his running favorite ever since their Lady had picked the Gorgon six-hundred odd years ago. She would find his trail. She would bring the boy. Smithy’s blackened hands, she would bring the entire damned Alliance Space Force if she had to—though whether in support or pursuit would probably depend on how well she danced her political gymnastics against Kelkarin and the Council.

      He felt his lips pulling painfully tight, felt the warmth of dehydrated, sludgy blood blossoming across his lips once more. Deranged, most would’ve called that smile, had they been there to see it. Desperate.

      But Iveera was strong. They would come.

      I will find her, wizard, Mordred’s words echoed in his head. I will find her.

      Find her, would he? His Lady? His Lady.

      No. They would come. They had to come.

      That deranged smile stretched—stretched until it was unmistakable from a feral snarl. Had anyone been present to hear it, they wouldn’t have recognized his voice from the tortured creaking of a weather-worn shack on a howling windy night. But he knew what words he croaked out, and that was all that mattered.

      “Not… before… they find you first.”
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      In the quiet depths of the Avalon Eternal, in the dim room that had once been a medical bay and had long since ceased to serve any function at all, the Black Knight withdrew his hand from the Merlin’s fitful brow, took one measured step backward, then wavered and slumped against the bulkhead. Ahead, against every biological law of the universe, the Merlin shifted and groaned in his so-called sleep.

      Even in this state, drugged well beyond mortal limits and buried under multiple levels of technological and arcane immersion methodologies, the miserable old bastard was still stronger than almost anything the Black Knight had ever encountered. One of the strongest beings in the galaxy, to be sure. But not the strongest.

      Gathering himself, he slipped clear of the multiple containment fields of the Merlin’s cell and reached for the Beacon, allowing its strength to flow into him. The artifact responded without complaint, flooding him with life and energy enough to set the room aglow with a thrumming azure.

      He had everything he needed.

      Or would, just as soon as he caught himself another Knight.

      The thought very nearly stirred something like excitement as he finished replenishing himself on the Beacon’s bottomless reservoir and turned for the door. Quite to his surprise, he found himself pausing at the threshold, turning back to the frail sedated wizard and considering all that he’d just learned. Multiple fabrications deep, and the old bastard was still weaving lies. Even now, his wizened brow twisted and furrowed, like for all the stars in the sky, the wizard was trying to think himself awake past it all.

      For the scantest fraction of a second, the Black Knight almost felt something like pity.

      Then he bolstered himself and stalked from the room, setting course for a universe where he’d never again have to look upon the miserable fool who’d just failed to stop the Synth for the last time.
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            Awestruck

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia Sundercaste stepped off her third magtube shuttle in the past ten minutes, marveling at the fact that Ser Zedavian Kelkarin had somehow managed to situate his extensive quarters in a place that was so close to the Hall of Reason by raw distance and yet so inconvenient to reach. She doubted it was an accident, especially considering the local lore of the golden figure that could sometimes be glimpsed gliding by through the cold blackness of space just outside the Hall of Reason.

      Twenty minutes by foot and magtube.

      Twenty seconds by personal gravitonics and sufficient Forge airlock access.

      No, she decided, turning down the pedestrian path toward the Hall of Reason. Zedavian Kelkarin’s inaccessibility was no accident. But it was hardly worth complaining over, given the magnitude of the opportunity she suddenly found herself attending.

      An Excalibur Knight.

      An honest to reason, Terran Excalibur Knight—or Knight Initiate, at least. And he was all hers, for the moment being. It was hard to wrap her head around.

      She smiled in the faintly dimming, sleep-filtered light of the station’s descending diurnal dark hours, thinking of all the wild and magnificent adventures and opportunities that might well follow, if only this assessment went well. If only.

      Her smile faded, thinking of the First Knight’s news at the assembly, and of the way both Nate and Ser Katanaga had reacted when she’d made the questionable decision to fill them in.

      The Merlin, a traitor?

      At least they’d looked genuinely surprised.

      Amelia still wasn’t sure what to think about any of it. She felt rather disconnected from the allegation itself. It had been nearly four entire Atlantean generations since the Merlin had even purportedly been sighted in Alliance space proper. There was the slightly concerning testimony of one Vice Admiral Var’lain, who claimed an individual utilizing the Merlin’s ancient verification codes had met with Ser Groshna at the Golnak Beacon facility just weeks before the terran incursion. But for the legendary wizard to come to light now as some villainous mastermind…

      The First Knight might as well have told them the bogeyman had come to play. It meant little to anyone on a personal level. And yet the Council was in no less of an uproar, clamoring for emergency votes to eradicate the Merlin’s executive authority immediately. Some were even saying it was time to disband the Order Excalibur completely. Then again, there was never a time when someone wasn’t saying such things.

      Whatever was happening out there—whatever betrayal, or moral failing, or genuine wizardly evil might’ve underlain the events on Terra—she only hoped that Nate wasn’t caught up in the middle of it. That he was merely an innocent bystander, roped—much like her—into a sudden, unexpected, and monumental duty to which he might still do proud service, provided the right care and guiding hands.

      Her reasons were almost certainly self-serving, of course. Imagining otherwise would be naive at best. Nate was her sudden and unexpected ticket to entire new tiers of prosperity and professional achievement, after all. But even as brief as their time together had been thus far, there was also some part of her that simply hoped he was clean because she liked him.

      Maybe she just had a soft spot for Terrans. Most Sundercastes did. But there was something especially quaint and actually rather cute about her new charge. The way he deferred and deflected, utterly devoid of arrogance even with the awesome power of an Excalibur at his fingertips. The way he went red as a turba root at the simple mention of a perfectly casual coupling, like a hungry diner bashfully eyeing the communal helpings at mealtime, fearing that there wouldn’t be enough to go around if he partook, or that he’d be judged poorly for his appetite.

      Nate Arturi was no servant of evil. Of that much, her instincts were nearly certain. His Gorgon companion, on the other hand… Amelia had no idea what to make of her. Gorgons weren’t easy reads to begin with, and Katanaga was ancient by any reasonable standards. It wasn’t hard to see why the Council feared the Knights. But Nate…

      Nate was good. She was almost certain. He just had much to learn.

      Perhaps, if all went well, she’d have the chance to teach him what little she could. Show him what the Atlantean Empire had to offer, and what the entire galaxy would be expecting of him. Show him what to do with that appetite of his, at the very least.

      For now, though, she needed to keep her lens objective. Set aside these personal biases and stick to observable facts. Compile her findings from the day and report to Calum, as promised. The only small caveat to the kingly gift of his nomination—the Triton senator wished to be kept abreast of her assessment prior to any public reports.

      It might’ve come across as a questionable request had she not already known Calum as well as she did. Just like a skeptical observer might’ve cried foul on the grounds of nepotism, had they been privy to her routine personal visits to the good senator’s bedchamber. The fact remained that a psychosocially trained Sundercaste was the only proper choice for this appointment. Few other Atlanteans would be equipped to speak to Nate as anything other than the superstitious Terran ape they believed him to be. She was just grateful Calum thought her worthy of the task.

      She knew he wouldn’t have picked her otherwise, no matter what inner doubt or outside eyes might whisper. Calum Statecaste was not a man who accepted anything less than the perfect candidate for a job. She could read as much in the precision with which he implemented his eccentric coupling practices, and in the way he’d reacted to her willingness to not only be a part of them but to push and explore their boundaries together.

      Sometimes, the pain had been excessive. More often than not, though, she was delighted to find it heightened the pleasure beyond anything she’d experienced in the past with even the most skilled partners, adding a flavor of frantic thrill that was often as sensuously delicious as it was terrifying—sensation beyond anything she’d ever imagined. There was a passion at the center of that man. A passion that burned brighter at the height of their throes than anything she’d ever witnessed. A passion no casual observer would’ve ever dared guess could lie at the center of one so disciplined and charmingly self-controlled. Sometimes, it almost frightened her.

      Adept as she was at reading such things, she’d never quite been able to put her finger on the exact shape and direction of that passion. Calum burned to better the Atlantean Empire, certainly, and to protect their people’s stake in an increasingly tumultuous Alliance. Sometimes, at the height of their private explorations, it almost felt as if he burned for her, and nothing else.

      It was that thought that drew her up short and bade her glance down at her omni bracelet, wondering if Calum were available. Her cheeks actually heated a few degrees as she found her feet shuffling her off the beaten path and into the darkness of an ancillary privacy nook of their own accord, her fingers dancing the familiar path on the omni controls.

      Was she truly growing that attached?

      She shook the thought off, chiding herself, reaching for the call icon. Stimulus and response. That’s all it was. All it ever was. Nothing to blush about. Not unless she’d somehow caught an inkling of Nate Arturi’s regrettable shame—which she absolutely hadn’t. She’d give Calum the preliminaries. See what he made of the timid Terran for whom he’d quite publicly stuck out his neck. She could compile her findings properly once they’d had a chance to clear their heads together.

      She paused at the self-image on the waiting holo, brushing a single errant hair from her forehead before reaching for the call icon. Her body jerked with a reflexive startle before her brain could even finish registering the cause.

      Movement just ahead. A shadow among shadows in her periphery, yanking her eyes up from the holo. Up to the tall figure that suddenly stood before her in the intimate space of the privacy nook, appeared from thin air, gangly and misshapen even beneath its long black coat.

      A thick fog settled through her brain, clouding the spiking terror.

      Listen, child.

      The whisper sighed through her on an icy wind, straight into her mind. The thing’s lips hadn’t even moved, some part of her murky brain pointed out. And there was something else that seemed to fit that theory, buried deep down in her internal storage. Something about the thing’s build, and the dark goggles it wore, pulled up over its pale, elongated forehead.

      Something brushed her cheek, cold and fleshy.

      “Sh-sh-shhh,” breathed the icy wind, this time in her ear.

      An Ooperian, her brain registered through the fog. This was one of the Ooperians, and its goggles were up. That wasn’t right, for some reason. She couldn’t remember why. Could only stare in wonder at those nebulous amber eyes, floating before her like softly glowing gateways to an all-expansive universe. Infinity in those swirling depths, melting the icy touch on her cheek into something warm and wonderful.

      She melted with it, sinking into strong, slender arms, head lolling lackadaisically in her sudden and utterly supreme relaxation. Tender hands cradled her all the way, pale, spindly fingers cupping her face. And those mesmerizing eyes, floating over it all, whispering her senses into oblivion.

      She wanted to scream.

      Wanted to melt into that luxurious touch forever.

      Listen, and obey.

      “Yes,” her lips whispered.
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      Back in the master chambers of his quarters, Zedavian Kelkarin stirred and opened his eyes, taking his first conscious breath in over an hour. It smelled gray and ponderously empty. Tasteless. Benign.

      He was tired of this charade. Tired of these petty games. So damned tired.

      It had to end.

      “Come to us, my love,” moaned a thick voice from the next room over. He turned to look, not immediately recalling of whom this evening’s entertainment consisted.

      Saffarin and Ilxa, it seemed. Two of his favorites. He studied Saffarin’s immaculate physique. Watched disinterestedly as the Asgardian paused from reaching out to him, face contorting in an involuntary groan as Ilxa’s generous hands teased him more vigorously, her sultry grin fixed on Zedavian, and nothing else.

      “Join us,” she said, an air of would-be command in her tone.

      Empty. So ponderously empty.

      “No.” They all paused at the tone in his voice. He paused at the tone in his voice, and took another breath. That was gray, too, tinged with an edge of Kalyrian florals.

      “Refreshment then, my Lord?” came Sashia’s soothing voice from the doorway. The Gorgon glided into the room with her lithe dancer’s grace a moment later, bearing a full tray of once-exotic cuisines. Zedavian let his gray breath out on something too flat and sedated to be called a sigh. How he’d ever thought such a delectable flower of a creature could somehow fulfill his curiosity for the Gorgon Knight… Clearly, it had been a fool’s errand from the start.

      Sweet as they’d all been, neither Sashia nor her predecessors could ever hope to rival the raw, righteous tenacity of Iveera Katanaga, or the barely-contained loathing he’d seen in her brilliant blue eyes ever since she’d spurned his drunken advances some three-hundred years ago. And without that…

      “You must eat, my Lord,” Sashia crooned, tipping her tray to one hand as she approached so that she could reach for his cheek with the other, no doubt intending to soothe, or perhaps to pleasure. She was quite a talented empath. Sensual, willing, and entirely too young to even begin to grasp why her pathokinesis, endlessly blissful as it was, could often fail to stir even a flutter of emotion in his ancient bones.

      He caught her hand just short of his flesh with a light gravitonic thought—vague ideations of stronger, crushing thoughts dancing in the depths of his mind beside harsh words and even harsher demands. Pointless. All of it pointless. He stood, releasing his gentle gravitonic grip and offering her a soft, mechanical smile. “Not now, my sweet pet. There is something I must do.”
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            Eagle's Nest

          

        

      

    

    
      “The Golden Eagle has left the nest,” crackled a tense voice in Jaeger’s earpiece. “Repeat, the Golden Eagle has left the—”

      “I read you, Snuffy,” Jaeger whispered. “Jesus.” He scanned the crowded-but-not-quite-packed plaza from their inconspicuous post among the courtyard foliage, lightly shaking his head until he spotted their Golden Eagle. Ser Zedavian Kelkarin was hard to miss, even in a crowd.

      “All right, I see him. Now quit your—”

      A firm prod on his shoulder yanked his attention over to the Troglodan sitting beside him in the small alcove. Jaeger spread his hands in what he hoped was a universal sign for what the fuck, pal? Malfar just tapped his giant sausage finger pointedly to one lumpy ear hole, then sliced his hand through the air in what felt like a clear quiet down, idiot. Which was rich and all, considering that that was more or less what he’d been about to tell Snuffy.

      Jaeger turned his scowl from the Troglodan to the First Knight’s retreating form, at least a good hundred meters away, wondering how anyone—even a fancy-pants Knight—could possibly isolate a single quiet whisper at this distance past the sounds of the crowd. Even after Kelkarin’s little trick outside the Camelot, Jaeger was skeptical, but when it came down to it, he knew jack shit about what these Knights were truly capable of. So he closed his mouth and settled in to wait, idly hoping that his people weren’t standing out like sore thumbs in their hastily procured Atlantean garments.

      That they probably wouldn’t have even made it past the Camelot’s guard detail without Malfar-the-stiff-assed-justicar there swinging the rank hammer seemed to warrant that Jaeger lend some credence to the Troglodan’s judgment. But then again, he still wasn’t even close to certain they could trust the justicar. For all he knew, they were walking into some elaborate sting operation. But he didn’t see what other choice they had.

      Assuming, of course, that Malfar hadn’t also been lying about all the crazy shit he’d pieced together from Iveera’s records and station gossip.

      “We’ve lost sight of the Golden Eagle,” Snuffy’s voice crackled, annunciating each word with ear-punching intensity, “but the Doctor is in. Repeat, we’ve lost sight of…”

      Jaeger closed his eyes and pinched his nose, resisting the urge to snap, internally promising to never again let Snuffy handle call signs. Most of all, he hoped that Carter was equal to the task of keeping inconspicuous while looking out for the return of an Eldari who may or may not be capable of hearing a whisper across a crowded public space.

      What the hell had he been thinking, agreeing to move forward with this?

      When he opened his eyes, Malfar was watching him with the closest thing to a judgmental Troglodan frown he’d ever seen.

      “You are a strange people.”

      “Yeah?” Jaeger took one more careful look across the plaza and stood. “Well, at least we don’t run around bullying less advanced civilizations.”

      “Yet,” the Troglodan countered, rising to stand head and shoulders over him.

      Jaeger scowled up at the big brute, fishing in his borrowed Atlantean pocket for their golden ticket. He knew damn well what Earth’s best and brightest engineers were already up to with the data and the wrecked Troglodan vessels Iveera had left behind for them, just like he knew damn well what kinds of high-ranking megalomaniacs might one day take the reins on the fruits of their labor. But none of that even came close to making anything about the incursion of Earth forgivable.

      He found what he was looking for and keyed his mic, still holding Malfar’s stare. “Move in, Bravo. We’ll see you inside.”

      “Commencing Operation Eagle’s Nest,” Snuffy confirmed. “Watch your tail feathers, team.”

      Jaeger wasn’t really sure whether smug grins were part of the Troglodan repertoire, but it sure as shit felt like Malfar was shooting him one as the Troglodan slipped a compact, loosely pistol-shaped weapon free from concealment, checked it, and slid it back home.

      “We must move, Mother Hen.”

      Jaeger sighed and slipped Zedavian’s handy little data disc out of his pocket.

      “Sure,” he muttered, as the Troglodan keyed his omni and winked out of sight under one of the Camelot-grade optical shrouds Kalders had somehow managed to coax Cammy to fabricate. “Let’s go find out if this bullshit actually works.”
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      At the heart of Zedavian Kelkarin’s fortress, trapped inside their palatial little prison square, Nate was beginning to think that maybe the mule had been unfairly judged all these years, right along with the goat and the ox.

      Stubborn as a Gorgon, the saying should’ve gone.

      How can you still be denying this? Nate thought to Iveera. Your sacred chain of command is broken. That golden bastard’s already shipped us down-river, right along with the Merlin. You heard Amelia.

      I did, Iveera thought back, facing him from her sitting position in the opposite corner, no longer bothering to maintain the ignoring act. I am also well acquainted with the value of idle words and wild hearsay. And that is to say nothing of the tactics a competent, driven psychoanalyst could well employ in the interest of observing what manner of reactions might boil out of her volatile test subject.

      Now who’s being paranoid? Nate thought, but he couldn’t help dropping her gaze to scowl at the floor. Because he honestly didn’t know. No matter how many times he played the conversation back in his head, the only conclusion he arrived at was that, despite being pretty damn sure she’d gotten exactly what she wanted from the exchange, he still had no idea whose side Amelia Sundercast was actually on.

      But Amelia’s news was only half of the picture.

      I’m telling you, Iveera, these dreams are freaky-real.

      Perhaps you should tell them to Amelia Sundercaste. I’m sure she’d find your conjecture quite riveting.

      On the surface, she looked as disinterested as she sounded. But there was something else there. Something about the slight tick that flickered through her jin at his words, mid-swirl. His dream wasn’t insubstantial to her. Not completely, at least.

      Prescient visions are not wholly unprecedented among the Knights, Ex said. Perhaps she is merely concerned that you are in fact correct. You organics DO have quite the penchant for denial.

      Really? Nate asked his companion, sitting up a little straighter.

      Of course. Take, for instance, your radical refusal to accept the reality of our cohabitation back in State College. Or, more recently, your stubborn refusal to admit your attraction to—

      I meant the vision thing, Ex, Nate snapped, pumping his hands out in exasperation and drawing a disapproving jin-shake from Iveera. Obviously.

      Ah. Well, in that case, yes. There are records of confirmed clairvoyant episodes among the Order. Quite rare, but not unheard of.

      And how do you tell? How would I know this is… that, and not just some weird dream?

      Well…

      What? Nate felt Iveera watching him from her corner just a little too intently, like she was trying to see inside his head.

      You aren’t going to like it, Ex said.

      Nate gave an amused huff. Well, that’ll be a first. What is it?

      Well, there IS one certain way to separate prescient visions from convincing dreams. And one way only.

      And that is? Nate asked, pretty sure he saw where this was going.

      Prescient visions, by definition, will inevitably come to pass.

      Nate sighed and rocked his head back against the cell wall. So I’ll know it was a proper vision after it actually freaking happens? Real helpful.

      I’m glad you think so. Personally, I couldn’t make heads or tails of what was happening in there.

      Sarcasm, Ex. That was sarcasm. And what about, like, cause and effect? I do something because I thought I saw it, and thus random dream becomes prescient vision?

      Hmm, yes, Ex said, sounding thoughtful. Well, if you’re going to miss the point, I suppose you might as well do it completely.

      Any chance you could just tell me this magical point?

      Ah. The thing is…

      My puny human brain isn’t capable of comprehending it?

      I figured that went without saying, Ex replied with a hint of amusement, but if I had to put it to one hopelessly inadequate word, I would say I believe it boils down to a matter of faith.

      That was a rather inadequate word.

      Forgive me. It is merely more convenient than saying ‘your individual reading of the subconscious-weighted probability distribution amassed across your pathetically limited perspective of this fleeting frame of the infinitely branching realities within Light-space-time,’ Nathaniel.

      That’s… fair enough, Nate admitted, preemptively throwing in the towel on even trying to unpack what the hell that meant. But what about your reading, then? If it’s a question of faith, I mean… Aren’t you one with the Light too? You saw my dream. Was it real?

      I am powered by the Light, Nathaniel. You are… He deliberated. Privy to it, perhaps. There is no clear word, but I assure you, it is not the same between organic life and inorganic synthience.

      Nate sat by, waiting for him to answer the real question.

      I can parrot back every detail of what you saw, Ex finally said, but I cannot tell you what your dream means, Nathaniel. No one can. Distinguishing between prescience and mere manifest trepidation is—

      A matter of faith, Nate supplied, feeling strangely disembodied.

      Just so.

      Nate looked to Iveera, found her still watching him, practically dissecting him with those phosphorescent eyes. Not knowing what else to do—and figuring there was little reason to keep any of it to himself—he reached out and began to tell her about the dream, starting from the beginning this time, and including every fine detail he’d left out in his first mad rush at trying to explain himself.

      We have to do something, he declared, when he’d finished, and she was still watching him, jin swirling, expression unchanged. I’m going to do something.

      She only crossed her arms, silently inviting him to have at it with his big talk and show her what he was going to do about any of it.

      I left Earth to help you save him, Iveera.

      You left Earth because you had no choice.

      But I did choose, didn’t I? I could’ve tried to run. Maybe I would’ve surprised us both and actually slipped your grip. But I got on the Camelot, and I left my world behind without your ass-kicking. I got on that ship to come find the Merlin and set things straight, and after what I just saw… He shook his head, at a loss. He needs us, Iveera. I don’t understand what’s happening out there, but I’m sure about that much. Now more than ever. I’m seeing this through.

      He considered her flat expression, weighing his next words.

      Plus, your ship is still in Cammy’s cargo, so unless you want me jetting off with that, you know…

      Something in her demeanor shifted in a way that left Nate holding his breath.

      You attempt to threaten me?

      For a second, the words made him want to flinch. But then her demeanor subtly shifted again, the idle eddies of her jin rocking with a trickle of what might’ve been amusement.

      To his surprise, he felt a small grin pulling at his lips. More of a friendly logistics reminder, really. He sobered a little, the moment passing all too quickly. I know you didn’t exactly sign up for this either. And I know… I know you’re only stuck with us because you lost your people.

      He watched her jin swirl on, felt the tension building more in the air between them than in her perfectly disciplined posture. It was the first time he’d mentioned her dead crew outright since she’d nearly drowned him in the Atlantic Ocean over her losses. Losses she’d suffered while cleaning up his mess and fighting for his planet.

      Duty is duty, Nathaniel, she finally said. A true Knight does not pick and choose in which circumstances they wish to uphold it.

      He bowed his head, eyeing the polished tiles. I think that’s what I’m trying to say. For better or worse, we’re in this together now, and I think… Whatever Zedavian’s playing at, I think…

      You think that you are special.

      What? No, I—

      You think that after three thousand years of his loyal service, the Lady has chosen you, a fresh-faced Terran with naught but a few weeks’ experience to illuminate the corrupt failings of our First Knight?

      Nate stared at her, unsure how to respond, unsure where this was suddenly coming from.

      It hasn’t even entered your mind yet, has it? That the First Knight is correct about us.

      It hadn’t entered his mind. Because the bastard wasn’t correct, dammit. They’d checked, time and time again. Done the scans, ad nauseam. And yet…

      And yet, Iveera said, like she could see his exact thoughts unfolding, how does one ever truly trust the results of a measurement when the measuring tool itself is suspect?

      For a long moment, Nate sat there wanting to argue that that logic proved nothing. All he could do was stare dumbly, feeling… he didn’t know what. Sick, for starters. Hopeless. Betrayed.

      Betrayed by himself or by her, he couldn’t really say. Both, he supposed. Betrayed by his own wavering sense of confidence. Because he’d known—still did know—that he’d meant what he’d said, just a minute earlier. Didn’t he? Where was the faith he’d been so certain he felt only a moment ago? Displaced to the murky edges of his mind like so much formless vapor, hovering right beside Ex, who watched uncertainly, saying nothing, not refuting Iveera’s words.

      We are touched by corruption, she said. I feel it festering within my Excalibur as certainly as I begin to smell it in yours. I was a fool . And as for these allegations, and this vision of yours…

      Nate was still waiting for her to finish the thought when she went still, perking up and fanning her jin out in a kind of satellite dish array, like she was listening.

      What is it?

      She only glanced at him, then back to the door. Something was wrong.

      “What?” he repeated out loud, following her gaze to the door, too caught up in his thoughts to focus properly, until—

      There.

      He cocked his head, listening. There was definitely something there—the faintest muffled rhythm coming through the closed door. A drum beat, he realized, frowning in concentration. And an accompanying riff. A familiar one.

      “Is that…” He turned to her, realizing as he did that there was almost no way she could know the answer to his next question. “Is that Spoon?”
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      “How… delightful,” said the Gorgon named Sashia, her delicate fingers still hovering uncertainly over her omni controls.

      She was considerably smaller than Iveera, and considerably less intimidating. And even after having studied only a sample size of one Gorgon, Jaeger was pretty sure she was just being polite.

      It seemed a minor crime, given the layered nuance of pure musical gold currently pouring through the room in the form of Spoon’s Do I Have to Talk You Into It. But the Gorgon’s musical appreciation was about the last thing on his mind as he glanced around to the swanky room’s four wide entryways, wondering what the hell was taking his so-called ally so long.

      “I am certain my Lord will be pleased with this gift,” the Gorgon added slowly, delicately. “But may I, um…” She looked genuinely apologetic. “May I stop it now?”

      No appreciation whatsoever.

      Where the hell was that Troglodan?

      “Just a sec,” Jaeger said, taking a step closer to the Gorgon as he mentally shuffled through his options, feeling utterly ridiculous about this entire half-cocked ruse. “We’re just getting to the good part, see? This right here”—He bobbed one finger in the air with the beat, silently praying the music would absorb her even as he saw on her face that it wouldn’t—“this right here, that’s the stuff.”

      And that right there, glimpsed right over her well-sculpted green shoulders, was Malfar’s splotchy Troglodan face winking into sight, thank Christ and all his pals. For one relieved moment, Jaeger waited for the Troglodan to make his move, announcing the all-clear. Then he noticed the way Malfar was shaking his splotchy head, signing a rapid series of hand gestures toward the ceiling and the next room over.

      Jaeger barely had time to process an inner oh shit before Malfar winked back out of sight.

      “There are guests, Sashia,” came a strange voice from behind them a moment later, jolting Jaeger into an involuntary jerk. He turned to the source of that oddly annunciated voice and almost jerked again at the thing he saw standing there.

      “Yes, Zartan,” Sashia said calmly to the thing that was vaguely resemblant of a fox, larger than a Saint Bernard, and entirely too intelligent in the eyes. “This is Lt Col John Jaeger, of the distant world, Terra. He has—”

      “There are more guests, Sashia,” the giant space fox interjected, its tone emphatic, the beginnings of a growl bubbling in its throat.

      “No, Zartan. It’s only—”

      “Yes, Sashia,” the creature insisted, sniffing at the air. “More guests. Can’t-see guests.”

      Shit, was all Jaeger’s racing mind could manage, as Sashia rounded on him with wary eyes, mental wheels clearly turning.

      “Do I have to talk you into it?” crooned the speakers as he grabbed for her hand before he could think better of it, thinking maybe to distract with a soft touch and charming smile. Or maybe just to close the distance.

      “Do we have to make sense of it?”

      And close the distance he did. Smooth as butter. A regular Bond-freaking-James-Bond.

      “They say I better seal you up in wax.”

      Right until the moment their skin touched, that was, and he felt—he didn’t know how else to put it, but felt—her presence there, querying his intent, her jin gone suddenly rigid.

      “So that you’re never gonna bite me back.”

      Shit.

      He lanced out with the short stun rod he’d slipped free with his other hand, distantly aware of the space fox Zartan baying wildly over the music, and watched with a kind of shocked horror as his polite Gorgon host flipped into a tight aerial, releasing his hand and dodging the stunner even as her jin caught onto his wrist and she landed, pivoting.

      He was flying across the swanky living room before he knew it, clipping a luxurious red couch on the way. Flipping over to a hard landing on an equally posh rug. At least it was a thick rug, some part of his rattled brain pointed out, skull pounding to the rhythm of the music, right before he caught sight of the furious space fox charging in for the kill.

      “Intruders, Sashia!” the thing howled, dipping up short on its forelegs and snarling at the stun rod Jaeger thrust out between them as he rolled over to hands and knees. “Interlopers!” It snapped its frighteningly powerful jaws and took a threatening step forward. “Fresh meat!”

      “Heel, Fido,” Jaeger growled, rocking up into a crouch and darting a sideways glance to where he half-expected to find the Gorgon bringing a nice marble statuette down on his head.

      Breaking eye contact was a mistake.

      The ferocious growl was all the warning he had. He triggered the stun rod and rolled to the side, thrusting the weapon blindly where he hoped it would catch Zartan’s charge at the front shoulder. He caught a flicker of green motion—Saisha sailing in from above. Something hot and entirely too sharp clamped down on his left wrist.

      His roll jerked to halt, searing fire radiating up his arm as Zartan’s fangs crushed down on his wrist, yanking him up short. Jaeger rode the pain as best he could, trying to focus the burst of frantic adrenal energy on twisting the crackling tip of the stun rod to the side of the fox’s head before the pain completely overwhelmed him. If he could just buy a moment…

      But then Sashia landed on him, jostling him violently, and the pain roared into something blinding and unmanageable. He yelled wordlessly, trying to strike with his free hand to little effect.

      Where were they?

      Sashia caught him by the throat, plucked his stun rod free. Zartan clamped down harder, drawing a pained groan. The stun rod crackled to life, inches from his left eye. In the distant background, Spoon rocked on, unperturbed by any of it.

      “Fine,” Jaeger growled, resisting the urge to shout for help, silently praying for it instead. “Fine. If this is about the music…”

      A pair of blessed mechanical coughs broke the unfinished statement. Jaeger groaned with a mix of relief and pain as stunner rounds tagged the rump of Zartan the murderous space fox from the two wide entryways where Elmo and Snuffy had just appeared. At the same time, a strong arm snaked around Saisha’s midsection and hurled her off of Jaeger, down to the ground. The fire in Jaeger’s forearm shifted qualities, intensifying in spots as Zartan drooped to the floor with a pitiful whimper of a growl, jaw loosening. Jaeger gave his own grunt at the sudden welling of blood and the cool kiss of air on his saliva-slicked forearm as he pulled it free.

      “Fuck,” he growled to himself, watching the blood come faster—too fast—and looking around for something to stop it.

      “—and remain calm,” the Troglodan was rumbling to Sashia, who he’d pinned neatly face down with a knee and one hand, his stun weapon pressed to the flat of her back where it was well out of reach of her lashing jin. “We have no desire to bring you harm.” He looked up at Snuffy and Elmo. “You two, weapons ready. There are still two more—”

      Two more what, exactly, Malfar didn’t have a chance to finish before Snuffy disappeared with a strangled yelp, plucked around the corner by something that moved him like a rag doll. Elmo raised his weapon that way, then whipped around to the hallway behind him with a curse—just in time to take a devastating golden fist to the face. The big man hit the floor like a sack of bricks.

      Jaeger scrambled to his feet, clutching the first lavish pillow his hands found tightly between his chest and his freely bleeding wrist. With his other hand, he scooped up his stun rod up from beside the struggling Gorgon—noting how dizzy he already felt—and rounded to go help his people.

      “Wait,” Malfar boomed. The Troglodan was glancing rapidly between the four gilded entryways, trying to track something over the driving beat of the music. Almost as a casual afterthought, he fired his stun weapon into Sashia’s struggling form and stood to join Jaeger as the Gorgon went limp.

      Something sped across the entryway to the right—a streak of gold at the edge of Jaeger’s vision, gone by the time he turned. A sharp snap and clatter from the other direction sent him backing into Malfar’s brick wall of a flank. He pictured Snuffy, broken. Pushed the thought down and rotated in tandem with Malfar, too busy trying to listen over the music to care that he was actually fighting back-to-back with a freaking Troglodan.

      A gasp from behind whirled them both around to find a stunning platinum blond Atlantean woman staring down at Elmo’s unconscious bulk, delicate hands clasped to her mouth in shock.

      “Oh, uh, hello,” she said, when her graze finally tracked up to Jaeger and Malfar. She gave them an uncertain smile and a polite little wave, like she’d simply walked in on a private but perfectly natural affair, then turned and bolted without another word.

      Jaeger turned an incredulous look at Malfar. “Who the fuck was that?”

      Malfar opened his mouth, then lurched down just in time to avoid the speeding obsidian statuette bound for his head. It crashed to a halt somewhere behind them as Jaeger caught sight of the one who’d thrown it—a golden god of a man, a juiced-up Eldari maybe, standing in the open entryway, buck-ass naked but for the oblong bronze shield strapped to one arm.

      “What the piss,” Jaeger muttered.

      Then a wild bellow tore through the room behind them, and a second golden god came charging into the room, bound straight for them.
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      “That’s definitely Spoon,” Nate said, propped up on his toes against the cell wall now as if it might somehow enhance his sense of hearing. “Who the hell’s listening to Spoon out there?”

      He shut his eyes, focusing in as best he could, and…

      “Wait, is that—”

      Lieutenant Colonel John Jaeger, confirmed Iveera, whose senses were clearly sharper than his. Her nostrils flared. And the justicar too.

      What the hell are they doing here?

      They aren’t the only ones, Ex said.

      “Someone is coming,” Iveera said out loud, a second before Nate caught the faint sounds of someone tinkering with the access panel outside. Iveera’s jin perked curiously as something plunked against the far door with a magnetic thud.

      “Perhaps she forgot her key,” she said quietly, almost to herself.

      Then the door blew in with a low whoomph and crashed to the ground on a tide of smoke and debris. The energetic riff of Spoon’s Do I Have to Talk You Into It poured in through the haze, along with the crashes and growls of what sounded like a genuine battle royale out in the main quarters. Through the smoke and the racket came Amelia Sundercaste, regarding the slain door with a curious frown as she strolled into the room.

      “Hey Nate,” she said, casual as could be. She turned from the door she’d just torched to look at their intact cell like she was eyeing up her next target. “Change of plans. We’re getting you out of here.”

      “We?”

      “Long story,” she said, sliding a dark leather bag from her shoulder. “I’ll fill you in on the ship.”

      “The…” Nate glanced at Iveera. “The ship?”

      Something is wrong with her, Iveera sent.

      Her pupils ARE unusually dilated, Ex added.

      A wild bellow and a savage crash from the main quarters broke in before he could decide what to make of any of that.

      “Asgardians,” Amelia muttered, shaking her head disdainfully as she rummaged in her bag and withdrew something—a short pistol, he registered. Right as she leveled it straight at the cell.

      He skipped aside with a surprised yelp as she started blasting, but his concern turned out to be preemptive. The sizzling orange projectiles, devastating as they looked, didn’t fully puncture the outside cell wall. Just struck it in a string of shuddering smacks, each superheated shot embedding with a soft sizzle, a whiff of ozone… and the faintest beginnings of ghostly fault-line cracks, spider-webbing out from each point of impact.

      Now’s our chance, Nate thought to Iveera, not really sure what came next, but figuring the rest went without saying. Judging from the sounds outside, they didn’t have long before Zedavian came swooping in to put an end to this. And if either of them could hope to crack open these fault lines with their bare hands, it probably wasn’t him.

      Iveera didn’t move, though. Just stood there, arms crossed, jin flattened. This is… not right, Nathaniel, she sent. I… A shudder like he’d never seen ran through her. I cannot defy the Order. We mustn’t.

      He stared at her, wanting to be incredulous, yet painfully aware that he also had no plan here—no freaking clue what might actually happen if they stepped outside this cell, or how they were supposed to fix any of this if they were on the run. For a second, he stood frozen, wondering if maybe she wasn’t right—about the Order, about their corruption, about all of it.

      Then he thought of the Merlin and the Council that was apparently ready to write him off as a traitor. He thought of his friends waiting for him on Earth. Thought of his dream, and the uneasy sense of inevitability it’d left in his gut, whispering to him even now that he knew what had to be done––that he’d never again be able to trust that his home was safe.

      He couldn’t turn away from this. No matter what.

      So he turned instead to do what Iveera wouldn’t. Before he could take his first shot at the cell wall, though, Amelia stepped up close outside, murmuring quietly to herself as she withdrew a small brown brick-shaped device from her pack.

      Looks like a thermal charge, Ex said, as she planted the thing to the cell wall.

      He liked the sound of that about as much as he appreciated the highly uncertain look in Amelia’s eyes.

      “Take cover?” she suggested with a helpless little shrug.

      Nate shuffled back a few steps before the pack ignited like a small white sun. He nearly fell backward in his hurry to distance himself, throwing his arms protectively over his eyes as his back smacked into the far wall. The light was blinding, the heat like a roaring bonfire from an inch away. Then something gave way, and painful heat became searing agony.

      “Fuck!” he yelled as the miniature sun ran its course, and his vision began creeping in enough to show his blistered red forearms.

      “My thoughts exactly,” came Amelia’s less-than-excited reply from somewhere ahead. He blinked the dying sunspots from his eyes, trying to focus. The charge had left a charred mess of the wall, tracing several of the hairline cracks black and maybe even deepening them, but the damn wall still held.

      “I think I might’ve mixed up my explosives,” Amelia said, frowning back at the first downed door.

      Nate glanced at Iveera, who was still watching from her corner, seemingly unperturbed by the blistering burns across her exposed face and hands. “Just back up,” he said to Amelia, scooping up a length of the dark shattered bench wood and stomping forward to do his damnedest.

      Sturdy as his makeshift club felt in his hands, he was a little surprised when it shattered on the first impact, barely scratching the cell wall. He tossed it aside and squared off to put Ex’s upgrades to the test.

      The first kick was nothing to write home about. The second kick, jarring as it was, wasn’t much better. The third kick, he was pretty sure, nearly broke his Ex-reinforced leg. But at least that one earned him a whisper of protest from the crystalline wall, the hairline fractures tracing out just a little wider.

      Outside the cell, Amelia was rummaging in her bag again, like she’d just remembered something. Nate kicked again, in no hurry to find out what the Atlantean’s next toy might do to them. Another kick, the fractures creeping wider, his leg half-numb with impact, knee positively throbbing.

      You’re doing great, Nathaniel, Ex said, too kindly.

      Another kick.

      You have no idea what you’re doing. Iveera’s voice this time, decidedly less kindly.

      “A little help, then?” he growled in her general direction, kicking again, the wall holding firm despite its growing cracks, like some kind of indestructible impact glass. Iveera said nothing. He kicked again, and was rewarded with an odd pop and a frighteningly sharp pain in the knee.

      I can fix that, Ex said. Probably.

      Nate turned his glare on Iveera, who held his gaze evenly, waiting to see what he’d do. He wanted to plead with her. Wanted to beg. He switched legs instead, grunting with the pain, and prepared to kick again, noting with distant and morbid amusement the words drifting in from the main quarters.

      “Do I have to talk you into it?”

      Kick.

      “Do I have to talk you into it?”

      Kick.

      “Well, here we go down a long dark road.”

      Ahead, Amelia was pulling something out of her bag.

      “Been here m-many times before.”

      Nate raised his foot for another kick and faltered as Amelia raised the sinister gray capsule she’d produced for his inspection, eyeing it herself like she was weighing options that may or may not have included their imminent survival.

      I do believe that’s a miniaturized thermonuclear—

      Ahead, Amelia went wide-eyed and scrambled desperately aside just as their cell’s one remaining bench sped past Nate like a freaking freight train, too fast to follow. The cell wall exploded outward with a shattering crash of impact, plastering the wall and hallway beyond like a deadly flechette cannon.

      “Lady’s grace!” Amelia gasped from where she’d tumbled to the floor, clutching at her chest and gaping after the speeding debris storm that’d nearly taken her with it.

      Iveera was already stalking through the wreckage, straight toward the Atlantean, copper armor unfolding from e-dim to encase her as she reached out one hand. The small gray doomsday device flew from Amelia’s hand to Iveera’s, then promptly disappeared into e-dim. Iveera stalked closer, reaching down for Amelia like she had half a mind to end the Atlantean right then and there.

      “Iveera,” Nate gasped, as the Gorgon snatched Amelia by the tunic. “What’re you—”

      He drew up short as Iveera yanked a petrified Amelia Sundercaste back to her feet and rounded on him with a fearsome glare, more openly furious than he’d ever seen. If we fail to save the Merlin and somehow live to tell about it, she sent, jin actually pulsing soft red, we will almost certainly be slated for reclamation upon our return after this. Do you understand that?

      He wanted to argue. Didn’t want to believe that Iveera Katanaga—a true, sanctioned Excalibur Knight—could really be swept under the rug so easily, even if Zedavian would no doubt delight in murdering Nate dead to reclaim Ex for a more deserving Initiate. He wanted to tell her that none of it mattered anyway because they weren’t going to fail.

      A crash and a strangled cry that sounded too much like Jaeger’s yanked his attention to more immediate matters.

      Iveera said nothing as he stepped out of the e-dim-dampened confines of the cell and immediately felt Ex’s relief effort kicking into full gear, rushing aid to his knee and nourishment to his tired body, his armor folding onto him with barely a conscious thought, brimming with ready power.

      First things first.

      They needed to get the hell out of here.
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      Consciousness was little more than a disappointingly fleeting wisp at the edge of the endless darkness when a strong, sharp something came shaking the world. A voice, some part of Jaeger’s tenuous awareness decided. A familiar voice, buzzing at the flickering edge of awareness. A jostling crash. Something tearing free from his throat. Something else rushing into it.

      Air. Blessed fucking air. Too much of it.

      Something crashed into the far wall as Jaeger coughed and sputtered his way back into the light, the room lilting drunkenly back into focus.

      “What the hell?” came that familiar voice. Nate’s voice. He was standing protectively over Jaeger, fully armored, staring at the crumpled heap of the big golden muscular chick he’d just pulled off of Jaeger and hurled across the room, buck-ass naked.

      “Yeah, I got that part,” he muttered with one of those trademark talking-to-himself gestures before he turned and hauled Jaeger bodily to his feet. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Serving… Justice!” Malfar roared from his corner, right before he threw a savage shot into his own opponent’s ribs, breaking their struggling deadlock, and flipped the golden god of a man across the room to crash down on top of his naked counterpart.

      Nate glanced from the Troglodan back to Jaeger with a clear what the hell’s HE doing here?

      “That… pretty much covers it,” Jaeger admitted. “We came to get you out,” he added, loosening his hold on Nate’s disturbingly solid support, then grabbing back on as his spinning head pulled a surprise dip. “Obviously.”

      “Obviously,” Nate agreed, bracing him by the shoulders.

      On the floor, the two golden figures stirred, trying for their feet with a string of curses only to collapse back down in a fit of spasmodic jerks, each neatly tagged with a stun bolt to the forehead. Jaeger followed the trajectory and found Iveera had joined them, flanked by the same blonde chick who’d darted by earlier.

      “Asgardians,” said the Atlantean, wrinkling her perfect little nose at the golden gods in disgust.

      Jaeger was still trying to push that one through his discombobulated brain when he realized that Elmo was no longer laying there where he’d been knocked cold. He turned, wobbling a little as he left Nate’s support, then relaxed at the sight of Elmo shuffling into the room from the next entryway over, sporting a swollen eye and a severely disoriented Snuffy.

      “Jesus Christ,” Snuffy gasped, gaping around the wrecked room with wide eyes, finally settling on the space fox they’d stunned to the ground. “Is it just my imagination, or did that thing—”

      “It talked,” Jaeger confirmed, frowning as Nate took his left hand and sprayed something on the wrist he’d already lost too much blood from.

      “Kitsune do not speak,” Malfar said.

      “Tell that to Zartan the Wonder Fox, here,” Jaeger grumbled through the light burn, scowling down at his bitten wrist, then back to the culprit, noticing the thing’s multiple furry tails for the first time. The Troglodan didn’t seem to hear him, having instead locked stares with Iveera, something of obvious weight passing between them.

      “So,” Snuffy said, oblivious to anything but the two naked Asgardians in the corner for the moment. “Looks like Operation Eagle’s Nest was a wild success, then?”

      Jaeger was opening his mouth to put the kibosh on the chatter when Iveera and Malfar both turned smoothly and without warning to plunk another pair of stun rounds into Sashia, the Gorgon house attendant.

      “Yeah,” Jaeger said, looking down at the blinking red icon Sashia had triggered on her omni just before the bolts took her. “Yeah, I’d say we’ve graduated right up to Operation Get The Fuck Outta Here.”
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      Nate pulled up to the corner beside Iveera, warily scanning the courtyard and pristine gardens where hundreds of nocturnal Forge denizens were scattered among the dancing fountain sculptures that reminded him vaguely of shape-shifting T-1000 terminators. Some shared food and drink near the open vendor stands, while others sat alone with their thoughts, adrift in clouds of exotic smoke and seas of holo stimulation. Odd tones sighed through the air from unseen speakers, melodious in a way, but also dissonant and erratic. Nate was idly wondering if it was meant to be music when someone ran straight into him from behind.

      He bit down a startled curse and glanced back at their group, scanning the enhanced spectrum through his helmet display to count off all five of their shrouded tag-alongs, each of them half-blind to each other’s cloaked movements, save for Amelia, who was fully blind and escorted by Elmo.

      “Crap,” came Snuffy’s voice from the phantom outline that’d just walked into Nate and was now tapping at the side of its head as if to coerce his single tac lens to work its limited spectral magic better. “Sorry ’bout that. This is weird.”

      “You get Kalders yet?” asked Jaeger’s voice from the next ghost over. Behind him, the much larger phantom of the Troglodan justicar shifted, seeming to check back the way they’d come.

      “Working on it,” Nate said, nervously following the Trog’s gaze. The ambient sounds in his helmet quickly shifted, and Ex announced the channel was open. “Tessa?” Nate asked quietly, feeling the small extra touch of pressure that confirmed Ex had engaged his helmet’s privacy seal.

      “Mr. Arturi, as I live and breathe,” came their pilot’s vivacious tone. “I take it Operation Eagle’s Nest wasn’t a complete failure?”

      “Well…” Nate considered. “We’re alive.”

      “Hard to knock that.”

      “Yeah,” Nate said slowly, as two Atlantean station guards marched into the courtyard ahead, heads on a swivel. “Might be more exciting once we make it through this next bit. Any chance I could interest you in a half-cocked escape plan this evening?”

      “Oh my. We talking high speeds? Daring maneuvers?”

      “The whole nine yards,” Nate heard himself murmur, watching the two guards, telling himself they could’ve been looking for anything, or just stepping out for a routine patrol. But then four more Androtta glided into the courtyard and began fanning out behind them.

      “Thought you’d never ask,” came Tessa’s voice, yanking him back to the task at hand.

      “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t get too excited before we make it to the hangar.”

      Tessa considered that. “I’m guessing our venerable Alliance hosts aren’t going to be happy about all this?”

      “That seems entirely possible.”

      She gave a soft huff of amusement. “I just can’t wait to hear what you boys got up to over there.” Her tone shifted a few degrees less playful. “Everyone’s okay?”

      “Yeah. Maybe a few concussions, but nothing we can’t handle on the ship.”

      “Sounds like we’re off to a tidy start.”

      “Still plenty of time for things to get messy.”

      “Eh, messy’s fun too.”

      Something about the way she said it might’ve put a little heat in Nate’s cheeks if he hadn’t been so consumed with the sudden worry that they were making a colossal mistake here. On top of having already been a disappointment and garden variety pain in the ass for everyone involved, he was now endangering the future of all Earth-Alliance relations on what was, admittedly, a leap of faith.

      But it was too late to turn back. They’d already assaulted Zedavian’s aid and house guests. Christ, they’d stunned his freaking talking pet fox. There was no undoing that. The rest, he’d just have to worry about once they’d safely avoided landing back in alien prison together.

      “Can you make sure everyone’s ready to roll over there?” he asked Tessa. “Cammy too? Discreetly, if possible.”

      “I assumed that all went without saying, but… Ah.”

      Silence.

      “Tess?”

      More silence. “Well, this is awkward,” she finally said. “Looks like we’ve got a call on the other line. Big strong Eldari chap, as far as Cammy can figure. No doubt wondering if we’ve heard from any fugitives tonight over here on the Knightship Camelot.”

      “Shit. Be careful, Tess. He’s…”

      “I’ve got it,” she said. “Hurry up and stay safe, Nate.”

      The comm line went dead, and Nate turned to Iveera’s shrouded outline.

      Zedavian’s hailing the Camelot.

      They will not deceive him, she replied, not seeming all that surprised.

      Ahead in the courtyard, one of the Atlantean guards raised his hand, holo projector beaming to life, and Nate watched with a sinking feeling as a huge image of his face sprang into existence for all nearby onlookers to see, right next to a similarly billboard-sized wanted poster of Ser Iveera Katanaga. The Atlantean started shouting something to the crowd through a voice amplifier. Nate barely caught more than their names, unsettled as he was.

      Time to run, then? he sent to Iveera, trying to keep the nerves out of his tone.

      She was already starting forward, gesturing with a wave of her ghostly arm for them to fall in. Time to run.
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      On paper, virtual invisibility should’ve been like cheat codes for slipping through the station unnoticed. In practice, though, it was much more of a “fucking charlie foxtrot,” as Nate heard Jaeger mutter under his breath at one point, complete with far more slip-ups and accidental collisions than seemed statistically probable.

      This is why you don’t give shrouds to untrained operatives, Ex said in a tone that was half-amused, half-disgusted.

      Nate kept his mouth shut, in no position to judge. Even with his superior enhanced-spectrum helmet display, his coordination was suffering. He couldn’t imagine trying to juke through the crowd and around obstacles with nothing but one eye’s worth of the faintest ghostly tac lens overlay of one’s own shrouded limbs.

      They hurried on as best they could, jogging through the courtyard like Iveera’s invisible flock, whisking through maintenance tunnels. Out again, past a barracks of administrative-looking offices. Pausing as Snuffy bit it, vaulting a low divider. Then again, when Elmo did the same trying to skirt himself and Amelia around a crowd of drunk Hobdans.

      Nate still wasn’t sure what the hell Amelia or the justicar Malfar were doing there in the first place, outside of Amelia’s hurried insistence that Calum Statecaste had sent her to “right the Council’s wrongs” and the justicar’s rumblings about seeing true justice done, whatever the hell that meant. There was no time to question any of it.

      They hurried on past odd shops and through a tight pedestrian pass, Snuffy clipping a very confused and irritated-looking Troglodan along the way, Nate feeling a little too much like they were escaping the freaking Death Star. But at least the storm troopers couldn’t see them, he reminded himself, as they emerged and followed Iveera behind yet another station security patrol. Maybe they’d be fine, as long as they didn’t run into their golden-armored Vader, or… Christ, did Forge Station have tractor beams?

      He didn’t know. He filed it all away under Problems for Future Nate as they dodge-jogged through a crowded hub, toward the bass-thumping nighttime haze of the bazaar where they’d first come under Ooperian fire. The security patrols seemed to be growing in density. Maybe coincidentally. Maybe not.

      He knew it’d probably take more than a few public security guards to stop them anyway, but that was about as comforting as “knowing” that this was really all just a huge misunderstanding that would totally be fine so long as they managed to slip the Forge, pop across the galaxy, and pry the Merlin back from the ungodly Black Knight before the Alliance and their mightily pissed First Knight could catch them.

      Totally fine. Perfectly so.

      Never mind that Zedavian and the Council didn’t seem to want their Merlin back, or that Nate had no earthly clue what the wizard would even do about any of this giant charlie foxtrot of a situation if and when they found him.

      So yeah. Perfectly fine. So fine that, for a second, Nate almost wanted to ask Iveera if maybe it wasn’t too late for them to just turn around, slink back to their cell, and have a proper sit-down with Darth Zedavian. But the second passed, and Nate plunged into the bazaar crowd right behind the faint, rosy shimmer that was all his spectral HUD vision could detect of the Gorgon Knight, checking that the crew was in tow and nearly tripping over a trio of little demonic-ewok-looking creatures for the moment of distraction.

      Not to complain my first day on the job, Nate thought toward Iveera as he caught up, but does being a Knight normally feel this much like being a fugitive?

      If she had an answer, she kept it to herself. Nate glanced at a sputtering holo banner of their faces as they rushed past, turning his mind instead to what might be waiting for them in the hangar ahead. He didn’t really see how it could be anything other than a small army. While there were no flashing alarms or blaring klaxons, their holo images had preceded them the whole way from the courtyard, leapfrogging ahead from one security node to the next like chain lighting, the faces of the SAS crew joining the bulletins somewhere along the way.

      And it was no mystery where the crew of the Camelot would be headed.

      Which was why Nate wasn’t overly surprised when Tessa pinged back into his helmet, sounding less than excited. “We might be in a bit of a pickle here, Nate. Hangar control just—”

      The channel hissed with static, then shut off completely. Ex grumbled something about jammers and rerouting to q-comms, but Nate was more focused on the wave of discontent rolling through the crowd like a game of pissed off telephone, several beings around them gesturing aggressively and smacking at their various omni devices.

      “—onna let us go without a fight,” Tessa’s voice crackled back into his helmet.

      “I kinda got that impression,” Nate said, taking in the scene ahead. “Just a sec.” They were nearly to their gate now, and he was peripherally aware of Carter falling in with them from somewhere in the churning crowd, bumping over to tell Jaeger something about how he—probably Zedavian—had slipped her shortly after leaving his quarters.

      Nate was more concerned with the ring of at least a dozen gray and blue Forge Security uniforms waiting at their hangar gate, and the shimmering wall of hazy blue static that spanned the opening, buzzing across from two slender pylons behind the guards.

      Disruptor field, Ex said. They’ve anticipated our cloaking trick.

      Nate looked to Iveera, wondering what the play was—disrupt the disruptor, plow on through, or find another way around—but she was already melting into plain sight ahead, dropping her cloak and stalking toward the security line like the freaking goddess of war.

      “Ah piss,” he heard Jaeger mutter somewhere nearby.

      “By the authority of the Order Excalibur,” Iveera called at the guards, not slowing, “I order you to stand down and clear the way.”

      For a second, Nate thought the raw intensity of her command might actually do the trick. But after a comradely glance betwixt the two Troglodan guards on the line, the big bastards stepped forward to meet Iveera, refusing to back down—to a Gorgon, or a Knight, or just in general, Nate didn’t know. Whatever their plan, though, they didn’t make it farther than baring their ugly teeth before Iveera clamped an open hand to each of their oversized heads and dropped the pair of them like two heaping piles of butcher’s scraps.

      Nate couldn’t tell if it was the work of concealed contact stun weapons or just some frightening feat of empath sorcery. More importantly, neither could the rest of the guards.

      They all shuffled back a few startled steps, weapons held ready but not quite pointing at the Gorgon. Come, Iveera said quietly in Nate’s mind. Then she strode forward, ignoring the guards completely, not slowing as she passed through the lightly crackling disruptor field.

      Nate shook himself loose from his mental notes on How to Win Standoffs and Scare the Shit Out of Everybody, glanced sideways at Jaeger, and moved to follow her. They dropped their cloaks at the same time, Jaeger beckoning the rest of the team to do the same and fall in. Nate didn’t look back to see what the others thought of all this—just kept his eyes forward and his strained peripheral attention on the guards, trying to look Knightly and confident as he strode into their ranks.

      The guards thought about trying to stop them. Nate could practically feel their quiet conflict building in the air. His eyes snapped to an Atlantean who’d started to shift his weapon, and to his surprise, the strong-jawed demigod of a man flinched back, dropping his gaze to the deck.

      Nate marched on, insides straight up gelatin, and tickling with an odd trill as they passed through the disruptor field and into the hangars.

      “Not exactly what I had in mind for an escape plan,” Jaeger said quietly beside him, dark eyes tersely scanning the hangar crowd, checking their six, and finally settling dead ahead, where an entire goddamn battalion of Forge Security uniforms were waiting for them at the mouth of the Camelot’s docking platform. Too many to quickly count, all stacked up behind a blaster cannon that was enormous enough to merit its own tripod. The Hobdan behind the trigger studs looked like he was dying to find out what the thing could do, and the Androtta who might’ve been in command beside him didn’t particularly look like he intended to stop him.

      On their flanks, more blue and gray uniforms were swarming out of the crowd, hedging them in as the rest of their party came through the pale blue disruptor field. Iveera marched on ahead, unperturbed, until she finally halted a few meters in front of the mounted cannon and its salivating Hobdan gunner, crossed her arms, and looked up at something above the gathered forces.

      “Allow us to depart peacefully,” she called, loud enough for the entire hangar bay to hear, “and no one need be harmed here. By the authority of the Order Excalibur, in the name of the Lady, we are on a time-sensitive mission, critical to the survival of the Alliance. Do you understand, lieutenant?”

      The only thing any of them seemed to understand was that they had the biggest gun in the hangar bay.

      “I understand only that the authority you seek to invoke has been temporarily suspended by the First Knight of your Order,” the Androtta replied in its mechanical tone, violet-orange eye sparks unfaltering, business as usual. “Therefore, on behalf of the Joint Justice of the Galactic Alliance…”

      Shield your people, came Iveera’s voice as he spoke, and get them aboard the Camelot.

      “… I hereby order you to lay down all armaments and—”

      Iveera leapt skyward before Nate could ask how exactly the hell he was supposed to do either of those things, moving so fast that he only barely tracked the exotic staff weapon she called her gaija unfolding into her hands. Before he could blink, she’d broken the gaija into its constituent blades and was whirling around like an airborne dervish, one gaija blade rocketing out on a line of crackling blue energy like some kind of Jedi kusarigama. There was a sound not unlike a lightsaber hacking through a well-appointed battle droid, the Joint Justice League of Hangar Bay C-9 all staring up at Iveera for one slack-jawed instant. And then the entire damn docking platform fell out from under them.

      Nate reached out a helpless hand, gaping at the glowing orange edge of superheated metal, and at the flailing, wide-eyed security army suddenly plunging to their doom. But Iveera was already plunging after them on gravitonic wings, lashing out with the same thin gray gravitonic whip she’d used on him at their first meeting. It sped after the falling platform faster than seemed physically possible, steel vertebrae segments lengthening from e-dim as it went, and snagged taut, jerking Iveera a few feet downward, like she’d just caught something incredibly heavy.

      An army of vicious expletives and raw alien cries rang out below.

      And they weren’t the only ones.

      If not for Iveera’s warning, Nate might’ve been too stunned to react when their Forge Security flankers got over their own shock enough to level their weapons on him and the rest of the Eagle’s Nest crew. Instead, he found himself lunging to the rear of the group, hands thrown out protectively, mind howling a desperate mantra of shields, shields, shields!

      A wide swath of blue-green energy barrier hummed into existence just as the entire hangar bay opened fire, a hail of sizzling bolts splashing across his barrier like crackling lava. Blue for stun? He didn’t know. In his mind’s eye, he saw the smoking bodies of the Trogs he’d dropped with sizzling blue blaster bolts back in Atlantis.

      “Bring the ship around!” he barked into his comms, not really sure who he was shouting to. The Camelot. Tessa. The Lady herself. Someone needed to get that boarding hatch closer to the molten edge of their missing hangar platform.

      “Ship’s mag-locked, kid!” Jaeger shouted somewhere behind him, Tessa’s voice echoing much the same over the comms.

      Perhaps we might try a useful order, Ex added, as if he actually thought it was a helpful suggestion amid the storm of blaster fire and guards pressing in, constricting, concentrating fire, seeking to rupture his barrier. Nate thrust his hands out harder, defiant, willing his raw panic into… Nothing. No Force push. No magical shock wave blast. Just a dozen blaster bolts per second, and—

      “—thing to use as a bridge!” someone was shouting.

      It happened so quickly Nate wasn’t rightly sure it was even his doing. One second, he was whipping around, thinking desperate thoughts of Autobots and e-dim magic. The next, the Camelot was extending a plated metal walkway like Optimus Prime himself rolling out the red carpet.

      “Let’s go, people!” Jaeger cried, jabbing one hand toward the handy new boarding bridge and using the other to yank a slack-jawed Snuffy back to reality. “All aboard! Come on, Nate!”

      Which sounded like a damn good plan, right up until Nate turned back to his barrier and took in the armada of guards who’d just decided to say screw it and charge.

      Nate backpedaled, preparing to trade energy barriers for armored fists. The first two Androtta sprang forward, brandishing crackling batons. Nate cocked a fist, then drew up short as something slammed to deck beside him and disgorged a thrumming blast of gravitonic fury. Just like that, Iveera was at his side, and the rest of the guards were on their asses.

      “Go,” she said, in a tone that left no room for argument.

      Nate turned and ran for the Camelot’s thin bridge, sparing a dizzying glance below to where the severed docking platform had been deposited on the next level down, many of its disgruntled passengers dusting themselves off and collecting their scattered weapons. He faltered, thinking to turn back and cover Iveera’s retreat, then flinched low as her smoldering gaija line flashed by overhead, searing through the mag lock arm on the Camelot’s dorsal surface like a striking viper.

      Back on the hangar deck, the cries and whines of discharging blasters redoubled, answered by another casually devastating grav pulse from Iveera’s extended hand even as she lashed out with her gaija and severed the last mag lock arm. Nate watched with Looney-Tunes-esque surprise as the Camelot lurched free with a sharp crack, the bridge dropping out from beneath his feet as the ship settled onto its own gravitonics and his hand reflexively shot out and caught onto a hull-side handhold that may or may not have been there an instant earlier.

      They were free, he realized in a rush.

      I just hope the old man got the tractor beam out of commission, added Han Solo’s voice in his head, shortly followed by a sharp bark of, “Get in here, kid!” from the open hatchway several meters aft, where Jaeger was waving furiously for Nate to get his shit together and start moving.

      Which sounded like a singularly fantastic idea.

      Nate shifted on his impromptu handhold, preparing to gun his thrusters even as he reached out to call for Iveera. He’d barely moved an inch when the weight of the entire world crushed in on him, like the air itself had suddenly frozen solid. He jerked to a halt against the invisible force, all but paralyzed, and realized the entire hangar had fallen still and silent—civilians gaping out from whatever cover they’d found while their disgruntled station security protectors quietly picked themselves up from the deck, all of them focused on one point just outside of Nate’s view.

      Oh, blackened hands, Ex muttered, adjusting the view on Nate’s helmet display to show him the source of all the fuss.

      Zedavian Kelkarin stood at the still-glowing edge of the severed docking platform, one hand casually draped in Nate’s direction, attention fixed firmly on Iveera, who hovered before him, glowing gaija at the ready.

      “Explain,” was all he said.

      Then invisible hands ripped Nate from the side of the Camelot and sent him hurtling across the yawning gap to slam down to his knees, right at the First Knight’s feet.
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      “I gave you an order, Ser Knight,” said Zedavian Kelkarin, in the dead silence of the hangar bay, towering over Nate with the deadly calm of a vengeful god.

      From his lowly position on his knees, Nate turned to see Iveera hovering there, gaija held uncertainly at her side, and was quickly rewarded with another inexorable wave of force that smashed him face-down to the deck. Gravitonics? He couldn’t even tell. It felt like freaking magic. Like he was being Force-smacked by Palpatine himself.

      It is not magic, Nathaniel, Ex said. He is every bit as mortal as you. Albeit several orders of magnitude stronger and more skilled with his Excalibur.

      Thank. You. For. That. Nate grounded out as he struggled to peel his megaton arms from the deck and get his hands under him. By some supreme force of will, he managed to start pushing himself up, at which point he saw that the First Knight had finally pried his gaze away from Iveera to watch Nate’s struggles with something between disgust and amusement.

      By Zedavian’s will, then, Nate realized.

      The bastard was toying with him.

      “Look at yourselves,” the Eldari Knight said, focusing his keen eyes back on Iveera. “Do you even realize what you’re doing? How perniciously it spreads to your every thought and action?”

      “Says… you,” Nate grunted, fighting his way back to his knees. “The First Knight who sold his Merlin down the river.”

      He wasn’t sure why he said it, what he was trying to prove—or even what Zedavian meant for certain. It just came out, ushering in a new silence. One that left him tensed, positive Zedavian would crush him back down for his insolence. His mind churned on with half-cocked escape plans even as his inner realist pointed out that there was no way in hell he was about to slip out from under the First Knight’s thumb. He’d seen how fast Iveera could move, after all. There was no reason to believe Zedavian wouldn’t be on par. Or faster.

      “Is that what you think, Seven?” Zedavian finally asked, still watching Iveera. “That I am the traitor here?”

      This time, Nate looked without looking, his display accommodating so that he could see Iveera without turning his head. She hovered there, unmoving, flattened jin tight and wrought with inner conflict.

      Zedavian huffed in what might’ve been amusement, or maybe exasperation. “Very well, then. I order you to end this madness and release your armaments. In the name of the Lady, by all the power vested in me as First Knight and acting Merlin of this sacred Order, I command you to land here this instant and surrender.”

      Again, he watched her, waiting expectantly, as if there were simply no way she would—or even could—disobey. Waiting almost… eagerly. But Iveera made no move to land. Only shifted her gaija, ready to move, her inaction speaking the defiance her lips wouldn’t. Nate tensed, waiting for the golden hammer to fall. Around the hangar bay, the assembled security forces did the same, shifting from wary sideways glances to more deliberate aims, ready to support the First Knight. But Zedavian didn’t attack. Didn’t even scowl, or curse, or do anything that Nate would’ve expected of a scorned commander.

      He only began to smile, of all things—a slow, soft curl of the lips that bordered somewhere between amazed and deranged as it grew.

      “I don’t believe it,” he murmured softly to himself.

      “We are not slaves, Zedavian,” Iveera said. “If you will not hear me, if you would truly demand I choose between the Order and my duty to the Lady, then I fear we have arrived at an irrevocable end.”

      Zedavian’s smile only grew, building with amusement and something like wonder, building until his shoulders were positively shaking with it. Idly, Nate wondered if the Eldari was strong enough to put the gravitonic freeze on Iveera too.

      I think we’d best prepare to move, regardless, Ex said, only deepening Nate’s sinking feeling that the chuckling First Knight was indeed about to crack.

      “Very good,” Zedavian said, nodding slowly to himself, not seeming to notice as Nate tested his own gravitonic shackles. “I cannot allow you to leave, of course, but this has been most…”

      He was still searching for the word when the first brilliant blue bolt lanced from the Camelot’s prow with a startlingly loud crack-hiss, nearly blinding as it washed over them, punching into Zedavian and…

      And nothing, Nate saw, gasping for breath, insides still spasming with the electric fury of the passing shot as his brain caught up and realized the golden bastard had just caught the blast on one raised hand. He caught the three that followed, too. Palmed each furious bolt casually as fielding a string of softballs, then reached out with his other hand and plucked up the spectral phantom Nate hadn’t even noticed the charging in on his flank.

      There was a crackling sound and an acrid smell of burning, then Malfar the justicar sputtered into plain view, suspended a meter over the deck by Zedavian’s unshaking hand and grunting with effort as he kicked fruitlessly at the First Knight’s side. A thrumming rush and Iveera’s grav whip caught Zedavian’s ship-facing hand, cinching tight like a coiling serpent, catching him in an open cruciform.

      Nate fought against Zedavian’s invisible hold, readying his repulsors.

      “Do it!” Malfar roared, and another brilliant blue bolt tore out of the Camelot and took Zedavian right in the chest. Nate gasped as the periphery of the blast washed over him, fighting against the spasms, entirely more focused on the loosening gravitonic resistance at his back. He thrust his repulsors out, blinking his fried eyes clear… and faltered at what he saw.

      Zedavian was laughing—not stunned and staggering but full-on laughing at them—like he’d found himself under assault by nothing more than a squadron of snuggly puppies, Malfar’s limp bulk still dangling effortlessly in his hand, out cold from the spillover of the last blast.

      Nate gaped from the First Knight to his own charging repulsors, tasting the futility, electrified mind grasping for something—anything—that might throw Zedavian for a loop. And there it was, staring him right in the face from the corner of Half-Cocked and Crazy.

      Nathaniel, I don’t know how—

      Just try, he growled, already lunging forward from his knees.

      He wasn’t sure exactly what he was expecting as he caught hold of Zedavian’s golden ankle, pouring the entirety of his will into his wild half-plan. Black veins of corruption flowing from his gauntlets to Zedavian’s pristine greaves, maybe. Jittery glitches running through their adjoined armor. Something. Anything. Anything to put the bastard off balance.

      But nothing happened.

      Nothing but the cold fall of dread over his heart as Zedavian looked down at him. Looked at him like he knew exactly what Nate had just tried to do and simply couldn’t believe that anyone—even a stupid, lowly Terran—could be so foolish as to have actually tried it.

      “You little shit,” the First Knight finally murmured, his tone more astonished than anything else. Sensing what was about to happen, Nate threw his hands to the deck, shoving back. Too late.

      Zedavian’s kick was as casual as it was lightning fast—an understated flick of the foot that tagged him at the chest and turned the world into an instant blur. Bone-shaking impact and the coppery taste of blood were the next things that made any coherent sense in the chaos, shortly followed by the dizzy realization that he’d just struck the far side of the hangar bay hard enough to indent the bulkhead, and that it seemed a minor marvel his brain hadn’t liquefied on impact.

      You can thank our gravitonic “magic” for that, Ex said. Now, were you planning to sit here all day, or would you like to help your friends?

      Nate tried to focus, his vision fighting him in odd dips and blurs as he took in the dizzying drop of open hangar space below, and the gold-and-copper whirlwind raging across it. Iveera and Zedavian moved in a blur of their own, too fast for human eyes to follow, trading blows with a storm of sound like a rapid-fire string of crashing cars. All of it oddly muffled, like they were moving so fast, they’d entered a world of their own.

      Then there was an especially sharp crash, and Iveera smashed into the wall right next to him like a speeding bullet. We should leave, came her voice in his mind, entirely too calm and collected as she shook off the blow. Quickly.

      No arguing with that, at least. Especially not as she wrenched free from her own deep indent and launched back across the bay at a waiting Zedavian with a commanding, Get to your ship. Now.

      He pulled himself from his Nate-shaped nook in the wall, teetering between going directly after her or following the order. Then they met in another incomprehensible flurry of blows below and made his mind for him. He leapt for the Camelot, gunning his repulsors across the gaping drop of the hangar below, and landed roughly on the dorsal hull a few breathless seconds later. He spun, taking aim with his wrist blasters.

      Get inside, Iveera hissed in his head, sounding properly strained now. Use the Camelot.

      Nate glanced from his suddenly dainty-looking blasters to the ship, unable to argue her logic, unsure how quickest to get to the bridge. No sooner had he started looking for the nearest hatch, though, than he felt Cammy’s frenetic intelligence there, querying his intent.

      Let me in, he thought, not really sure what he was expecting—pretty sure in that moment, in fact, that he was as hopelessly useless now as he ever had been on Earth. But then the hull rippled at his feet, and he was simply sliding through, the Camelot absorbing him like a giant metallic phagocyte, interstitial paneling and hardware all smoothly parting to let him pass until Cammy spat him out on the other side.

      He was nearly as surprised as Tessa looked when he smacked down to a heavy landing on the bridge deck, right behind her control station.

      “Oh, hey,” was all she managed.

      Nate just rounded back in Iveera’s rough direction, dimly aware of Jaeger barking orders from somewhere down the hallway, far more focused on feeding Cammy his next request. He felt the turrets reorienting. Felt it almost as if it were happening within him. Saw the feed in his helmet display, reticle forming on the clashing Knights outside.

      “Uh, wait, are we sure we wanna—” Tessa started, but then Zedavian and Iveera broke apart from a storm of blows, and time slowed, beckoning Nate to take his shot while he had it.

      Fire, he told Cammy. And fire she did.

      Zedavian dodged the first bright emerald barrage so reflexively that he seemed genuinely surprised as he turned to track the damage it left slagged across the hangar behind him. Nate felt his own surprise blossoming, tinged with a cold horror at the realization of what he’d just done. Iveera was already speeding in to take advantage of Zedavian’s lull, but he was ready, diverting her grabbing hands with what must’ve been a gravitonic parry.

      Her diverted hands didn’t go far, though, before they snapped back in place,  as if caught in a magnetic eddy—gold and copper gauntlets locked mere centimeters apart, the air distorting oddly between them. Then Iveera lashed out with her grav whip, catching a nearby docking platform by a support strut and spinning through a complicated maneuver, Zedavian recoiling in surprise, and the warping force detonated between them with a low boom.

      They both went flying, Zedavian cratering the hangar wall toward the bazaar, Iveera crashing port side into the Camelot, hard enough that Nate swore he felt it, almost like a punch to the side.

      Go, he heard her groan, in his mind or via helmet comms, he couldn’t tell. He was too busy nearly biting it as he turned to head for the hatch and found his feet half-immersed in the solid deck. He tripped his way clear, staggering into a sprint.

      “Get ready to punch it outta here,” he shouted over his shoulder at Tessa, no time to question what his ship was doing.

      “Punch it out of where?!” she cried after him. “They’re sealing down the—”

      But he was already thundering out of earshot, past the ramp outside, bound for the main hatch, moving so fast he nearly plowed into Amelia and Snuffy as he rounded into the entryway. He felt a wave of relief as he caught sight of a battered Iveera hauling the unconscious Troglodan justicar in through the hatch. Then he took in the armada of Forge Security raising their weapons beyond, and the golden form launching out of the crumpled hangar wall, and the urgency clutched right back at his heart.

      “Go,” Iveera hissed, tossing the justicar to the deck. “Now.”

      “Let’s move, people!” Nate cried—almost exactly as Jaeger barked the same words.

      Jaeger shot him a startled that’s my line look, followed by a terse, “Where the hell you’d come from?”

      Then a hail of blaster bolts hammered into the Camelot, scorching the edge of the open hatchway, and they all took off for the bridge at a hard run.

      “Punch it!” Nate cried as they thundered onto the bridge, the crew diving for their crash couches. “Get us the hell out of here!”

      “Through what hole do you see us punching it?” Tessa snapped back, jabbing at a flashing red holo schematic that, amongst other things, included the words hangar and lockdown. Nate was considering the tight flight corridor and the distant hangar wall through the viewport ahead, numbly wondering what the harm was in one more act of war, when a rushing torrent of blue lanced out from the side of the ship, screaming down that long flight corridor, and punched a molten, Camelot-sized hole through the distant wall.

      “I didn’t do it!” Tessa cried, hands jerking into the air from her controls.

      “Just go!” Nate and Jaeger both shouted.

      Cammy was already punching it with a vigor that would’ve made Chewie proud. The Camelot roared with cosmic power, leaping forward—only to lurch to an immediate, violent halt as something caught them in a King Kong sized death hug.

      Zedavian, Nate realized, as Cammy conjured a port side holo window.

      The First Knight hovered there, holding the roaring Camelot in place by the rigid end of the gravitonic lasso he’d just whipped around the ship’s prow. He barely even looked strained. Looked, if anything, like he was only beginning to enjoy himself as he materialized a preposterously large blaster cannon from e-dim, plopped it to one shoulder, and casually took aim at the Camelot.

      “That,” Tessa muttered, “is one hell of a big gun.”

      “Shields,” Nate heard himself hiss, echoing the thought more deliberately at Cammy along with a vague prayer to punch it harder, Jesus, punch it and get them the hell out of there. But even as he thought it, Zedavian’s cannon began to glow—gold, some distant corner of his mind noted—and certainty struck in the rising whine and groan of the Camelot’s straining engines:

      They were boned.

      “Big gun, guys,” Tessa was shouting. “Big gun!”

      Her last words stretched oddly, time slowing as Nate turned from Zedavian’s incandescent charging barrel, reaching for Ex’s guidance, looking reflexively to Iveera… only to realize she wasn’t there.

      Shock and panic crested over Snuffy’s shouting about how he wasn’t ready to die in space, highlighting the collective death clench holding the entire bridge captive, drowning out Ex’s streamlined something about diverting power and destructive harmonics. It occurred to Nate’s screaming mind that he was the only one who hadn’t had the good sense to strap into a crash couch.

      Then a hissing blue something flashed by the holo window, and the Camelot sprang forward with a sharp cracking sound and a grateful roar of unfettered engines.

      Nate had one last dilated moment to glimpse the unfathomable look on Zedavian’s face. One last moment to feel that macabre certainty as steady golden hands tracked them with the raging supernova waiting to tear free from that barrel and consume them all.

      Then they were rocketing out of sight down the flight corridor fast enough that even Cammy’s sophisticated gravitonic inertial dampeners couldn’t save Nate from staggering backward for balance. He caught himself on one knee just in time to register the shimmering emerald energy barrier that’d sprung to life ahead, across the gaping hole that someone—Iveera, he suddenly realized—had blown through the hangar wall. Before he could utter so much as an oh shit, though, the Camelot’s prow tore through that emerald barrier like it was nothing, spitting them out into space like a ship-sized torpedo cutting into the black.

      Straight into an ocean of Alliance fighters.
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      The first scarlet lances of fighter fire splashed across the Camelot’s energy shields, and the ship took a sharp dive under a massive external docking arm, buying them a moment’s cover. They reemerged, screaming past sealed Forge Station hangar bays and a blur of cargo freighters and transports, all of them skittering for safety from the sudden violence.

      “Eight drones in pursuit,” Iveera announced from the nest of holo controls she’d spawned the instant she’d charged into the bridge, demanding full control of the ship. “More inbound.”

      Nausea roiled in Nate’s stomach, watching the outside world of stars and Alliance superstructures spin and whip by in stark contrast to the steady pull of the artificial gravity at his feet and the more tenuous waves of Cammy’s on-the-fly gravitonic inertial negation.

      “Oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit,” came a steady mantra from behind, seemingly in agreement with Nate’s stomach.

      “Shut it, Snuffy!” Tessa snapped.

      “We just committed treason,” came another incredulous voice. Amelia’s. She was strapped down beside Elmo, looking like she’d just woken up and realized it hadn’t all been a bad dream after all. “I just committed treason.”

      “Shut it, everyone!” Jaeger barked, before turning his Lt Col glare on Nate and Iveera from his crash couch. “You two have a plan to shake an entire goddamn fleet?”

      “Calm yourself, John,” was all Iveera said, her tone so perfectly flat and her every finger and jin so busy at work with the sea of holo controls floating around her that all anyone could do for a moment was stare, silently.

      “Shots fired,” Snuffy finally murmured back in his corner.

      Then Iveera threw the Camelot into a hard barrel roll, gravitonics straining to keep up as she dipped them tight along the irregular underbelly of what looked to be the Capital Island’s main cargo docks. The trailing fighter drones coughed a steady stream of crimson fire at their tail.

      “ACTIVE CLOAKING ENGAGED,” Cammy declared on Nate’s helmet display and pretty much every other display on the bridge, right before Iveera yanked them into a violent switchback. They pulled clear from the Forge, angling around into open space, roughly bound for the main stream of traffic headed for one of the system’s two gargantuan Beacon relay superstructures. Their pursuit raced right past, fanning out in a confused search pattern even as two more swarms of remote fighter drones swept in to join the hunt for the Knight ship that’d just dropped clean off their sensors.

      “All right,” Jaeger said. “Don’t suppose that’s gonna convince the fleet out there to just pretend like we aren’t headed straight for the only two—”

      “The fleet is scarcely our foremost concern,” Iveera said, which seemed like a bold statement, as multiple sections of Nate’s in-helmet display dialed in on the growing number of red blips on the viewport. Around the relay, several enormous Alliance warships were altering course to cut off all approach vectors from the station.

      That seemed plenty damn concerning. At least until Cammy warbled another alert and keyed yet another holo window to show them Ser Golden Halo Kelkarin speeding after them from the Forge.

      “Persistent bastard,” Jaeger muttered, as another golden blip appeared on the holo, indicating that the First Knight’s ship, the Eldest Stone, was also rapidly inbound from the other side of the Capital Island.

      “Why am I getting déjà vu?” Tessa asked over the rest of the crew’s uneasy murmurs.

      Jaeger opened his mouth like he was about to tell them all to stow the chatter, then frowned instead, looking around the bridge. “Speaking of which, where the hell’s the Troglodan?”

      “If everyone could kindly shut their oral orifices,” Iveera said over the sea of peaking mutters, “I am going to attempt to microjump us to safety.”

      “Attempt?” Nate heard Snuffy whisper over in the corner. He paid the mechanic no mind. He was too busy watching Zedavian rocket after them in the rearview, silently praying to the Lady.

      Praying right up until the Camelot’s engines gave a sputtering rattle and died.

      “Is this part of it?” Snuffy asked hopefully, even as the groan of dying electronics filled the bridge, some displays and lights flickering, most going out completely, casting them into sudden darkness.

      ALERT, Cammy cried. INTRUDER. INTRUUUU…

      Cammy’s voice drained from Nate’s mind as if she’d run out of batteries.

      “What the—” Nate started, then abandoned the effort to instead clutch at thin air as the ship groaned again, and his feet left the deck. Weightless. Gravitonics dead.

      “Blackened hands,” Iveera hissed under her breath, whipping around like she’d just remembered something of vital importance. Her electric blue eyes cut through the panicked chatter of the crew and landed squarely on Amelia Sundercaste, who flinched under her stare, wide eyes darting back and forth between the viewport and Iveera like a frightened puppy who didn’t understand what it’d done.

      “Cammy?” Jaeger called up at the darkness like he didn’t really expect it would answer. “You got a sitrep?”

      “She’s down, sir,” Tessa said, confirming what Nate already felt as she futzed with the single display that was still flickering over her control consoles.

      The intruder must have sabotaged Cammy’s control nexus belowdecks, Ex said.

      Nate’s brain stutter-stepped down to the room of complicated conduits and whirring machinery that he’d only briefly had time to marvel at in his first full tour of the ship.

      “Looks like we’re on manual pilot for the moment,” Tessa was saying, “but uh…”

      “Without engines,” Iveera finished for her, snapping back from her thoughts.

      “Right,” Tessa agreed. “That.”

      Iveera rounded on Nate with flinch-worthy intensity. “The justicar,” she hissed. “He’ll be in the nexus. Go now and stop him.”

      Nate, who’d mostly been floating like a baseless amoeba counting each precious second Zedavian was gaining on them, glanced from Amelia to Iveera to the rear of the ship, not following the logic one bit, but also pretty sure the who and why of the matter was absolutely unimportant at the moment.

      He had to get down to the nexus.

      “Go!” Iveera snapped, not looking away from her dizzying work. “You, Lieutenant Kalders,” she added, flicking a few holo panes toward Tessa’s consoles, which sputtered tentatively back to life. “Take the controls while I restore critical systems.”

      Tessa gave a hey, why the hell not shrug and took her fighter-jet-style control sticks with an, “Aye, aye, Ser Knight. But what about the engin—”

      The words weren’t even out of her mouth when Iveera finished working whatever holo magic she was working, and the Camelot’s engines roared back to life, throwing the ship forward and Nate backward with all the unforgiving force of true, undampened inertia. He hit the rear bulkhead like an armored sack of potatoes, vision going spotty as his heart struggled to keep up with the crushing acceleration.

      You might want to brace yourself, Ex said, several seconds too late. Might I recommend your personal gravitonics?

      Gravitonics, Nathaniel, Iveera added in his head scoldingly, before he could begin thanking Ex for his oh-so-helpful advice. Get moving.

      Nate stowed his bickering and pried his head from the wall, trying to focus. Both took more effort than expected. Off to the left, Elmo had passed out in his crash couch. Snuffy didn’t look far behind. Nate pushed them from his mind as best he could and focused on the thought of gravity’s steady embrace, cocooning him from the ship’s acceleration, holding him steady on the deck, business as usual.

      It worked about as smoothly as expected, given how poorly he’d handled Ex’s gravitonics in their rushed practice sessions, but there was at least a marginal wave of relief. More careful thought, and he managed to unpin himself from the wall and come to something like a controlled hover just above the deck. Iveera brought something else online, and the teetering balance became something workable.

      “Go, kid!” Jaeger grunted, watching him out of the very corner of his eye from where the crash couch had immobilized his head against the crushing acceleration. The backseat Knighting might’ve been more annoying if Jaeger hadn’t looked a few shades shy of passing out himself, but a deep groan from the belly of the ship reminded Nate just how much none of that mattered right then.

      Golden Knight behind, saboteur below, and an entire Alliance fleet ahead.

      Nate thrust himself out of the bridge and lurched off down the corridor like a drunken ghost on gravitonic wings, racing to go handle the one problem he could.

      Be vigilant, came Iveera’s voice in his head as he went. I suspect the justicar and the Atlantean have both been manipulated by hostile minds. An Ooperian glamour, most likely.

      Ooperian—Nate lost control, bounced off the ceiling, clipped a wall, and skidded to a halt at the top of the ramp to the lower decks. Glamoured, like… Like, fucking vampire glamoured? And you’re just now—

      Just keep your eyes open and get your ship online, she snapped, attention clearly strained. Broad-spectrum optics, she added, just in case he’d forgotten the Ooperians’ other tricks.

      “Well fuck,” Nate muttered as she withdrew from their contact, eyeing the dark descent belowdecks with a visceral chill. “Down the creepy hatch, then, I guess.”

      Preferably before the inevitable heat death of the universe, Ex added pointedly.

      As if to punctuate the point, the Camelot lurched into a hard maneuver, lifting him a meter off the deck before he caught up with his shaky gravitonics. He shook the jitters off and launched down the rampway, trying to keep up as Tessa threw the ship into a roll, and the walls tilted dizzily around him. He skipped off the deck, caught onto the bulkhead at the “bottom” of the ramp, and levered himself around into the next corridor like swinging on a branch.

      “Sure, come right on aboard, Mr. Malfar, sir,” he muttered to himself, fighting down motion sickness as he glided down a narrow, wobbly systems corridor. “No, don’t mind Nate. Not like it’s his ship or anything. And oh, what’s that? You’ve been mind-controlled by killer space vampires? That’s okay. I’m sure that—Shit!”

      The Camelot shuddered with what felt like a series of direct hits on the unshielded hull, and Nate missed the handhold he’d been reaching for. He over-corrected with the gravitonics and spent a jerky few meters making like a pinball until finally thudding to a landing on the wall just outside the sealed door his dizzy brain identified as the ship’s nexus room.

      You mind? he asked Ex.

      There was a moment’s unresponsive silence, then: No such luck. Your turn.

      More blasts rattled the Camelot, demanding action.

      Nate drove an armored boot into the door and was immediately rewarded with a hard lesson in both Newtonian mechanics and gravitonic directionality. The corridor spun, smacking the back of his head with the floor before he pancaked into the opposite wall with a bone-shaking thud—all to Ex’s tangible amusement, even in the midst of their sinking ship desperation.

      “Quickly, Nathaniel,” came Iveera’s voice, over the comms this time.

      If only there were some way to cut through troublesome doors, Ex said, or to stabilize yourself properly.

      Nate gritted his teeth, righted himself in front of the door with gravitonics, and leveled one armored hand, channeling all of his frustration into laser-tight, plasma cutting thoughts. He let rip. A blinding beam of white-hot fury tore from the aperture on his palm, dimming his HUD and splashing him with an unexpectedly sudden blast of heat. He moved quickly, tracing the outline of the door, too rattled by everything happening outside to really tell if he’d cut fully through or not. It hardly mattered, he decided, killing the beam and fixing back on his gravitonic control.

      If Iveera could catch an entire goddamn docking platform and a few dozen guards in midair, he could sure as hell take on one obstinate little door.

      So he lowered his shoulder and gunned the gravitonics, harder than he’d ever done. Harder than might’ve been strictly necessary, it seemed, as the corridor blurred, and the door gave way like a piece of cheap plastic. He smashed into the opposite wall, severed door pinned before him like a big shield, and blinked his way through a cloud of chirping tweety birds.

      Across the nexus, Malfar didn’t even look up from where he was strapped to the ship’s innards by a few hastily-tied crash restraints, hard at work with an unidentified blunt object and a violently single-minded focus. Several mechanical manipulator arms were poised around him, frozen in place from the walls and ceiling, like Cammy had been reaching to stop the Troglodan just before he’d knocked her offline.

      “Hey!” Nate shouted.

      The Troglodan didn’t seem to hear him—no more than he seemed to notice his thick legs and torso smacking against Cammy’s frozen manipulator arms with each bludgeoning swing of his instrument, or the droplets of blood peeling from his battered fingers and trailing off to the rear bulkhead opposite their acceleration like some macabre jet steam.

      There was definitely something wrong with Malfar.

      “Bastards,” the Troglodan slurred in a drunken growl, raising his bloodied weapon for another swing.

      Nate launched across the nexus, caught him by his thick wrists, and yanked them both away from the Camelot’s vital innards with a firm gravitonic thrust. They yanked to a halt on Malfar’s restraints, the Troglodan immediately wriggling to break free from Nate’s grip. But only half-heartedly. With the strength of his Excalibur armor on hand, Nate knew he could out-muscle a Troglodan if push came to shove, but the way Malfar moved, it was almost as if the justicar were already at war with himself.

      “Bastards…” he groaned, jerking erratically. “Jumped mmm… Sleep.”

      Nate severed the restraints with a careful pulse from his handy plasma cutters and hauled the Troglodan across the room, pinning him to the wall, taking stock of Malfar’s beady, unfocused eyes, his alien face eerily vacant even as his mouth worked nonsensically and his body continued its half-hearted struggles.

      He could’ve been sleepwalking. Or a Trog zombie.

      At least until he bucked against Nate’s restraining hands with a savage roar in a moment of frightening clarity. “Stun me!” he boomed, gripping the back of Nate’s head with one huge hand.

      Nate didn’t argue. Just tagged Malfar with two darts from the nifty little wrist launcher Ex helped him conjure up with his finest sleepy thoughts.

      “Not… leave… here,” Malfar groaned, the sedative taking effect surprisingly quickly. Then he collapsed against Nate, well over two-hundred kilos of solid Troglodan.

      “Well, that was weird,” Nate grunted, sliding Malfar’s weight safely down to the deck and wondering what kind of restraints he might conjure from their e-dim stores.

      There’s something else, Ex said.

      What kind of something?

      Biosynthetic explosives, unless my readings are scrambled.

      He froze. What, like… He stared down at the slack pile of Troglodan bulk in his hands. Like, inside him?

      Precisely.

      Nate staggered back, raising his hands in reflexive defense. What the hell do I do?! Is he about to—

      Detonate? A very brief eternity passed. Oh, he definitely could. But not spontaneously. There will be a—

      “What’s the holdup, kid?” Jaeger’s voice cut in through the comms, startling Nate halfway across the room.

      There will be a signal, Ex finished calmly. Electromagnetic. The source would need to be rather close. On a pursuing ship, assuming the culprits are not suicidal. Or perhaps—

      “Are we down one saboteur or not?” Jaeger continued.

      A pair of deep coughs rocked the deck from somewhere aft, like something had just thunked into the ship’s hull, or…

      Or perhaps aboard a departing escape pod, Ex concluded, with a grim tone of certainty.

      “Oh shit,” Nate whispered, chest tightening as the words sank in.

      “Oh shit? Kid, I’m gonna need—”

      Nate didn’t exactly mean to mute Jaeger, but his subconscious must’ve thought about it hard enough, somewhere beneath the sudden screaming need to defuse—

      —shield—

      —the ticking—

      —electromagnetically triggered—

      —time bomb—

      —not a time bomb—

      —before—

      Are you even paying attention, Nathaniel?

      Nate was opening his mouth to snap back when the thought finally landed. A Faraday cage. They needed a Faraday cage, right this second.

      As I was saying.

      “Just help me!” Nate cried, thrusting his open hands toward Malfar, trying to convince himself that if Iveera and Zedavian could summon sophisticated e-dim cells from thin air, he should at least be able to manage a couple restraints and a simple wire mesh. He focused on the mental image of a strong sheet of chicken wire wrapping the Troglodan down to the deck—wonderful, electromagnetic-field-killing loops of wire, encasing the justicar, shutting him off from the nefarious signals of the outside world, and…

      And there you have it, Ex said as the enclosure finished unfurling from e-dim, leaving Malfar strapped to the deck beneath a fine mesh weave. Nothing to fuss over. You get so moody when you’re tense, Nathaniel.

      Nate huffed an incredulous laugh, half-giddy relief at the close call, some small part of him still expecting Malfar might just spontaneously explode anyway. Finally, he took a proper breath, shoulders relaxing. They tensed right back up as the Camelot shuddered and groaned under a barrage of incoming fire.

      When it wasn’t one thing…

      “Nate?!” Tessa’s voice crackled in on comms, more strained than he was accustomed to. “We’re gonna need—Just—Ah Christ, just see for yourself.”

      Ah, Ex said, apparently getting an early preview as he patched Tessa’s feed to Nate’s in-helmet display. A full Knightship meld. A rare sight to behold.

      For a moment, he wasn’t sure what he was beholding at all through the myriad flashes of blaster fire and searing tracer rounds raging back and forth between the Camelot and the swarms of angry fighter drones needling at her from all sides. Then he saw it in the not-so-distant space behind a pair of exploding drones—the golden streak of the Eldest Stone hurtling after them, strangely distorted, as if…

      “What the shit?” Nate whispered, watching in disbelief as the thing that was supposed to be a ship finished its shapeshifting transformer act in the proud flying form of an honest-to-Christ, King-Midas-edition Gundam mech. Then it reached out for the Camelot with one enormous golden hand, closing fast.
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      “I’ve got it under control, people,” Tessa was crying as Nate hoofed it onto the bridge, control stick in hand and a look of deadly, unshakable focus firmly ensconced in her eyes. “Just lie back and think of England. And Snuffy, for the love of Christ, will you stop giving me that look?”

      What look? Snuffy’s wide-eyed brow-speak beseeched the rest of the crew from his crash couch in the corner. And how did she even know?

      “You know what look!” Tessa called before he could so much as open his mouth. “I can feel your little Snuffies ducking for cover from here.” She yanked at the control stick, hurtling them through a dip and weave that would’ve left bits of Nate scattered on both walls and the deck if he hadn’t been too gravitonically clenched to budge. “It’s making me wanna move to Canada, man,” she added, frowning at the hail of red blaster bolts zipping by the starboard side on the immersive holo panorama she’d managed to conjure around her consoles in lieu of Cammy’s bridge-wide displays. “Honestly.”

      Nate was opening his mouth to give an update or request one—he wasn’t even sure which—when he realized that Iveera was missing. And that Zedavian’s giant Eldest Stone mech was closing in the rearview display. Too damn close, he decided, as a pair of fighter drones cut through the space between the Camelot and the Eldest Stone’s extended hand and simply imploded, crushed by whatever invisible forces seemed to be tugging at the Camelot’s tail, warping the space between them.

      Nate sucked in a helpless breath as a nimbus of golden energy pulsed along the Eldest Stone’s outstretched arm and lanced forth, streaking straight for them. He heard Tessa’s own surprised gasp, felt the Camelot responding, too late. Then a flash of copper streaked across the rearview display of the outer hull, and Iveera was there, hands thrown wide, siphoning a city’s worth of raw golden energy straight into what was either e-dim space or a genuine micro-singularity, drinking it in until her armor radiated with it, and Nate was sure she’d collapse or explode under the weight. Instead, she pointed her gaija at the Stone and let loose with a tsunami of repurposed emerald destruction. The enormous mech rolled with impressive agility, dodging the worst of the blast and scattering the remainder off its shields in a crackling flare of golden-green brilliance.

      Nate gaped from the display back toward the relay ring, where the blockade of Alliance frigates and cruisers was rapidly thickening, the two massive dreadnought capital ships spewing forth waves of fighters and a few targeting lances of emerald plasma that seemed nearly as large as the Camelot. He looked back to the bridge and noticed that Amelia’s crash couch had been sealed off in its own little opaque cell. Back to Iveera, clamped to the dorsal hull of the Camelot via her grav whip now, firing one blinding azure blast after another back at their pursuit like a one-woman blaster turret.

      “You call this under control?” Nate finally managed, pulling himself over to Tessa’s side.

      She spared a precious second to shoot him a sky-high eyebrow. “I’m sorry, M’lord, did you want to fly this here rudderless bucket of bolts through the alien apocalypse?”

      “What happened to ‘the finest piece of spaceship ass you’d ever dreamed to—’”

      “Your Trog pal trashed every control system and its distant cousin down there, for starters.”

      “My Trog pal?” Nate was halfway into jabbing an accusing finger at Jaeger before he remembered himself and tried to shift to helpful thoughts. “Never mind. What do you need me to—”

      “Just shut up!” she snapped, throwing the ship into a turn that squeezed a choir of strained groans from the crowd and left Nate clinging on for dear life. “That’s kinda creepy, by the way,” she added, shooting him a sideways glance as they leveled out. “Don’t suppose you could get out there and give us a nice push with those fancy little gravity jets? Stabilizer controls are shot to shit, and main engines are flirting with the dodos.”

      He looked down at her, trying to decide whether she was joking about the get out and push bit, then remembered with an upward glance that Iveera was literally surfing the Camelot, smiting torpedoes and ship-sized blaster bolts into the void for them.

      Maybe he freaking should get out and push.

      —FERENCE! blurted a mechanical voice before he could.

      “Cammy?” Nate half-cried, jerking around in shock before registering the voice had been in his head.

      NA…TH-TH-THANIEL?

      Lights and displays flickered on across the bridge, then sputtered back out.

      “You there, C?” Tessa asked, not looking away from her flying.

      CON… FUSED, the disembodied voice uttered. Nate leaned over and saw the word echoed on Tessa’s main console display. NOT… WHOLE.

      “She’s still trying to regenerate,” Nate reasoned out loud, thinking of the mess of cracked casings and frayed nexus connectors below—a mess Ex had assured him was “not as bad as it looked”—and trying to sound like he actually knew what the hell he was talking about.

      Self-regeneration should begin shortly, Ex had said. Provided we do not explode in the next five minutes.

      They still had a couple of minutes to find out.

      NEED… Cammy burbled, voice undulating shakily. NEED…

      She requires our strength, Nathaniel, Ex said.

      Nate glanced up at Iveera’s dorsal outpost, not following. What, you want me to get out and push, too?

      That, or step into the command ring like a real Knight, and let her tap our power directly.

      Nate eyed the subtle lip of the two-meter wide circle overlaid on the deck behind Tessa’s and Jaeger’s de facto command station. The ring, Iveera had explained, was meant to be analogous to a captain’s chair for a Knight––once they were sufficiently acclimated with their ship and Excalibur to facilitate a proper merging.

      No time like the present, he supposed.

      “Help your ship, Nathaniel,” Iveera’s voice crackled in his helmet comms. “The coordinates are laid. She merely needs—”

      A roar of static and a string of groaning impacts raked across the bridge, bringing Iveera up short as she danced across the Camelot, conducting a flashing symphony of blaster fire in and out. Nate hurried to the center of the command circle, anchoring himself firmly to the deck with gravitonics and reaching out to Cammy with open, inviting thoughts, searching anxiously for… something. Anything. Nothing.

      Nothing at all.

      “—ideas, kid?” Jaeger’s voice broke into his third-rate sanctum sanctorum of rushed tranquility, rousing him enough that he almost missed it—the faint brush of Cammy’s eclectic presence, like a frightened child reaching for a stranger’s hand in the dark.

      It was as touching as it was unexpected. Not that he blamed her for being rattled. He wasn’t even sure which of them, if either, was the adult in this scenario. He just settled back into that open state as best he could and reached for her hand.
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      “—hell’s he doing?” The voice was distant, oddly muffled like he was hearing it through several feet of water. “—the hell is that thing?”

      Close by (or maybe from a hundred meters away), someone growled an incoherent curse.

      Focus.

      He tried. On some level, Nate was pretty sure he was still gravitonically anchored to the command ring on the Camelot’s bridge, where a multitude of spindly-armed somethings had grown from the deck and twined into his armor, cradling him like a secondary exoskeleton. But that experience was distant. Disembodied. No particular concern of his at the moment. Not compared to the thrill and accumulating stress of overworked, unregulated thrusters, and the entire humming spectra of electromagnetic and particle radiations showering his hull in a never-ending song of light and lost warmth.

      His hull?

      Don’t freak out.

      Ex’s voice. And the Camelot…

      Somewhere far away, a heart was thundering.

      You’re freaking out.

      He was the Camelot?

      Well, I wouldn’t put it quite—Ex started.

      “Why are we slowing?” someone growled through the murky depths, that thundering heart rocking closer on a confusing swirl of—

      Bah, close enough, Ex amended quickly. You ARE the Camelot. Now take a deep breath and stop clenching before you get us all killed.

      “—don’t know!” someone else was snapping. “She’s fighting me, sir!”

      Tessa.

      The thought jarred him back toward the bridge, where his eyes were prying themselves open, searching for something, anything, to orient his mind in the chaos. For one brief moment, he was besieged by an impossible juxtaposition of thrust forces and velocities, flashing mechanical stress alerts, and a million other incomprehensible datums, all soaked through with the raw sensory input of his own body. His mind threatened to tear in two with the dissonance. Then his eyes snapped shut reflexively, his body falling away to that distant place, and the rest rushed in to fill the void.

      It was like drinking from a fire hose. Like trying to read that damned green-letter Matrix scrawl. Hundreds, thousands, of moving bodies dancing around them in the never-ending star song of the vast nebula they fled, each with a thousand metrics and factoids—size-weight-speed-crew-name-class-threat-arms-distance-intercept-and—

      Focus, Nathaniel.

      Ex’s voice, tugging him toward the surface. Toward the place where twin dreadnoughts were cruising in to cut off their relay approach, dozens of Hellion fighters and Archon-class frigates leading the charge. Toward the place where they were trapped between a full-scale Alliance war fleet and a vengeful First Knight.

      And Cammy wasn’t fighting Tessa. He was.

      “Sir, I think he’s…” Tessa was saying somewhere in the distance, beneath the nauseous data swirl raging through his brain so fast he thought he tasted charred gray matter.

      Oops.

      In the visual feed of the bridge interior, Tessa was glancing from her consoles back toward Meat Suit Nate. “I think he’s—Ah shit!”

      Nate felt Cammy’s proximity sensors flaring like an unnaturally sharp tickle in the tail bone, crying out in alarm as the Eldest Stone put on one last burst of speed and caught them by the stern with a violent crash and a horrible wrenching groan of sputtering shields and deforming metal.

      It hurt.

      It hurt as badly as if the Stone’s mighty grip were crushing down on the bony crests of Nate’s own hips. He felt the Camelot bleeding velocity like a harpooned whale, suddenly dragging a thousand tons of the universe’s most flashy golden emergency brakes. And the sharks were circling.

      The jump, Nathaniel. Iveera’s voice this time, cutting through the crushing pain as she danced across their back, soaking up the brunt of the intensifying fire. Now. Right now.

      Which sounded damn good to him, given how the entire damn ship was flashing bow-to-stern with hull breaches, shield integrity alerts, and a hundred other alerts he couldn’t comprehend. It just didn’t fix the tiny little fact that he had no idea how to get the finicky wisp that was Cammy’s rebooting presence to step into the light and do it.

      Less fussing, more jumping, little hobbit.

      Nate blew out a harsh breath, trying to sink beneath the pain, focusing on Cammy.

      You have no idea what havoc you have wrought here, you fool, came another voice, somewhere toward the painful surface. Zedavian’s voice, some part of him registered. He did his best to ignore it, sinking deeper to the heart of his ship’s construct, until he could feel her there on some extrasensory level. She was shaking. Quivering like a frightened animal, confused and fragmented, and almost certainly in no shape to be pulling some sophisticated micro q-jump.

      She wasn’t ready.

      Somewhere on the periphery, he noted the heart of the Alliance forces racing closer, the dreadnoughts’ twin gunmetal prows coming alive with a rising emerald glow entirely too reminiscent of a pair of charging Death Stars. He resisted the urge to try to boost their forward shields, reaching instead to offer his hand to Cammy in the internal darkness of their shared nowhere.

      It’s okay, he thought softly, not really sure what it was he meant by that, only that it felt right in that dark place, with a world of danger screaming in all around them. It’s gonna be okay, Cammy. I’m not going anywhere.

      Nor am I, old friend, Ex added, stirring in the darkness beside them. Not this time.

      It occurred to Nate that it was the first time he’d ever actually heard Ex speak to anyone that wasn’t him. For a moment, it only reminded him just how much he still didn’t know about his fated companions, and everything they’d been through before he stumbled along. But that didn’t matter right then. No more than the crushing weight of Zedavian’s grip on their hull mattered, grinding them to a halt as the dreadnoughts fired.

      They watched it all happening from the darkness. Together. Time moving slowly in that place. Emerald columns of destruction creeping toward them through the black, belayed on a deep, foggy certainty that, together, they could fix this—this, and so much more. Together, they were safer. Stronger.

      Together, they could be unstoppable.

      TR-TR-TR-TRUST?

      Trust, he agreed, surprised by the sense of unhurried calm that settled through him with the thought.

      Trust, Ex echoed.

      In the darkness, they felt Cammy’s power stirring, rearranging itself to accommodate for her damaged Nexus, leaning on Ex here, Nate there, to fill in the gaps. Leaning until they hummed in triumvirate unison.

      Outside, the front shields rippled with heat distortions on the leading edge of the plasma columns, bowing in as the lances struck and splashed out in slow motion, building to the inevitable collapse.

      Time stopped. Space thinned. Or maybe thickened. For one eternity of an instant, Nate wasn’t sure which. Wasn’t sure, on some level, whether they even really still existed. All he knew was that Cammy took his hand more strongly in the darkness, and that reality flickered—morphed into something incomprehensible.

      Then they snapped back into existence halfway across the Forge system with a roar of firing engines and mourning groan of warped metal, spewing a trail of debris where they’d torn free from the Eldest Stone’s death grip.

      They were bound straight for the system’s secondary relay superstructure.

      Nate nearly cried out in relief. Then the rest of the Alliance fleet caught up from their moment of disoriented shock, and relief gave way to urgency. They felt the targeting lasers coalescing on the Camelot’s hull and sensed the sudden flare of acceleration from the capital ships on the distant side of the Forge. The closest of their pursuers—the contingent squadron that’d been racing over from the secondary ring—wheeled around and began opening fire without hesitation.

      Nate felt more than heard Iveera’s explicit demand to get them to the ring, just as he felt her tight-beam message to the Beacon relay itself, demanding Knightship-level passage to the Tarkaminen system, Alliance orders be damned. Whoever’s authority the relays answered to—that of the Merlin or the Lady herself—the superstructure obeyed, keying them in with an approach vector to where the manipulator arms were reaching for them with the blessed azure shimmer of a spawning gateway.

      Not that the dreadnought and the two battlecruisers that barred their way seemed to give a damn. They just belched a sea of fighters and opened up with everything they had.

      Distantly, they felt Tessa at the controls, preparing to go evasive.

      Trust us, Nate thought—or maybe said, back on the bridge.

      Then together, he, Cammy, and Ex lowered their figurative head and charged, accelerating with a wrenching groan and a few sharp snapping pains from the rear of the ship, he and Ex bolstering the forward shields with their own strength even as Iveera alighted on the prow, ready to lend her own support.

      Fighter squadrons parted neatly ahead, sweeping wide to simultaneously open the line of fire for the larger ships and angle around for a run at the Camelot’s flanks. With the way fully clear, the dreadnought unleashed pure hell.

      They pressed on, taking what punishment slipped through Iveera’s e-dim sorcery on their shields without complaint, focused firmly on their waiting gateway. Distantly, Nate couldn’t help but wonder how they’d fare on the other side. He could practically smell the Tarkaminen sister fleet waiting there thousands of light-years away, ready to hit them with torpedoes or tractor beams or Lady knew what else the moment they emerged.

      They’d have to jump to crusher space or q-drive the moment they were through. He felt the same thought from Iveera—wondered briefly if it was even safe for her to take a relay jump strapped to the hull. He pushed those thoughts aside. She knew what she was doing.

      All he cared about at that moment was clearing that ring.

      They roared past the three capital ships, skirting the enormous underbelly of the dreadnought, and pressed on through the torrential 4th of July plasma show, rocketing toward the fully telescoped relay aperture in a blaze of smoking hull and whining engines. Almost there. Space unfolding through that heavenly target. A grainy haze of different stars waiting on the other side. Escape. Almost there. Lady’s Light swirling in the depths. Almost—

      Something is wrong, came Iveera’s voice in his head, the moment before they tore through the portal. Nate tensed at her tone, gasping as the Light enveloped them, rushing over and through him like an icy river on a cloudy day. There was something wrong with this Light. Something unnaturally—

      WARNING, Cammy cried through the explosion of tingling blue electrifying Nate’s every cubic inch. He felt her pulling away. Felt their cohesion wavering.

      LOCATION… There was a series of sharp starts and stops, like Cammy was attempting to say something she wasn’t equipped to say. LOCATION UNKNOWN.

      She was confused, Nate reasoned, as he tried to focus on their faltering meld through the rush of searing input, searching urgently for the telltale ocean of threat blips no doubt screaming in to catch them at the mouth of the Tarkaminen relay. Then he took in their surroundings and understood. It wasn’t a glitch of her rebooting systems.

      It was just hard to check the star charts when there were no stars. Nothing but radiant swirls of brilliant azure as far as the Camelot’s indelible optics could see in any direction, in fact. Lady’s Light. An entire sea of it. Untarnished, aside from—

      Brace yourselves! Iveera snapped in his mind, just as Ex growled a sharp curse and his own breath caught in his chest at the sight his startled brain was still struggling to register.

      There, awash in the endless ocean of nebulous blue, a pitch dark ship waited for them like a dread fortress on the eerie horizon. The Avalon Eternal, pinged a soft factoid from the Camelot’s diligent sensors. The Black Knight’s ship, Nate’s numb brain translated with a sudden terrible certainty. He felt it in his bones.

      And the blackened thing was headed straight for them.
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      It happened faster than Nate could react. No warning. No mystical time dilation to save the day. The Avalon Eternal merely gushed forth a terrible column of hyper violet energy, and the Camelot screamed its first dying scream.

      Nate screamed with it, recoiling from the staggering pain, gaping in horror as his senses prodded at the damage and felt the several layers of ruined hull and decks the blast had just slagged straight through. Their shields were ruptured, weakly stirring to reassemble. Nate tried to bring his and Ex’s strength to bear, mind racing with the power of that single blast, and what the hell they were supposed to do before the Avalon Eternal fired another.

      My ship! Iveera’s voice snapped him to order. Release the Kalnythian W—

      The second blast caught her full-on, rending a deep gash across the Camelot’s dorsal hull, consuming the Gorgon completely in the ultraviolet inferno.

      “—us the hell out of here!” someone was barking, somewhere too far away.

      It was all happening too fast. Nate’s entire world focused on the epicenter of that blinding blast, gritting through the pain, waiting for the storm to sweep by and reveal their mighty Gorgon Knight standing unharmed, defenses intact.

      “Now, dammit!”

      “Engines are full blast, sir. We’re not—This place isn’t…”

      “—bout crusher drives?”

      “—can’t even—”

      The second blast ended, the truncated edge of the column flying by like a train in the night, violet on blue, ad infinitum. Nate stared at the charred aftermath, uncomprehending.

      Iveera floated there like limp, scorched bait, dangling from the Camelot by her gravitonic tether. Alive or dead, he couldn’t tell. Couldn’t feel her there at all, only the dark fortress of the Avalon Eternal, gliding closer, jet black prow coming alive with the glow of a third charging blast.

      All that trouble. All the shattered alliances and sputtering fires they’d left behind in their daring gambit to fetch another shot at the Black Knight, and here the blackened bastard was, about to end them before they could so much as—

      “Nate!”

      Jaeger’s voice snapped him back to the bridge, too close and urgent. He blinked with his own eyes, taking in Jaeger’s dire expression, dimly registering he’d lost his meld with Cammy. He glanced down at the cradling exoskeleton of her interface arms, then back to Jaeger, who was watching him with a kind of grimly spreading acceptance, praying that he might kindly pull a Knightly miracle from his ass, but not really expecting it, which was just as well.

      Nate had nothing.

      Nothing but the sudden sobering certainty that he’d stepped worlds out of his league—that he deserved the soft anger burning in Jaeger’s eyes, and the hollow ache that joined it when Tessa turned to face him, devoid of all that bravado. For the first time, she looked like a twenty-five-year-old pilot who’d somehow stumbled into a gig she wasn’t ready for, never could have been ready for.

      Ahead, the third violet glow reached a nightmarish pitch at the prow of the Avalon Eternal, gleaming with the promise of their imminent destruction. Nate watched helplessly, the image of Gwen’s tear-streaked face flitting unbidden to his mind’s eye.

      We’re not dead yet, little hobbit.

      The words echoed in Nate’s mind, a stubborn little challenge in the darkening storm, daring him to remember what he’d come here for—daring him to stow the sniveling and do something. Anything. Fight until he couldn’t. He saw Marty and Gwen drifting there in his mind’s eye. Saw Tessa and Jaeger watching him, tinged with the hellish light filling the bridge.

      He flexed fear-stiffened muscles and lunged to port just as the dark destroyer fired, not really sure what he could do that Tessa’s straining engines couldn’t, but demanding the Camelot to obey all the same.

      And obey it did, lurching like a boat on phantom waters, not moving so much as undulating through the Light, as if it was Nate and Nate was it, paddling gently along on the azure currents they’d somehow found themselves trapped within. Searing heat scorched along the starboard hull before Nate had time to wonder at the enigma. He clenched his teeth against the pain and fired back with every blaster, torpedo, and sharp edge his mind could find. He spared a stray thought to pull Iveera’s dangling body back into the Camelot, dimly aware his body, back on the bridge, was shouting for the crew to fight back and hit the bastard with everything they had.

      Distantly, he thought he heard their battle cries joining his own. He was pretty sure he felt their hands helping to man the weapons systems as he poured everything he had into the singular thought of shredding the Avalon Eternal clean open. In the space of two seconds, the eerie blue void between them became a screaming storm of magnesium-flare-bright torpedoes, white-hot magnetic accelerator slugs, and searing green plasma lances. Enough firepower to core an Alliance dreadnought clean through several times over, he was almost certain. Enough that he feared Ex had been overconfident in his promise that the Merlin would survive to be excavated—if he was even aboard the enemy ship at all.

      The Avalon Eternal consumed the entire damned firestorm like so much flak.

      Through a murky fog, Nate was aware of his spent body hitting the deck in the shocked silence of the bridge. Then the dread ship let loose with another blast, and there was nothing but the pain. It spilled through his mind like fuming kerosene and sparked to life, flash-frying his entire world to a scream of raw agony. His guts, their lower decks, were on fire. Critical systems, losing power. Drowning in their own brilliant lifeblood. Drowning.

      Yield, Terran, rumbled a dark voice, from somewhere in the depths of his nightmares. There might’ve been more, but he was too faded to make it out. Someone was shaking him and growling his name through the darkness.

      On your feet, lad, whispered a hauntingly familiar voice, so thin he wasn’t sure he’d really heard it at all.

      Seconds passed. Scant seconds. Or maybe hours.

      “—on, kid!” the voice growled.

      He felt like he’d died and woken up.

      Rough hands were yanking him up, shaking him. He tried to move, but acrid smoke choked his lungs with the stench of burning electronics, the coppery taste of blood thick in his mouth.

      “Nate?” Another shake. He was on his back. “Hey, come on, Nate?”

      Eyes open. Snuffy.

      Snuffy and Jaeger.

      He was on the deck, staring up at them through the smoke and winking red lights of a bridge in full meltdown.

      “Something’s happening,” Tessa snapped from her control rig.

      All things considered, it almost seemed like a laughable statement. At least until Nate’s brain caught up and lurched him upright with alarm, startling a tense Snuffy and earning himself a violent wave of nausea.

      Outside, the ocean of Light was rippling, agitated by some building storm, warping everything but the space around the Avalon Eternal, which sat there calmly, waiting, seemingly unconcerned with the smoking husk of the Camelot—waiting for what?

      “The Merlin,” Nate croaked, clawing his way to his feet, not arguing when Jaeger stepped in to steady him. “We have to—”

      They both staggered as the perturbations intensified outside, bending the Light and seemingly everything in it. Judging by the groans across the bridge, they weren’t the only ones who felt the inexorable wave of whatever it was. He didn’t know what. Only that this place, whatever it was, felt like it was on the verge of collapsing.

      Do you hear that? Ex asked.

      Then a window of their endless blue infinity cracked open like a cosmic Coke can, offering an infinitesimal glimpse of dark space and stars before it belched forth a torrential flood of roaring golden energy. The beam tore past the Camelot and punched straight into the bow of the Avalon with a dazzling crackle of crimson energy shields.

      And there, charging through that strange tear in the wake of the blast, was the magnificent golden mech form of Zedavian Kelkarin’s Eldest Stone, cutting through the endless blue like he’d sailed these strange oceans a thousand times before, sweeping in for the kill.

      The First Knight didn’t give his prey a moment to calibrate from the surprise attack. The Black Knight didn’t need it.

      In the blink of an eye, both ships unleashed such unchecked hell on one another that Nate’s head thrummed with the intensity of the exchange. And not just his head. His entire body. All of space itself, it seemed, as the two titans turned the azure ocean to flames, Zedavian charging headlong, the Black Knight standing his ground, neither attempting anything so coy as evasive maneuvers. The Light warped and hummed around them like a plucked string with each destructive wave, pulsing with ominous veins of black and purple, threatening to dissipate completely.

      “Guys?” Snuffy asked, looking around with wide eyes. “Is anyone else feeling that?”

      “Strap back in,” Jaeger growled. “Now.” He grabbed Nate and turned for his own crash couch like he fully intended to drag him there and go Dutch on the life-saving restraints. Nate stumbled along, trying to point out that he, unlike Jaeger, had his own personal gravitonics to fall back on. But it was too late.

      The ocean of Light undulated on the back of a particularly spectacular explosion, warping Nate’s head, the space between their three ships rippling like a desert mirage as the Eldest Stone sped to terminal impact with the Avalon Eternal.

      “Brace yourself,” Nate growled, shoving Jaeger down into the crash couch, unsure what the hell was about to happen, only that it wasn’t going to be pretty.

      No sooner had Jaeger’s restraints latched on than the air—or maybe existence itself—shook with the unmistakable violence of impact outside. Nate whirled for the viewport, reaching for his gravitonics to brace himself against the inevitable turbulence.

      He faltered at what he saw—the Eldest Stone plowing into the Avalon Eternal in an explosion of enormous sparks and sputtering shields, taking it in a full on tackle even as the Avalon shifted, folding, and springing jet black manipulator arms––making as if to match Zedavian’s transformer act. And beyond that…

      Nate squinted, the Light between them so warped now that it was hard to make sense of anything but the building thrum of power. There were shapes there—hundreds of them. Thousands of dark, splotchy phantoms ghosting toward them, ethereal in the Light, but unmistakably there.

      Nate focused on one, dialing the optics in.

      Then the clashing Knightships detonated with an all-consuming blast of rushing light, and with little more than a decisive rattle and a round of dropped jaws, the ocean of swirling blue simply winked from existence. Suddenly, they were staring through the display-dead viewport at nothing but the star-spangled blackness of normal space.

      The Eldest Stone and Avalon Eternal were nowhere in sight.

      For a long moment, no one spoke, the entire crew still tensed like they expected the two clashing Knightships might spill out into space beside them at any moment. Nate wasn’t sure they wouldn’t—almost didn’t care if they did, as bone-dead tired as he suddenly felt, his insides shaky and feeling a little too much like they’d just been through the microwave.

      “Where are we, Kalders?” Jaeger finally asked.

      That was a damned good question, Nate realized, as he checked their few working displays and realized that they didn’t have an angry Tarkaminen relay sentry fleet bearing down on them. There was no relay superstructure at all. Nothing but—

      Tessa’s gasp was the only warning before something smacked into the Camelot. Something big, by the sound of it. It screeched across the hull like a banshee family reunion, finally wrenching clear to drift past the viewport, a jagged dark mass, spinning lazily.

      An asteroid?

      Thousands of them, Nate realized, looking closer at Tessa’s displays.

      I believe we have experienced a slight detour, Ex said, as the rest of the bridge came alive with chatter. But according to the star charts…

      “Report, Kalders,” Jaeger said. “Where the hell are we?”

      “I don’t know, sir!” Tessa snapped. “Nav systems are down, and I—I…” She gestured helplessly at her sputtering displays.

      Ah, Ex said, sounding unusually reserved about whatever he’d just finished digging up.

      What is it? Nate asked, not sure he really wanted to know.

      It… seems we have arrived at the Atlantean’s missing Demeter colony.

      Nate caught himself on the back of Tessa’s flight chair, another shaky wave passing over him as he tried to process what Ex was telling him, and what it meant.

      “What is it?” Jaeger asked, apparently noticing his sudden pallor.

      He told them and watched the understanding dawn in each of their eyes.

      “But then…” Tessa pried her eyes from him to the asteroid field, then back again. “This is…?”

      “The Atlantean’s dark colony,” Nate confirmed.

      The place was a graveyard.
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      “I still don’t understand how we ended up here, of all places,” Tessa said, not for the first time, as she finished limping the beaten Camelot more or less clear of the closest impending asteroid strikes, which was hardly to say clear from all of them. The debris field seemed to stretch on indefinitely, a steady shower of smaller particles peppering the hull wherever they went.

      Was this really the graveyard of an entire planet?

      “I still don’t understand if it’s okay to breathe again,” Snuffy murmured quietly in the corner, staring into empty space with a permanently shell-shocked expression.

      Nate knew what he meant more than he cared to admit. It was hard to process just how much shit had hit the fans in the short time since he’d been sitting in Zedavian’s “brig” like a good little prisoner, arguing with…

      His breath caught, the reminder of Iveera sweeping him like a landslide.

      He turned for the exit without a word, only distantly aware of Jaeger’s voice behind him, feet carrying him first quickly, then frantically off the bridge, senses questing out for guidance in the soft red emergency lighting.

      How had he forgotten, even for a moment?

      His ship was dark to his mind. Just plain dark all around outside the spill of the bridge’s emergency lighting, but his helmet sensors picked up the slack quickly enough. He didn’t have far to look.

      Iveera’s burnt husk was laid out in the middle of the main corridor, face down where she must’ve dropped after he’d bade the Camelot to drag her back in. She wasn’t moving. Once-copper armor charred all to black. Motionless jin hanging limply around her head.

      Nate dropped to his knees beside her, too sickened to breathe. He reached out a helpless hand, needing to check, needing to help, but unable to even touch her for the fear that she would merely crumble to dry ash.

      “Ex,” he whispered, practically a prayer.

      Her Excalibur yet works to mend her wounds.

      Does that mean she’s…?

      Even in his own head, the word dug in its heels, refusing to come forward.

      An Excalibur Knight is not so easily slain, Ex admonished.

      Nate let out a low breath and took in another, wanting to be relieved but not quite able to unhear the creeping uncertainty in his companion’s voice.

      An Excalibur Knight seemed to be a lot of things he hadn’t been expecting when he’d first stepped onto the Camelot back on Earth. Fugitives, for instance. Fugitives who’d somehow bounced from bad dreams straight into the apparent remains of a dead planet, it seemed, with little to no idea what the hell they’d been thinking.

      He looked down at Iveera’s charred helmet, wondering if he shouldn’t call for help, certain on some level that her Excalibur was already doing more than any of them could. He pictured the Gorgon’s face wrapped in peaceful slumber rather than the more likely sight that awaited beneath the surface.

      Why hadn’t she stopped him?

      What had changed her mind back in that cell? Even after Amelia had informed them of Zedavian’s apparent decision to throw the Merlin under the bus for the Council, she’d stuck to her guns, insisting on loyalty to the all-important Order. And then, just like that…

      He sighed, not sure what to think. She was six-hundred years old, for Christ’s sake. Who knew what went on in her head, or in Zedavian’s, or any of them? He didn’t know the Alliance like they did. Hadn’t understood what kind of shit show they’d been flying into, fleeing Forge Station like that.

      Maybe she hadn’t stopped him, he thought, staring at that blackened helmet,   because she’d simply wanted to teach him a lesson about jumping the gun and trusting his gut in a world he didn’t yet understand. Maybe all the collateral damage was a worthy cost in her mind.

      Or maybe it was all his own damned fault, and he was just deflecting.

      A shot at the Black Knight squandered. Zedavian missing. An angry Alliance fleet, no doubt preparing to hunt them out to the edges of the galaxy. Or to wherever the hell they’d arrived. He still didn’t know what to make of the drifting ruins outside. He only knew that they were too far from home and that they’d just gone farther.

      The thought of home was a hollow ache in his chest, ripe with taunting images of Gwen and Copernicus cuddled up with him on the couch, Kyle and Marty playing games and ribbing them: oh, to be young and in love.

      He waited for the inevitable pang of longing to follow, with all the same squirrely bargaining chips that’d played through his mind a thousand times since they’d left Earth. The vanilla college boredom he’d never again take for granted if only he could make it home. The childish dreams of mystical powers and fantastical space adventures he’d never again indulge.

      The thoughts didn’t come. Not as anything more than idle background chatter, at least. Instead, he just felt tired, content for the moment to merely hold on to the image of his friends and the less-than-concrete belief that he’d find his way back when this was all over.

      Absorbed as he was, he didn’t notice Jaeger coming until the sweeping flashlight beam danced over Iveera’s body, and a curt whisper of, “Shit,” broke the silence. The Lt Col knelt calmly down across from Nate and leaned in to inspect the Gorgon. The two fingers he started extending toward her throat went back to his side as he realized she was still fully encased in charred armor. He glanced back toward the bridge, probably thinking about calling for Carter, then thought better of it.

      “Whadya got, kid?” he asked quietly.

      Nate stared at him, brain crunching to catch up from its own reveries. Jaeger held his gaze, expression unreadable, then finally tilted his head toward their charred Gorgon in a silent gesture to focus up.

      “She’ll live,” Nate heard himself say. “I think.”

      He didn’t mean to say the last words. They just snuck out.

      Jaeger nodded slowly, like he was filing that one away under impossible things to remember moving forward.

      “We need to take stock,” he finally said. “Figure out how we landed here. Figure out what’s next. Should probably get her to a bed, at least,” he added, glancing down at Iveera’s unmoving body before looking back to Nate. “What happened to the Troglodan?”

      “Locked him in the nexus,” Nate said, still pulling his head on straight, still focused on Iveera.

      “You left the saboteur locked with the ship’s vital innards,” Jaeger said, like he was testing to make sure he’d heard that right.

      Nate pried his eyes from Iveera up to the Lt Col, releasing his helmet back to e-dim so that Jaeger could see his face in the jagged spillover of the flashlight beam and the flickering start-and-stop sputters of the corridor emergency lights. “I left him bound and electromagnetically shielded so I could hurry up and save our asses. Did you know you invited a walking bomb onto our ship?”

      Jaeger held his gaze, not backing down, calmly tracing his words through. “Don’t suppose that has something to do with why Ivy here wrapped Blondie up there in her magical Knight cocoon before she went out for her spacewalk?”

      “Probably.” Nate glanced toward the bridge, wondering if and how he should go about safely freeing the Atlantean from her cage. “She thought the Ooperians might’ve gotten to them. Brainwashed them, sort of.”

      “What?” Jaeger tensed, looking around like he half-expected to find one of the clammy bastards standing right there.

      “It’s called—”

      “Fucking vampire glamour?”

      Apparently, Nate didn’t adequately hide his surprise that Jaeger would be familiar with the term.

      “Yeah, I know how to read,” Jaeger supplied. “Go figure. You have any idea where they…” He trailed off as something else occurred to him. “The escape pods.”

      Nate nodded. “I think they dosed Malfar and bailed. Should be safe from any detonation signals now that we’re through the relay,” he added, relaying Ex’s comments in real-time, “but we still probably wanna get them, uh, disarmed before the biosynthetic explosives go into unstable decay or whatever. According to Ex,” he concluded, in response to his companion’s grumbling about second fiddles and the true brains of the operation.

      There, Nate thought, as he moved to stand from Iveera’s side. Happy?

      Never, Ex shot back, though he sounded at least marginally pleased.

      Jaeger, on the other hand, looked like he had something on his mind as he reached out and caught Nate by the arm, keeping him there. “About Mr. Ex,” he started, before rethinking the unfortunate moniker with a dismissive head shake. “Whatever. About your Excalibur. You wanna explain why we had to find out from Malfar the freaking Trog justicar that you two caught a bit of the Knight plague from our dark friend back in Atlantis?”

      Nate looked down at Jaeger’s domineering hand, idly considering how easily he could’ve hurled the man across the room, and just how humongous the Lt Col’s oh-so-casual stones must be.

      “We didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, well, that doesn’t change the fact that this corruption stuff was enough to give His Golden Holiness the murder wood for all of us back there. Who’s to say it wasn’t how this Black Knight asshole knew exactly where to find us, too?”

      That stopped Nate cold in his tracks.

      “I… I don’t think he was after us.”

      Of all the messy pieces refusing to make sense in his mind, he wasn’t quite sure why those were the first words that chose to slip out of his mouth. Something about the look Zedavian had given him when he’d made the half-cocked mistake to try to infect the First Knight. The fact that they’d escaped the hangar and made it to the relay at all, only to be ruthlessly dismantled by the Black Knight and set aside like children in time out. Like they’d merely stumbled onto a stage set for another.

      Had Zedavian let them escape?

      Had he somehow known what they were flying into?

      Yield, Terran, the dark titan’s voice echoed in his mind, right there on the cusp of the words that’d followed, slippery as the details of some half-remembered dream.

      “That’s not an answer,” Jaeger’s voice broke into his thoughts. The Lt Col released his arm, stood from Iveera’s side, and crossed his arms authoritatively, waiting for Nate’s response.

      Nate looked down at the charred Gorgon, wishing to the Lady and anyone else that she’d stir and tell them what to do next. Because Jaeger was right, it wasn’t an answer. He didn’t have answers—just more questions than he knew what to do with.

      “I can’t tell you why,” he said quietly, not looking up, “but I think there’s something more going on here. Something between Zedavian and the Black Knight. I feel it in my gut.”

      Jaeger looked none too impressed. “Funny, Malfar said the same thing. But here’s the thing, kid. Unless that gut of yours can tell us how to fix this mess and keep my people clear of another blind-flying shit show like we just…” He trailed off, and they both turned to find Snuffy waiting there on the periphery of their conversation, head bowed apologetically.

      “We’ve got a checklist from Cammy, boss,” the mechanic said, looking tentatively between Jaeger and Nate. “You want me to get started on what repairs I can, or…?” He glanced awkwardly between them again, like he was wondering whether he shouldn’t offer them the chance to finish having it out first.

      Nate was already occupied reaching out for Cammy’s presence, feeling too much like a parent who’d forgotten their kid in the car in all the excitement. And there she was—weak and only vaguely responsive to his probing thoughts, but slowly resurfacing from the beaten they’d taken together.

      “Grab Elmo and get on it,” Jaeger was saying, not bothering to ask Nate’s opinion. “Pierce, too. Tell Carter we got a patient for her back here, and tell Kalders—”

      Thump.

      They all turned at the muffled sound, tracing it to the dark ramp belowdecks.

      Thump, thump, THUMP, it went, more pronounced with each strike. Then an equally muffled roar, just barely recognizable as a single word.

      “TERRAN!”

      “Sounds like you did a real bang-up job securing the big angry Trog down there, kid,” Jaeger said, shooting him a sideways glance.

      “Yeah, well”—Nate splayed his hands, not sure how that even remotely compared to how generally boned their situation was out here—“maybe next time I’ll just take my sweet time getting back to the bridge.”

      “Where are you going?”

      Nate paused at the top of the ramp. “To disarm the walking Troglodan bomb, I guess. Then, I dunno. Maybe try to figure out how the hell we ended up…” He thought about the lifeless debris field that may or may not have recently been a populated Atlantean outpost. “… wherever we are.”

      Jaeger held him on the end of a clear this isn’t over stare. Behind him, Snuffy shifted uncomfortably, looking like he’d give just about anything to have a wrench in hand and a discrete problem to solve.

      “Let’s get Cammy back on her feet,” Jaeger finally said, shooing Snuffy back toward the bridge. “Then, we’ll talk.”
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      In the short time it took to reach the narrow nexus maintenance corridor, Nate managed to conjure up exactly one disgruntled Excalibur and zero miraculous plans for dealing with their walking bio-bomb—or bombs, plural, Amelia pending.

      Dearest apologies if the speed of my genius is not on par with your expectations, Ex said. If you require a more immediate solution, might I point out that spacing both of them would be the easiest option.

      The thought alone was enough to draw Nate up short, hands curling into indignant fists.

      Kidding, kidding! Ex insisted. Hypothetically. Take a joke, Nathaniel. Though, really, while we are on the subject—

      We’re not spacing them, Nate thought, so decisively that he was a little shocked to remember that it was a Troglodan they were talking about, here.

      A Troglodan AND a rather Gwen-shaped Atlantean, Ex pointed out.

      “Yeah,” Nate muttered, telling himself that was the full extent of it. “Right.”

      But the rest of the thought wouldn’t shake free as he set off, eyeing the door at the bend in the corridor. A full planetary invasion—eighty-thousand-plus humans killed and a not-so-harmless attempt to bring down the Camelot and his crew. And here he was, jerking away from the thought of spacing Malfar the Troglodan justicar.

      Here he was, flinching away from the thought of murder.

      Because that’s what it would be, wasn’t it? There was no denying it, not after everything he’d seen on the Forge. Somehow, the word hadn’t even entered his lexicon when he’d been taking a shot at the attacking Ooperians, or back on Earth gunning down the big dumb brutes who talked in low grunts and growls. But now…

      Now, he told himself, pushing the thought firmly aside, they had far more important things to worry about than the morality of self-defense. He drew up to the door he’d quickly melted back into place to keep Malfar contained, flushing a little as Jaeger’s point about his rushed logic came dancing back to the surface.

      Whatever. It had worked.

      He raised a hand, preparing to slice his shoddy welding work back open, and faltered as the soft whine he hadn’t noticed suddenly died on the other side of the door, and he caught a pungent whiff of scorched metal and carbon.

      The door burst outward with a sharp crack, sailing at him like a spring-loaded booby-trap in some eccentric millionaire’s trick mansion. He caught it by reflex and shifted it aside just in time to see Malfar the Troglodan justicar leveling a blaster and some kind of laser-cutting multi-tool at his un-helmeted face.

      “What is your purpose here, Knight?”

      Nate blinked dumbly at the laser cutter, trying to reconcile the tool’s presence with the fact that he’d earlier found the Trog bloody at the fingers trying to bludgeon the nexus to pieces. “Feel like I might ask you the same thing. You get tired of your smashing brick or something?”

      The Troglodan followed his gaze to the cutting tool with a dark scowl. “I was not myself,” he said, tucking the device into his belt but keeping the blaster handy. “Now, where are those Ooperian scum?”

      “What?”

      “The Ooperians, Terran. Where have they gone?”

      “They…” Nate frowned at the duraplate door in his hands and set it down against the wall, reminding himself what he’d come here for. “They bailed by escape pod back at the Forge. I shielded you”—he pointed at the heaped Faraday cage the Trog had somehow shredded his way out of—“before they could detonate whatever they injected you with. And now, if you don’t mind, we need to get that shit out of your system before you blow my damn ship sky high.”

      The justicar stared at him, flatly.

      “Space high. Whatever.”

      Malfar glanced warily down the corridor, one large hand drifting to his torso like he’d at least understood that bit. “Where are we? What has happened?”

      “Still kinda trying to figure that bit out, but—”

      “Bah.” Malfar shoved past him with a grunted curse, muttering something about amateurs.

      I think I like him, Ex declared, snapping Nate back from his impotent staring.

      “Hey!” He splayed his hands at the retreating Trog’s back. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Malfar just kept marching on like he hadn’t heard a thing.

      Freaking Troglodans.

      Nate was halfway into summoning up another round of sleepy darts to see about disarming the justicar, sans pesky consciousness, when Malfar halted and turned back as if something had occurred to him. Nate watched uncertainly as the blight-marked Trog fiddled with his wrist-mounted omnitool, then stomped back down the corridor, holding the device out for Nate’s inspection.

      The short runic scrawl danced before his eyes as the justicar drew closer, morphing through Ex’s translation into four simple words: “Did you see them?”

      It took him a few confused moments to realize Malfar was referring to the Ooperians. “No,” he said, brow furrowing. “They escaped in the pods, like I said.”

      The Troglodan gave the neckless equivalent of a sharp headshake, shoulders and torso pivoting back and forth with gusto, then jabbed a thick finger to the side of his head and thrust the omni right in Nate’s face with four emphatic pumps, as if annunciating each word.

      Did. You. See. Them?

      Nate opened his mouth, bristling with an irritated retort… and closed it again, insides icing over as he realized what the justicar was actually asking. Malfar, seeing that his point was sinking in, took a moment to key something else on the omni then turned the display back to Nate.

      “Full-spectrum optics,” it read. “Follow me.”

      “But…” Nate murmured, mind racing first with flashes of the pods breaking free back in Forge System, then with thoughts of the crew currently spreading out through the Camelot’s dead, darkened decks, going about their repair duties, perfectly unsuspecting. And out there, among them…

      No. It didn’t make any sense.

      Malfar was being paranoid. That was all.

      I can scarcely detect our own crew with the current state of the Camelot’s internal systems, Ex said, before Nate could even coherently form the question. But the Troglodan’s logic is plausible.

      Plausible and paranoid, Nate told himself, but he called his helmet back from e-dim all the same. Full-spectrum optics. Malfar was already stalking off down the corridor like he didn’t really care whether Nate fell in line or not. The Troglodan had some stones. Nate had to give him that much. Especially considering that the big bastard was still primed to explode at a light sneeze of radiation.

      On the bright side, I believe I may have found a rudimentary fix for that particular quandary.

      You believe? Nate demanded, wondering just how rudimentary they were talking as he set off after Malfar at a brisk shuffle.

      You’re right, Nathaniel. My sub-percent margin of error is unacceptable. Why don’t we go ahead and employ YOUR designer serum to block off those highly-tamper-proof photo-detonators instead? I’ll sit back and enjoy the show.

      Just tell me what to do, Nate mentally grumbled, slipping quietly closer to the Troglodan, who was beginning to show the first signs of real caution as he approached the wide intersection hub at the base of the ramp.

      Mayhaps you could conjure one of those nice little dart devices for us, Ex said, in the kind of tone usually reserved for speaking to children. You know, the small pointy ones.

      “Gladly,” Nate muttered under his breath, bringing his will to bear on the task.

      Maybe it was petty, but he didn’t bother trying to warn Malfar. He just stepped forward, taking aim with his materializing wrist launcher, and gave the Trog his rudimentary medicine, right in the back of his thick non-neck.

      Bio-bomb defuser, Nate thought, carefully willing the words to take form on a small holo pane over his open palm as the growling Troglodan whirled on him for an explanation. You’re welcome.

      “Destroyer take you and your brood, Knight,” the Troglodan muttered, swatting irritatedly at the injection site.

      I’d rather that than you blow up my ship, Nate sent to the holo for the Trog to see. Now, you wanna tell me where you’re going?

      The justicar considered the holo, still clearly miffed, then turned and stomped off, ignoring Nate so completely he couldn’t help but wonder if the message text had translated properly.

      Sure, blame the Excalibur. I believe he simply doesn’t like you.

      What the hell did I do? Nate wondered, watching as the Trog paused to take his bearings at the base of the deck ramp ahead.

      You mean aside from administering multiple unsolicited pharmaceutical agents, locking him in a small room, and most likely ending his career, to boot?

      What, NOW you decide to develop a sense of empathy? Ahead, Malfar set off sternward, probably bound to investigate the escape pods.

      And what do you mean, I ended his career? Nate wondered, starting after the Trog. How is any of this… He paused at the base of the ramp, assessment of faults taking a backseat, caught between the need to go check the pods with Malfar, and to first pop up to the bridge to check on the others.

      They were fine up there, he told himself. All of them, fine. Aside from being derelict outlaws on the edge of a mysteriously missing planet, he couldn’t help but remember, as the pitter-patter crackle-and-scrape of a passing debris cloud gave way to the Camelot’s faltering shields and hull. And aside from Amelia, who was still trapped in a cage up there, for Christ’s sake.

      He shook his head and turned sternward, reaching to open a channel to Tessa. A quick check-in on the way to the pods. Then he’d get Amelia out, disarm any lingering explosives, get his bearings on what the hell had happened back there in the Light, and—

      “Nate? What’s up?”

      “Tess?” Nate said, double-checking with Ex that they were soundproofed inside his helmet. “Um, I just…” Suddenly, the truth sounded even more paranoid with another person on the line. “Is everything okay up there? Everyone’s good?”

      “Uh, yeah?” He could practically hear her brow furrowing. He stalked on down the corridor as she quickly rattled off the crew’s whereabouts. Carter monitoring Iveera. The rest back in the engine room. Just her and Blondie up at the helm, though Blondie was still a little tied up, and what was all this about anyway, and…

      “Nate?”

      Nate surfaced from the tunnel vision he hadn’t even noticed closing in from the soft red shadows.

      “What’s going on? You’re acting weird.”

      “No, I’m just…” He scanned those ominous shadows, gaze flicking to the justicar shuffling into the grav lift ahead, idly wondering what the Trog planned to do if he actually ran into an invisible assassin.

      Quickly as he could, he told Tessa about Malfar’s suspicions.

      “Well,” she said, when he’d finished and was pulling himself up the rungs of the unpowered grav lift well, “creepy as that all sounds, I think the justicar’s blowing his stack over ghosts. Cammy read lifeforms in both of those pods when they launched. So, unless a third suicide bomber decided to stay behind and for some reason not blow us all to hell the moment the justicar slipped his EM containment, I think our biggest concern right now is getting back online before we get pulverized by one of the big ones out there.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Nate said, clambering onto the upper deck as Malfar disappeared into the crew quarters ahead. But then why did he suddenly feel even more uneasy about all of this?

      Probably because she’s lying, Ex said, in case that wasn’t blatantly obvious.

      What?

      “See you in a minute, then?” Tessa asked.

      “Uh, yeah,” Nate forced himself to say.

      Cammy’s nexus was thoroughly dismantled when those pods launched. I was unable to ascertain anything about the state of those pods. She’s lying.

      “Yeah, we’ll just… I’ll be up there in a minute. Just, uh…”

      “Eyes open for ghosts?” she asked, an audible grin in her tone.

      Words, Nathaniel, Ex prompted, as Nate dumbly stared into space.

      “I’ll be here,” she promised, killing the connection.

      With her gone, the halls of the Camelot suddenly felt silent as a mausoleum, every dark corner and soft red patch unnaturally still. Haunted. Nate turned his stare to the crew quarters where the escape pods had fired from, dimly aware of the sweat beading on his forehead, heart thundering in his ears.

      Get me a line to Jaeger, he thought, starting forward. To anyone. Just… He trailed off as he stepped into the crew quarters and took in Ramirez lying peacefully in his softly-glowing medpod in the corner. So peacefully that, for a moment, Nate feared the worse. But the airman was alive. Doing well, even, judging from a cursory glance at the capsule’s many readouts. Nate turned his attention to the far corner, where Malfar was sweeping the closed escape pod hatchways with a wide violet beam from his omnitool.

      Not to alarm you, Ex said, but—

      “Kid?”

      Nate rounded at the unexpected sound of Jaeger’s voice in the doorway.

      And froze.

      Malfar growled something. Nate couldn’t have said what. He was too focused on Jaeger, and on the pistol pressed to his underjaw, grasped tightly in the Lt Col’s own two hands.

      There’s something behind him.

      Nate gaped, recycled air kissing at his perspiring brow, helmet display grasping to isolate the pale, slender outline that ghosted forward with long, sinewy steps, cloaked signatures all but invisible against the luminous red emergency lighting.

      “Carefully, child,” the Ooperian whispered, winking into terrible sight as Jaeger shuffled into the room, followed next by Snuffy, Elmo, Carter, and Pierce—all of them with weapons pressed to their own heads, all of them perfectly expressionless. “One false step and your entire crew dies.”
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      To Malfar’s credit, the big Troglodan had his weapon drawn and trained on the Ooperian’s pale forehead before Nate had even finished sucking in a surprised breath.

      “Thaaat,” hissed the nightmarish apparition, drawing the word out as it pointed a slender finger toward Malfar’s weapon, “would be a falssse step, justicar.”

      The creature snapped its fingers, and Nate’s stomach fell as Jaeger and the others obediently cocked their weapons, their faces still expressionless, seemingly unaware they were a light twitch away from painting the ceiling with their own brains.

      “If I die, they pull the triggers,” the Ooperian explained, perfectly matter-of-fact. “If I command it, they pull the triggers. If you do not cooperate…” It continued, fixing Nate with a level stare and leaving the obvious unsaid.

      “What do you want?” Nate asked.

      There are at least two more, Ex said, a red nav point appearing on Nate’s HUD and quickly bifurcating, then trifurcating.

      “Youuu will releassse your armor and surrender,” the visible Ooperian whispered, as two lanky phantoms slid into the room behind it, splitting at the door and spreading out as their respective nav points did the same. “You will relllinquish your Excalibur to usss.”

      Make that four, Ex added, another point appearing in the distance, toward the bridge. Tight-beam electromagnetics. Comms, most likely. Detonator handshake protocols as well.

      “It… doesn’t work like that,” Nate said slowly, trying to pretend as if he hadn’t noticed their extra company, and hoping to all the gods above and below that their bio-bomb blocker had actually worked on Malfar. “The Excalibur doesn’t just—”

      The Ooperian breathed an airy sigh, and Jaeger jerked his pistol into a one-handed grip and jammed it roughly into his own temple, his face a sickening juxtaposition of helpless rage in the eyes and slack obedience everywhere else.

      “I can’t just take the Excalibur off, okay?” Nate cried, raising his hands in surrender.

      “Weee are aware,” whispered the pale outline in the shadows to the left, apparently not interested in trying to maintain its cover there.

      “Weee offer a choice,” added its counterpart from over by Ramirez’s medpod.

      Ex did something to attenuate Nate’s helmet vision in the saturated red emergency lighting, and the specters took on a slightly more solid texture in his display, stalking the opposite sides of the room like wolves waiting for their pack leader’s call.

      “Ssspare your crew,” hissed Lefty.

      “Or do not,” added Righty.

      “Either way…”

      “You die,” finished their uncloaked pack leader, watching Nate with a crossed hand-on-wrist posture that felt absurdly courteous and professional on such a garish creature, like it—he?—was a perfect gentleman at heart, and what they were discussing here was nothing more personal than a run-of-the-mill business deal.

      “Why are you doing this?” Nate asked, before he could stop himself.

      They didn’t dignify the question with a response, or even a disdainful round of smirks.

      “Relinquishhh your armor now, Terran,” was all the pack leader said.

      “And we will make it quuuick,” added Lefty.

      For a painfully long moment, Nate stared, head dancing with flashes of quick-fire attacks that might somehow drop all three vamps at once and gravitonic miracles whereby he might simply yank all the guns away from his glamoured crew. He’d seen Zedavian wield his gravitonics almost like telekinesis. But he could barely even control his own flight. It occurred to him that Malfar might at least drop the visible pack leader, moving Nate down to two targets, two wrist cannons. For a moment, it seemed possible.

      Then the pack leader snapped his fingers, and Jaeger jammed his pistol down to his right thigh, weakly groaning his slack-jawed resistance.

      “No!” Nate cried.

      Jaeger pulled the trigger.

      Inside Nate’s helmet, the sound was far from deafening, the muzzle flash perfectly reasonable through Ex’s combat filters. It was the look on Jaeger’s face that hit him like a gut punch. The pained surprise as the man’s leg collapsed out from under him, like somewhere deep down he’d still been sure he had the reins up until that moment. Instead, he hit the deck and crumpled forward, prostrated out like a faithful servant at the altar.

      The Ooperian snapped its fingers again, and Snuffy snapped his pistol up to his temple in a macabre salute.

      “Okay,” Nate gasped, dropping desperately to his knees, hands up. “Okay, I’m doing it.”

      And true to his word, not knowing what the hell else to do in that moment, he ignored Ex’s protests and made to release his armor back to e-dim.

      “Terran,” Malfar rumbled.

      Nathaniel, Ex warned.

      “Stand down,” he snapped at the Troglodan.

      We wait, he added to Ex.

      Wait for what exactly, he didn’t know. The Ooperians didn’t seem the types to make mistakes and let their guards down. Ex was bristling—probably to say something to a similar effect, or to point out that these were four measly humans they were weighing against the fate of an Excalibur. Then his companion went unexpectedly still, perked at the edge of Nate’s mind like a hunter catching a scent.

      There’s something else coming.

      Much as Nate doubted that was good news, it almost didn’t seem to matter as his helmet finished peeling back, and his chest armor began to follow, leaving him open and exposed to the waiting claws, disruptor rounds, and gods knew what else of his Ooperian assassins. He saw them there still, Ex feeding the data directly to his lens interface in lieu of the helmet display. Two cloaked Ooperian outlines, stalking closer, one fingering the wicked dagger he’d produced from somewhere like he simply couldn’t wait to see what sounds a stuck Knight might make.

      “Mooove, and they die,” hissed the pack leader, without a single perceptible trace of smug victory. Such a goddamn professional.

      Nate tensed as the leading specter moved within striking distance, body screaming at him to act, to fight. Mind paralyzed with the weight of those ready trigger fingers and the four lives hanging on his head.

      Just wait. Just wait.

      Wait for what? He didn’t know. Couldn’t say.

      The specter raised its long arm, dagger ready to plunge straight into the back of Nate’s neck, severing the spinal cord. Quuuick and easssy.

      Not like this, Nathaniel, Ex said quietly. Do something, damn you.

      Not yet.

      Not—

      Thunk.

      Something smacked into the Camelot’s hull hard enough to rock the deck beneath their feet. An asteroid, Nate thought automatically, even as some glint of intuition told him that this was something different—that the mysterious something out there hadn’t bounced off the ship like an inanimate object, but rather latched on.

      “Wait,” he gasped, watching the Ooperians’ murderous reactions spill across the room. “I didn’t—That’s not—”

      But it was already too late.

      The pack leader winked under the cover of his shroud at the same instant the Ooperian beside Nate plunged his dagger down.

      Nate jerked away, too late. A hard punch of impact rocked his shoulder, exploding into a sharp flood of pain. He screamed, twisting to grab his attacker’s cold, spindly arm before his brain even finished registering that he had a hand’s length of dagger blade buried in his trapezius.

      “Toxins,” hissed a voice, somewhere on the edge of that red roar of pain.

      “Kill them all,” growled another.

      Nate lashed out at his closest attacker more with sheer blind fury than with any actual plan, shoulder screaming bloody murder as he sprang up from the deck. Somehow, he struck true. The Ooperian smacked into the far wall just as Snuffy toppled to the deck.

      Nate whirled, the deck lurching strangely beneath him, and watched with a muddled mix of confusion and relief as Pierce, Carter, and Jaeger all thudded down on either side of the mechanic, all seemingly unconscious. No gunshots, Nate’s swimming brain registered, even as Elmo teetered like a cut tree, pistol wavering beneath his bearded jaw.

      Nate lunged for the big man. Watched helplessly as the weapon discharged, and Elmo jerked and crumpled like dead weight. He heard himself crying out and was surprised to find he’d fallen back to the deck, head positively spinning.

      —r helmet, little hobbit! Ex’s voice splashed through his mind, expanding and contracting like the ripples of a wave in slow motion. —oxic gas.

      That was important, for some reason he couldn’t quite grasp as Ex’s voice warbled on. He shook his head, trying to latch back onto…

      His helmet! The thought struck at the same time Ex bellowed the word, too loud to be ignored. Nate reached for his defenses on a sudden, powerful surge of adrenaline, his helmet unfurling from e-dim to embrace his head with a gush of cool, luxuriously clean air. He hadn’t even noticed the way his eyes and lungs were burning—only noticed then how one of the ghostly shrouded Ooperians was staggering to its knees, tugging on its own mask.

      The other one was rushing straight for him.

      Nate raised a hand, calling his repulsors from e-dim. Something dark and pointy exploded from the back of his hand just before the armor enclosed his flesh. Another dagger blade, some incredulous corner of his mind noted, as his palm woke with a wave of pain that somehow barely seemed important in the wake of everything else.

      He grabbed the Ooperian by the wrist with his free, fully-armored hand, vision waning with the pain and the effort, and squeezed for all he was worth. Bones cracked, the Ooperian hissed like a wild animal, and a pistol appeared in its other hand, barrel-first in Nate’s face. For a precious instant, Nate could only gape, gripped by a flash of déjà vu, yet oddly devoid of the terror he’d have expected in such a moment. Then the Ooperian jerked backward, spewing a mist of dark ichor from its suddenly sputtering shroud. Then a second one. Then a third.

      The creature hit the deck, it’s face a ghoulish scene of gaping nightmare mouth and dimming amber eyes beneath the streaming ichor.

      “The door, Terran!” boomed a muffled Troglodan voice. Malfar’s voice, he registered, muffled by some kind of breather mask.

      Nate lurched drunkenly to his feet, hand and shoulder screaming, mind burning rubber to catch up with what was happening. The sounds of struggle behind and the sight of the now-masked pack leader darting for the door ahead snuffed the rest out. He raised his good wrist and fired twice at the fleeing pack leader, but the creature was already cutting left, vanishing down the corridor as the blasts punched into the wall.

      “Go!” Malfar boomed.

      Nate took a reflexive step toward the door, then faltered as he registered that the Troglodan was caught in a wrestling match with the first Ooperian who’d stabbed him. He turned, eyes tracing unseeingly over Elmo’s body. Darting back for a second look at the dark, angry-looking gash that ran the side of his rugged face in the hellish red light. A graze wound? He was—

      Alive, Ex confirmed. They all are.

      A roar of pain yanked his attention back to where the Ooperian’s dagger had just found its way into Malfar’s side. Before Nate could take so much as an unhelpful step, though, the Troglodan bellowed a war cry, smashed the Ooperian to the wall, and flipped the long-limbed creature to the deck in something like a hip throw.

      “Go!” the justicar grunted breathlessly, yanking the Ooperian’s arm behind its back hard enough to draw a wet pop and a yowl of pain. “The bridge,” he added, reaching for something in his gear vest.

      Nate gaped. The bridge.

      Ahead, Malfar drew a stunner, gave the struggling Ooperian an unceremonious pulse dead center in the back of the head, and dug back in his gear vest for some restraint cuffs. Nate’s thoughts were racing to the fourth Ooperian, and to the unaccounted for nav pin up front with Amelia the potential bio-bomb, and the fleeing pack leader, and—

      Tessa.

      “Go!”

      Nate ran, head spinning. He clipped the door on the way out and kept running, bouncing down the corridor like a poorly thrown bowling ball on the rails. His head was getting worse. Everything was—shoulder and hand throbbing with every step. Vision thinning and blurring erratically. Deck unsteady beneath his feet.

      Yes, yes, came Ex’s voice, sounding more muffled and distant than it should’ve. —’m—orking on it—tle hobbit. I’m working on—

      Something caught his foot. Flat goddamn deck, he mutely realized, as the floor rushed up to meet him. He caught himself on hands and knees, sliding a meter on armored momentum, then gasped a sharp breath as another flood of bright adrenaline seared through his veins.

      —asty stuff, really, Ex said, coming back into focus. Doesn’t help that those daggers were laced with Death’s Kiss, either. Twice the toxins and half the blood clearly does not a spunky Nathaniel make. Now, you’d best make good use of this pick-me-up. I’m not sure this squishy meat suit you call a body will hold up much longer before you require proper work.

      Nate pushed up from the deck and kept moving, too worried and nauseous to question or complain. He hurried past the main entry hatch and took the last stretch to the bridge at a slightly more cautious clip, painfully aware of how quickly Ex’s magic combat boost already seemed to be fading. Over the dizzy rush of blood in his ears, he thought he might’ve heard voices somewhere belowdecks, but it was only as he crept past the ramp and got his first glimpse into the bridge that it really hit him. Hit him just like the something that’d hit the Camelot a minute ago, right before the mysterious nerve gas had come pumping.

      Someone had docked with them.

      And judging from the scene ahead, that someone hadn’t come for a tea party.

      Pirates usually don’t, Ex agreed, as I’ve been trying to tell you.

      Nate’s eyes tracked to Tessa’s limp body, alive by Ex’s readings but far from safe as she dangled from her Ooperian captor’s arm, a literal human shield held against the dark figure standing before them.

      Their dark intruder was humanoid. No, human, he was pretty sure. Female. An Atlantean woman, then, dressed to the gills in dashing dark leather and well-worn plate armor, face hidden behind a jet black helmet. He took in the vibrant crimson scarf tying her whole debonair space pirate getup together and felt a very unknightly urge to giggle. His head was spinning again. And she was looking at him, onyx faceplate trained on him like she wasn’t even remotely surprised to see him.

      “Any survivors back there?” she asked, her modulated voice casual, like she’d been expecting him all along. Like he was merely reporting for duty.

      Nate wavered on unsteady legs, unsure how to answer, completely clueless as to what the hell was going on. She just gave a casual nod, like he’d given her whatever she needed.

      “Good,” she said.

      Then she drew her blaster and shot the Ooperian behind her before he could blink. A single blur of the motion, and a sizzling blue bolt caught the creature square in the forehead, just like that. She hadn’t even turned to look, Nate’s foggy brain pointed out. Which explained the murky anger that flared through his confused thoughts as Tessa’s unconscious weight thudded to the deck with the Ooperian.

      She’d nearly shot Tessa. Hadn’t even looked.

      Jesus, his head was spinning.

      Well, perhaps if you would stop bleeding so bloody much, Ex growled on the murky edge of his awareness, his voice riding those strange waves once again, fading in and out in time with the pulsing red blurs rocking the world.

      Two toxins. Half the blood.

      He raised his wrist blaster and nearly fell over. “Who the hell are you?”

      The woman only spread her hands in peace, onyx helmet cocked just so, and calmly holstered her pistol. “You must be the new Pendragon,” she said. “Thought you’d be taller.”

      She might’ve said something more. He wasn’t sure. The darkness chose that moment to rear up, and the next he knew, he was blinking across the cold bridge deck at Tessa’s sleeping face, with no memory of having fallen.

      “—t’s our cue,” came a faraway voice, pulsating in a dizzying wave over Ex’s barely audible muttering. “Take him to the ship, Godfried,” that voice said, through the rising darkness. “Then fetch the others.”
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      He woke with a start, waking from nothing, remembering nothing.

      Soft light flickering. Aches, and fiery pains, and the sickly, feverish itch of healing flesh. A bed. Not his bed. And at the foot of that bed…

      “He’s up,” said the dauntingly tall Svendarian watching Nate with large, unerring golden-brown eyes, burly brown arms crossed across his dark jerkin above the topmost pair of his seven strong legs, which were folded to match down at the “waist,” almost like a second set of arms.

      Nate blinked around from the cushy white silken blankets and pillows, blearily taking in ornate chests, richly stained wardrobes, and an entire wall of neatly mounted artillery.

      “You want we should show him who’s boss, Boss?” squawked another voice at the foot of the bed. A squat orange Hobdan, Nate saw, eyes darting back to the vaguely equine Svendarian, then down. The little goblin was so dwarfed by his companion that Nate hadn’t noticed him there at first.

      “That won’t be necessary, Belfric,” came a woman’s voice from the other side of the room. Nate glanced away from the little goblin’s knuckle-cracking show long enough to follow the voice and was unsurprised, as the pieces began limping back to him, to see the Atlantean woman from the bridge sitting there, scribbling at something on the table in front of her.

      As I suspected, Ex growled, stirring from whatever miraculous healing ministrations he was busy with. The resemblance is uncanny.

      What resemblance? Nate wondered foggily, glancing quickly to his own body to confirm that he was indeed still safely encased in his Excalibur armor—no chains, no restraints of any kind, and decidedly not dead—then back to the debonair space pirate. There was no question the raven-haired woman was the same ruthless quick-draw shooter who’d been behind that onyx faceplate. Something about the calm, fearless composure on her brow and the precise movements of her ceaseless writing hand. Scratching away, he registered, on a leather-bound page of yellowed parchment via pen and honest-to-Christ candlelight, sitting there at a bench and table that both looked to be made of genuine old hand-carved wood.

      This one’s resemblance to the legendary Pirate Blackthorne, Ex said, drawing Nate’s attention back from scanning the surprisingly spacious room, with its thick rugs, and rich furniture, and firelight dancing from wall-mounted braziers in bizarre juxtaposition to the star-filled holo viewport on the wall.

      Blackthorne? Nate wondered, eyeing the two crossed-arms aliens at the foot of the bed. He vaguely recalled seeing that name somewhere among the throngs of the Forge bazaar, but he couldn’t process what some old Atlantean pirate story had to do with any of this when said pirate must’ve been—

      Dead for well over a thousand years, yes. But on her cultists rave, pillaging in the name of the Undying Blackthorne, abducting defenseless travelers, and—

      “My crew,” Nate grunted, moving to sit up as Ex’s words registered, and the rest came rushing back. The two lackeys at the foot of his bed shifted like they might try to stop him. Behind them, their fearless leader’s pen nib scratched calmly on, as if she hadn’t heard Nate speak at all.

      “Hey,” he growled, voice stronger this time, shoulder and hand pains significant but manageable as he came to an upright position. He still had his armor. He could fight if need be. “Hey, I’m talking to—”

      Her sigh was so monumental that it cut him short.

      “Oh, don’t stop now,” she said, waving her pen in an exasperated conductor’s flourish as she closed her leather-bound volume with a dramatic frown, her voice slipping into an overly masculine charade of Nate’s. “Who are you, and what have you done with my people?” She flicked her pen idly across the table, not seeming to notice when it perfectly stuck the landing into its decorative holder in a highly improbable shot. She was too busy waving her hands dramatically, pressing on: “Why did you save my Terran-fried bacon back there? How did you even find my bacon?! What do you want with my bacon, you devious pirate witch? Answer, scurrilous wench! I am a Knight of the Sacred Order Excalibur, and you and your crew are no match for me!”

      She broke her impromptu character, shooting him a conspiratorial sideways glance. “How am I doing here?”

      Nate was trying to wrangle his thoroughly confused tongue around to tell her that she’d be doing just fine if she’d go ahead and spit out those answers right this instant, thank you very much. But something in her eyes drew him up short as she turned to meet his gaze in full.

      Bottomless. That was the first word that came to mind as her eyes locked onto his, so dark they were nearly black. So bottomless and piercing that he completely forgot his face was even hidden behind the cover of his faceplate. She didn’t seem to notice either, watching him without a single trace of her mocking charade act, watching him in a way that almost reminded him of Iveera, albeit indescribably more human. More open. Not threatening or taunting. Not even friendly or especially curious. Just holding him there, simply seeing him, until he had to look away for some irrational fear that she might actually absorb some part of his soul, straight through the faceplate.

      Who the hell was this woman?

      Lady’s Grace. Spare me your superstitions and gather your wits. She is naught but a simple Atlantean.

      “Your crew is safe and well,” their raven-haired host said quietly, almost gently. “Or will be soon. My people are tending to them aboard the Camelot, as your companion can no doubt confirm.”

      She appears to be speaking the truth about the crew, Ex said. But the Clanless One is in restraints and clearly none too pleased about it, and there are too many loose brigands poking around for my liking. I do not trust this, Nathaniel. I recommend you take control of the situation.

      That sounded like a plan, Nate decided, glancing back at those disconcerting eyes with a faint sense of… he didn’t know what. Before he could so much as cross his arms and demand their surrender, though, another wave of animated spunk passed through their mysterious pirate host, and she plunked a hand to the table and hopped up from her bench, almost like another person was taking over.

      “As for who I am and how I found that sizzling bacon of yours in your moment of dire need—stellar work on meriting yourself a round of genuine Ooperian assassins, by the way. They don’t come out of the shadows for just anyone anymore. But, as I was saying… Ah.”

      Her eyes tracked back and forth like she was searching an invisible page for the place she’d just lost.

      “You was saying who you are, Boss,” offered the squat Hobdan Nate had nearly forgotten was standing there at the foot of the bed.

      The shift was palpable. A sudden dark storm cloud hanging over the room, crackling in the pirate leader’s eyes and thoroughly wilting her two lackeys as she turned to regard them.

      “Leave us,” she said.

      The Hobdan tensed, breaking from his diminutive flinch to glance at Nate. “But Boss, he’s still—”

      The Hobdan fell silent as his partner reached down with a burly arm and placed a hand on his round shoulder. The Svendarian favored Nate with one last grave expression that seemed best interpreted as a frown, then dipped a deep bow to his raven-haired commander, and turned to leave, five of seven strong legs scuttling beneath him with effortless coordination and surprisingly little sound. After a few seconds, the Hobdan gave Nate a disapproving grunt and followed his partner out, the doors closing behind them with a low wooden thud.

      Nate looked back to their fearless leader, thoroughly unsure what to expect next.

      “So what?” he asked, testing his injuries as he slid to the foot of the bed. Far from painless, but he could move, and the lightheadedness was fading. “Is this the part where you tell me you’re the Undying Blackthorne, reincarnate, and that you’ll release my crew just as soon as I hand over the Excalibur?”

      He pushed to his feet and turned to square off with her only to find her vacant, like she hadn’t even heard him, too distracted with some distant thought or memory. It occurred to him she was the least flawless Atlantean he’d seen. Not unattractive by any means, but just more human than any of her kin from the Forge. Less plastic.

      “You were out longer than I expected for one of your kind,” she finally said, returning from her thoughts with an idle glance out to the stars. “Suppose that figures,” she said, beginning to undo the fastenings of her dark overcoat. “How long are you bonded? Can’t have been more than a Terran month now, sowaiy?”

      He frowned at the unknown word.

      Pirate gibberish, Ex provided. Linguistic anarchy.

      Nate was watching the pirate’s fingers work at the overcoat fastenings, more concerned with what to make of the rest of her question, and with the fact that he needed to establish control and get back to his crew—check on Iveera and figure out what the hell had happened back at the relay, what came next. And this strange woman was doing nothing but slowing him down.

      “What do you want with me?” he asked, stepping closer, reminding himself that he was bigger and stronger, and that she was just a lone Atlantean. “Why did you—”

      “Help you?” she asked, quirking one dark eyebrow at him, seemingly unconcerned by his proximity.

      “Gas my ship with poison,” he countered.

      She let out a heavy sigh, finishing with the fastenings on her coat and moving to the clasp seal at the thick gear belt she wore over it all. “We have a saying aboard this ship,” she said, releasing the clasp and beginning to slip her armored coat open. “Soway, sowaiy.”

      “Okay, well, I don’t know what the hell that means, but what I do know is that you’re gonna get your people off my—”

      “Soway, sowaiy,” she pushed forward, sliding out of her debonair pirate overcoat with not a care in the world, trading armor plating and her holstered pistols for nothing but a plain gray roughspun tunic beneath. Perfectly vulnerable. “Mayhaps we should’ve made it sowayto, sowaiyto,” she added, holding her coat up to frowningly inspect something. “Rhymes with tomato tomahto.” She fixed her attention back on Nate. “That’s what they say back on that sweet old mother rock of ours, isn’t it? Tomato, tomahto? Would’ve been catchier, I suppose.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      I believe she is inferring—

      I know what she’s inferring, Nate snapped back. Gas the ship or rescue the ship. Tomato tomahto. Same difference. Except it wasn’t. Not one freaking bit. And he was getting tired of this game.

      A knowing smile quirked her lips like she could see his frustration blooming. “Soway, sowaiy,” she said with a soft shrug, and tossed her heavy coat aside. She didn’t seem to notice when it came to a perfect landing on a hangar hook several meters across the room. “Unless you’re going to tell me you had those Ooperians right where you wanted them back there?”

      “I had it under control.”

      She studied him for a moment longer, then shook her head, looking slyly amused as her fingers drifted to the crimson scarf at her throat. “No. No, I don’t think you did. You haven’t had much of anything under control since you escaped Kelkarin’s little Forge mausoleum, have you? Since Golnak, even. Or hells, since that crotchety old Merlin first found you back on Terra, if we’re really being honest.”

      Nate stared in silence, wondering how the hell she knew any of this.

      She’s working you, Ex said. Pirate parlor tricks. Nothing more.

      “When it comes down to it,” she continued, stepping closer, slowly beginning to unwrap her scarf. “I suppose you’ve never really been in control in your life, have you? A leaf on the wind. That’s you, right?” She smiled at the imagery. “A leaf on the wild winds, just hoping to all the gods above and below that the Gorgon knows what she’s doing, at least enough to see you safely through all this madness and back to your banal Terran life, yes? Back to that sweet little blonde girl you dream of when—”

      He’d covered the space between them before he knew it, Ex barking through the roaring storm of his mind to calm himself, that this was all part of her game. All he saw was Gwen’s face. All he knew was the sudden icy terror in his chest that she wasn’t safe, that somehow this woman knew too many things—impossible things—about his life.

      “Tell me now,” he hissed, fists trembling, one jagged breath away from grabbing her by two handfuls of roughspun and shaking the answers out. “Who the hell are you, and how did you find us?”

      With maddening calmness, she finished unwrapping her scarf and peeled it free. “I didn’t.”

      The fact that he managed merely to cross his arms in lieu of the wild outburst that fought to claw free from his chest at that moment made him wonder if Ex hadn’t just slipped him a helping of the Excalibur-powered benzos.

      “We’ve been here for days,” she continued. “Since just after, well…” She looked distractedly out to the debris field, brow creasing, then back to Nate. “At any rate, you nearly crashed into us when you came spilling out of the Light. Neat trick, by the way, skipping the Tarkaminen relay by two lightyears.” Something changed in her eyes. “I would dearly love to hear how you pulled that one off.”

      For a second, some part of him figured this would all go faster and less infuriatingly if he just spilled it all out for her and had done with it. Then his better senses caught up with the firm but polite question of what the hell he was thinking.

      If I didn’t know better, Ex said, doing something to adjust their faceplate filters. I’d say this Atlantean just attempted to glamour you.

      But how could—

      I don’t know.

      And that pretty much did it.

      This time, Ex didn’t protest as Nate took their little debonair pirate mentalist by the tunic and hauled her off the deck. He didn’t care how many pirates there were out there.

      Roughly three-hundred, by my approximations.

      Or how exactly they were going to get back to the Camelot.

      Drawing up escape routes, Ex chirped, beginning to sound pleased with this new direction.

      Nate absorbed the information clinically, thinking of what Iveera would do.

      “I’m only going to ask you this one last time,” he said slowly, drawing her closer, letting her feel how easily he could heft her around. “Who are you, and what are you doing here? Tell me now, or I’ll drag you back to the Camelot and lock you up until you’re ready to talk.”

      “Well,” she said, dark eyes darting toward the door, “fun as that sounds, I think—”

      “Don’t. We both know your pets out there won’t stop me. Just talk.”

      To his infinite irritation, that fearlessly amused expression slipped right back across her face as she raised her crimson scarf up to eye level and let it daintily slide from her fingertips down to the deck. “Have it your way, then, Leaf.”

      And with that, she reached down past his hand and started tugging her roughspun tunic off from the waist up.

      “What are you—” Nate stammered, catching her by the wrist, setting her down without really meaning too. She rammed a shoulder into his chest, bucking his grip. Startled as he was by the sheer unexpectedness of it all, his hands let go of their own accord.

      “You want to know who I am?” she hissed, twisting free, grabbing at the hem of her tunic again. He backed away, raising his defensively, of all things, as she yanked the roughspun top up over her head, dark hair cascading freely back down.

      “If this is, like, an Atlantean coupling thing,” he said, averting his gaze to the deck, “you need to stop and—”

      Her balled up tunic hit him in the face, sprawling across his arms as he reached to reflexively catch it, eyes shooting up, then away, then back again as he registered she wasn’t naked at all, but rather stripped down to the form-fitting layer of navy blue thermal skin she’d been wearing beneath it all.

      She quirked a dark eyebrow, clearly amused by his reaction. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, darling,” she said, hiking the hem of the thermal skin up to rest just below her breasts. “I’m not certain you’d survive a coupling with me, judging by that reaction. I merely need to show you something.”

      Nate was too distracted staring to be properly affronted. Staring at the shimmering fabric that wrapped her abdomen, like someone had taken a great swath of starry twilight sky, condensed it down, and made it into a silky bandage wrap, lightly swirling with the faintest azure trace of…

      Impossible.

      “Ah.” She smiled, satisfied, as the realization hit him. “There it is. Now…” Slowly, she began to unwrap that shimmering fabric. “I wonder…”

      Nate watched, mesmerized. Gently, delicately, she finished unwrapping and pulled the entire shimmering wrap away. His breath caught.

      Beneath the fit figure, her abdomen was carved with a network of sickly dark veins of… he didn’t know what. But even as he watched, they flickered with soft waves of azure, almost pulse-like. To look at it with no other input, he might’ve assumed she was terminally ill, or infected with some bioluminescent parasite. But he felt the trill in the air, as soft and subtle as it was unmistakable.

      Beacon song.

      And it was coming from her. Straight from the angry-looking dark spot right beside her navel, where something was embedded, burrowed in like…

      “No way,” he murmured.

      Like a little black thorn.

      “Does your companion still think I’m a clone?” she asked, with a coy smile.

      This is… unexpected.

      She’s got a freaking Beacon shard in her abs, Ex.

      As I said.

      “I’ll take that for a ‘no,’” she said, beginning to wrap her dark little secret back beneath the shimmering fabric, the Beacon song waning as she did. “Good. Well then. On with the show, as they say.”

      She pulled her thermal skin back down and spread her hands, looking positively pleased as punch, like this was just the loveliest of picnics they were having.

      “My name is Anastasiya Blackthorne. And I’ve been waiting for you, Ser Knight, for quite some time now.”
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      It was the kind of thing that had always been deemed impossible.

      Instantaneous translocation, absent the target precision and massive dimensional stabilization proffered by one of the Merlin’s Beacon-powered relay superstructures. Galactic teleportation, in other words. Deemed impossible, perhaps, largely by merit of the fact that no one of sufficient power and sheer, unshakable will had ever been mad enough to actually attempt such a feat.

      And yet, as Zedavian Kelkarin gained his bearings amid the full-body storm of the Eldest Stone’s protestant alarms, there was no arguing with what his ship’s extensive sensor arrays were telling him.

      They’d jumped.

      In he’d gone at the secondary C-Sec relay, and out he’d come in the middle of absolutely nowhere. Alone. No Camelot. No Avalon Eternal. At least four or five light-years out from the T-Sec relay, according to the Stone’s preliminary charting calculations.

      Impossible, in short. And that was to say nothing of their joint, unnaturally prolonged journey through the Light, and the brief clash he’d shared with the Avalon Eternal therein. He’d never seen anything like that.

      But neither of those soft impossibilities was even half as disturbing as what he’d seen in those final moments, colliding into the Black Knight’s dread ship: a Synth protoswarm, closing in around them. Ethereal, as if it’d been caught on the edge between the Light and realspace. Only a few potential explanations for that. Most of them supremely troubling.

      Once upon a time, he might’ve spent the effort of questioning his own senses, or praying that it had all been a mere hallucination. But he knew what he’d seen. Knew it as surely as his intuition now sung to him of how it was they’d blinked across the galaxy without the full aid of the Merlin’s wizardly devices, and of what must’ve befallen the Tarkaminen relay for him to have seen what he had so unmistakably seen.

      He patched into the C-Sec Net via q-node, unsurprised to see the exponentially accelerating flood of emergency alerts there, clogging the general feeds. Dispassionately, he eyed the incoming storm of personal messages from more chancellors and brazen senators than he cared to count, all of them demanding answers with varying degrees of grace and diffidence.

      Zedavian looked at it all, feeling nothing, knowing at his core that not a single mortal soul in all of their mighty Alliance was prepared for the answers they sought.

      It had begun.

      For all he knew, it had already ended, too, right with the opening salvo—even if it’d still be several valiant centuries of bloody struggle before their children’s children’s children began to realize it.

      He made another broad-range sweep of the sensors through the ship meld, half-expecting to find another protoswarm (or worse) closing in on the Eldest Stone. Almost welcoming the thought—a chance to flex his true power for the first time in longer than seemed worth recall. But there was nothing.

      Come, said that infinite dark nothing, in a voice that tickled ancient memories. Let us finish this once and for all, old friend.

      He considered the voice, considered the words, quietly contemplating.

      “What have you done?” he heard his own lips mutter quite some time later, amid the decaying orbit of troubled thoughts of Beacons, and Black Knights, and faulty data logs. Stealthed q-nodes and corrupted Excaliburs. Corrupted politicians. And the Merlin. The blessed, cursed, thrice-damned wizard who’d been off at his drink and Lady only knew what else as the rising Darkness conspired at the unknown shadows of galaxy’s edge.

      “What have you done?” he murmured again.

      He couldn’t say for whom the words were meant. For that blackened abomination at the helm of the Avalon Eternal, perhaps. Or for the Merlin, or the Lady. Perhaps he merely asked the question of himself. The intention of the words hardly merited conscious thought, for Zedavian was infinitely more captivated with the infinitesimal stirring they seemed to awaken deep in his chest, beneath the millennia of accumulated apathy.

      He regarded that stirring only indirectly at first, like a wild animal that might well bolt at the first sign of unexpected attention. But there it remained, as he reached out and experimentally stroked its tensed hackles. Quietly tremulous. Strengthening as the unmistakable call of Beacon song alighted at the edge of his mind from the darkness, clear and focused. Unnaturally so.

      The thought of the raw power and mental control such a feat would’ve required…

      It mattered not. For there was the call, crooning through the darkness like a cosmic welcome mat rolled out to his waiting boots. And here was the tremulous stirring at his very core. Alive, by all the gods above and below. Alive and… almost giddy. Some waking part of himself whose shape he scarcely recognized, whose name he couldn’t quite recall.

      It had begun. Faster and far more abruptly than before. So abruptly that he couldn’t help but wonder if it had ever truly abated even as much as their infinitely pessimistic Merlin had declared all those many, many years ago.

      It had begun again.

      And perhaps, he thought, reaching out to align the Stone’s drives with that quivering line of Beacon song… Perhaps this time, there’d be a proper end.
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      “You’re Anastasiya Blackthorne,” Nate echoed quietly. “The Anastasiya Blackthorne?”

      The raven-haired pirate gave the slightest of bows and made a little fanfare pirouette with one hand.

      “But how…” Nate trailed off, not even sure where to start. Dead for well over a thousand years, Ex had said.

      More like 1,500, Ex corrected. She came to infamy back in Arthur Pendragon’s time.

      “I doubt I need to tell a Knight how myth and legend tend to take a life of their own throughout the centuries,” she said, clearly reading his confusion. “Or how even the wildest of them most often spawn from a kernel of truth.” She smirked down at her abdomen. “Or a thorn of it, as it were.”

      I suppose it’s possible that shard has managed to keep her alive all this time.

      “But how did she… Where did you… How old are you?”

      She made a soft tut-tut. “Never ask a lady, Nathaniel. Suffice it to say, I’ve been waiting for you for quite some time.”

      “Me?” Nate asked dumbly. He closed his gaping mouth, taking a moment to try to remake sense of their entire damned interaction through this new lens. He looked to the illustrious wooden doors, thinking of the pirates beyond, then back to Blackthorne, still entire lightyears behind. Not even behind. Just plain lost.

      She placed a hand to her chest, softly pouting. “I must say, I’m a touch hurt you don’t recognize me, darling. We have been sleeping together. Or didn’t you notice?”

      “What are you…”

      Talking about, he didn’t finish, as she stepped closer and gently, almost delicately took her roughspun tunic back from his hands, leaning in close and going up on tip-toe as if to share a secret with his helmeted ear.

      “The choice is yours,” she whispered.

      The words rocked him back on his heels. The same words that’d tumbled from his dreams and spent an afternoon burning circles in his brain back at Zedavian’s.

      “You… saw my dream?”

      “Our dream, thank you very much.”

      Nate searched her face for some sign of trickery. Ex? She looked so genuine. Pirate parlor tricks? What’s the deal?

      Ah…

      What do you mean, ‘ah’?

      In front of them, Blackthorne furrowed her brow, mirroring Nate’s scrutinizing expression even though he was pretty positive she couldn’t actually see through his faceplate.

      I’m going to be honest, Nathaniel. I think this one might be above my pay grade.

      What does that even mean?

      “There there, brave Knight,” Blackthorne said, patting him jovially on the helmet and backing away to pull her roughspun back on. “You’re here now, and we can sort out the rest just as soon as…” She trailed off, brow furrowed again as her eyes tracked back and forth with that same lost-on-the-page look she’d had earlier. “Scrumdugga.”

      “What?” Nate asked. But she was already turning away, shaking her head and stomping over to her candlelit table with a heavy sigh.

      What are these words? Nate wondered as she plopped down to the bench with another sigh and pulled open her leather-bound journal. Scrumdugga? Why aren’t you translating?

      Because I am not fluent in pirate jibber-jabber. These words are not words, as far as the records of the civilized galaxy are concerned. If you want my professional opinion, that was an expletive.

      Charming.

      “Listen,” he said, following her over to the table, “whatever’s going on here, I need to see my crew and—”

      She held up a crisp hand for silence, so intently focused on her reading that Nate drew up short. He frowned, watching her eyes hungrily scan the pages, irritation flickering up again. Quickly as it occurred to him that he didn’t need her help to check on his ship, though, Ex stepped in and conjured in-helmet feeds from the Camelot, which indeed appeared to be safely docked in tow with Blackthorne’s ship, whose ID tags appeared as a shredded scramble of nonsense. Nate watched as Ex manipulated the feeds, showing Jaeger and the others neatly arranged on their bunks in the quarters, an attentive Gorgon checking over their vitals, a surly-looking Malfar watching them from the corner where he sat between two armed Svendarians, his thick wrists bound in cuffs.

      “You wanna tell me why your people chained up our justicar?” he asked, focusing back to Blackthorne’s candlelit bedroom. It felt like a lie, calling Malfar theirs as if the Troglodan was anything but a justice-crazed tag-along whose presence Nate was still a little unclear about. But she didn’t need to know that. Or to hear it either, it seemed, as she calmly finished the page she was reading and closed the journal, making no sign she’d registered his question.

      “Hmm,” she said quietly. “Ooperians, sowaiy?” Her voice sounded different. Weary. When she looked up at Nate, he saw it in her eyes, too. She almost looked like a different person. “Of course,” she said, giving herself a tired nod, eyeing him up and down.

      Nate frowned from her to the journal, unable to ignore the sudden feeling that she’d just forgotten their entire conversation and played catch-up with her notes.

      “What, the Troglodan?” she asked, mistaking the source of his frown. “Admittedly, your colleague was less than cooperative with our, shall we say, unsolicited invitation to surrender his weapons and join us here aboard the ’Thorn. Unsurprising, given his chosen vocation. But we made do. I trust you see that he and the rest of your people are unharmed. So, to business then?”

      Maybe not mistaking, he realized. Maybe just changing the topic.

      “Which business would that be?” Nate asked slowly.

      “Hunting that blackened bastard down, of course,” she said, swiping a fist through the air like they were old comrades. “Right?”

      Nate just blinked at her, feeling the ground shifting yet again beneath his feet. Could she really mean…?

      “Ah,” she said, gauging his reaction. “We didn’t get that far yet, did we?”

      What was it with this woman?

      I begin to suspect she’s not entirely stable.

      You think? Nate sat down on the corner of the bed, feeling as weary and impatient with this conversation as he was suddenly certain that this was far more than just some random pirate encounter. “Look, I’m getting whiplash, here. Can you just start from the beginning?”

      Blackthorne looked at her journal, over to a flight-secured bookcase that held several dozen identical volumes, and back to him like she wasn’t quite certain he was following. “That would be a very long story.”

      “Right. Yeah, well, maybe just the key notes, then. Like what you know about the Black Knight, and why I should trust a single damn thing you’re telling me right—What’s so funny?”

      She shook her head, fighting to snuff out the last bubbling remnants of the chuckle that’d started to escape. “Apologies. It’s nothing. I was just thinking how many times I’ve had this very conversation. Oh, the lips and timbre change, to be sure,” she added, as if in response to some unspoken argument he hadn’t made. “But the inane little sentiments—the who are you, what do you want, why should I trust you?—those remain the same, with shocking clarity. Hmm.” She cocked her head at some thought. “The inane remain the same. Catchy.”

      “You’re… kind of a confusing lady, you know that?”

      She smiled and didn’t argue.

      Nate wasn’t quite sure what it was that convinced him in that moment to release the protection of his helmet and faceplate back to e-dim. He knew only that he needed her to focus on the matter at hand. And focus she did, looking up to meet his eyes as soon as the faceplate folded out of sight.

      There was power in her eyes. He was even more certain of it now, holding her unfiltered gaze. For a second, he thought that he’d made a mistake, dropping any part of his defenses, and that she might try more mind tricks. But the seconds passed, and by some deep-seated intuition he couldn’t even begin to unwind, he found his certainty growing. This woman was not his enemy.

      “You cannot trust me to do anything but that which is within my nature to do,” she said, “just as I cannot trust you, Nathaniel Arturi. But as for the answer you truly seek, well, there is really only one thing you need to know.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The one you call the Black Knight. He was there the day my planet died all those many years ago. For that alone, I have sworn all my long life to find him. I don’t particularly care whom he serves, or what conflict you have with him. I will not let him go for what he’s done. And by our Lady’s twisted Grace, I believe you and I are meant to help one another find him.”

      She watched him attempt to process that. He didn’t have much to go by, what with his severe lack of galactic history knowledge.

      Some legend has it that the Pirate Blackthorne rose as a spector from the arcane ruins of the Old Avalon colony. The very same Avalon after which the Black Knight’s Avalon Eternal is ostensibly named.

      More straws for the grasping.

      “And you believe this because of the dreams? Our dreams?”

      Blackthorne shrugged. He still wasn’t convinced she wasn’t somehow playing him on that bit, but he also had no idea how she would’ve gleaned such details.

      “I suspect it’s all connected,” she said. “It usually is.”

      “What is?”

      “Oh, you know.” She waved a dismissive hand. “The Lady. The Knights. The Synth. A galaxy at war. All that shisaru. The endless dance.” She frowned at the omni unit on the table in front of her, then over to the chamber doors. “Speaking of which…”

      He followed her frown to the ornate double doors, catching the faintest buzz of muffled voices on the other side. Blackthorne sighed the moment before the doors were hauled forcefully open. Nate just gaped at the tall, charred figure standing there in the doorway.

      “Iveera,” he gushed, nearly as surprised to see the Gorgon standing there as he was by the flood of relief that washed over him at the sight. He hadn’t realized just how worried he’d been until he found himself halfway to his feet, like some part of him had half a mind to go and hug her. The ridiculousness of that thought sobered him up as much as the gratuitous burns still scorched across her face.

      “And so the mighty Huntress rises again to stalk her immortal prey,” Blackthorne said softly, almost to herself. “It’s okay, boys,” she added to her tense Hobdan and Svendarian lackeys who lingered uncertainly in the doorway as Iveera stalked into the room.

      The Svendarian closed the doors with a troubled frown. Iveera drew straight up to Blackthorne’s table, not quite limping but unmistakably moving slower than usual.

      “Knight,” Blackthorne said.

      “Pirate,” Iveera replied, eyeing her warily

      “You two…” Nate started, glancing confusedly between them. Know each other. Obviously. But… “Are you okay, Iveer—”

      Her name died in his throat at the look the Gorgon shot him.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, deadly intense. Nate was fumbling for the words to explain when Iveera turned back to Blackthorne, having apparently been addressing the pirate. “You shouldn’t be here. You’ve been warned before.”

      To her credit—or maybe to her madness—Blackthorne didn’t look any more intimidated by Iveera’s threatening presence than she had been by Nate’s. She just shrugged. “Blame it on your Lady if you must, Knight. It’s hardly my fault she’s seen fit to fill my dreams with this one’s visions.”

      She tilted her head at Nate, indicating to which this one she was referring. Iveera’s phosphorescent eyes flicked to follow, studying Nate for a moment, absorbing the claim without question, like it was entirely within the realm of possibilities. That might’ve answered that if not much else. Nate was half-sure she was about to tell Blackthorne to piss off anyway.

      “Very well,” she said instead, focusing back on the pirate. “Let us hear what you have come to say. But be quick, pirate.”

      “She’s looking for the Black Knight too,” Nate said when Blackthorne didn’t answer. Partly to be helpful, and partly to break their lengthening staring contest. At first, he didn’t seem to have accomplished either. But then something passed between them, and the tension shifted.

      “You’re certain he was here?” Iveera asked.

      “Reasonably,” Blackthorne replied.

      The Gorgon crossed her arms. “What is he to you?”

      Nate got the impression Iveera would’ve rather asked the more basic question they were both still wondering: what is he? Period. But that would’ve been showing their hand, letting Blackthorne know just how clueless they still were.

      Not that the pirate seemed to need much help arriving at that conclusion. “I’m sure you have your theories,” was all she said.

      Iveera considered her for a long moment, then turned disinterestedly for the door. “Come, Nathaniel. We cannot trust this one, and we have no time to tarry. We must search the wreckage and—”

      “Wait.”

      Nate was surprised to hear himself speak up. Even more surprised to see Iveera pause, jin twitching, and look back for the explanation he hadn’t yet found.

      “I’m just saying, if we can all set aside the disagreements for a second… I think we need her.”

      “So sweet of you to say, darling,” Blackthorne said, touching a hand to her chest and shooting him an affectionate smile.

      “Why?” Iveera asked, ignoring the pirate completely.

      Nate opened his mouth, intending to explain—over Ex’s muttered comments about superstition, feminine wiles, and pathological suckerhood—what Blackthorne had already told him about her home planet and the Black Knight. He closed it again, realizing he wasn’t sure any of it was actually true. Truth be told, he wasn’t really sure why he felt they should give her a chance at all.

      Someone clearly wasn’t listening to my expert diagnosis, Ex grouched.

      “For what it’s worth,” Blackthorne said, inspecting her nails with a disinterest to match Iveera’s, “I have already spent some time searching the wreckage. I can tell you what happened here.”

      “You can?” Nate asked, feeling mildly betrayed that she hadn’t thought to lead with that.

      “I already know what happened here, pirate,” Iveera said.

      Nate turned to the Gorgon, feeling more incompetent by the second. “You do?”

      “Then you’ll also know it’s going to be damn near impossible to find what you’re looking for without an eye witness, sowaiy?” Blackthorne fired back, both of them eyeing one another like a pair of mighty jungle cats, neither making any sign they’d heard Nate at all.

      “I suppose you just so happen to have one aboard,” Iveera said.

      Blackthorne smiled, spreading her hands like a circus conductor preparing to reveal the next act. “I just so happen to have one aboard!” Her smile turned a few shades more glib. “Not to mention a pair of Ooperians with whom I imagine you both might have a great interest in speaking.”

      Iveera stared the pirate down, jin lightly swirling, clearly not delighted. Blackthorne didn’t flinch.

      “Not to interrupt,” Nate said, hooking a thumb toward the planet-sized debris field in the holo viewport, “but can someone please tell me what I missed here? What did this? Was this… Was it the Black Knight, or not?”

      The two traded one last standoffish look, then seemed to come to some unspoken agreement.

      “He was here,” Blackthorne said, turning to face the debris field, all lingering traces of coy amusement bleeding a cold death on her face.

      “But he did not do this alone,” Iveera finished.

      “But then”—Nate glanced between them, sensing the gravity—“who else…”

      But he already knew, he realized, as he searched Iveera’s eyes.

      “You would have already felt it, had you been paying attention,” Iveera said, quietly reprimanding, as she came to face the viewport beside them. “This is the work of the Synth. It’s already begun.”

      He swallowed and dropped his gaze to the deck, knowing on some abstract level that he should be terrified by those words. Instead, he just found himself eyeing his own lack of experience yet again. He didn’t know enough to be properly terrified. All he felt was a twinge of hot-cheeked embarrassment, capped over with a nice, vague layer of existential doom.

      “Who would’ve guessed the Second Age of the Great War would kick off with naught but the senseless slaughter of a harmless mining colony?” Blackthorne asked quietly. She looked at them in a way that made it evident she wasn’t looking for an answer—wasn’t looking for anything so much as an end to all of this. “Now, would you like to meet our lone survivor, or not?”
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      Their lone eyewitness survivor, it turned out, was a trembling Atlantean girl named Lena, who couldn’t have been much older than eighteen, to look at her. Nate listened in mute horror as she described her chance encounter crashing her dune skimmer straight into the Black Knight only to come to a few hours later, with a smoking village on the horizon, and an indescribable cloud of death descending from the sky.

      Nate found himself glancing to Iveera at each bizarre detail, attempting to gauge the reality of what he was hearing. A planet. An entire damned planet, ripped open by an endless, shapeless swarm of rock and accumulated space debris. A swarm that only seemed to grow as the destruction spread, like it wasn’t a discrete attack force so much as a self-replenishing virus, tainting all it touched, turning the very bedrock of the planet against itself.

      It all sounded impossible. Iveera’s face was an ivy green mask, giving nothing away, her jin making only the slowest of thoughtful swirls, as if in deference to the tragedy.

      “I… I just watched it all,” the girl, Lena, whispered, eyes painfully empty, quiet tears streaming down her cheeks. “I wanted to help. Tried to go back, but… but they just… The homestead was gone. Just gone. Just like that. And before I knew it, I was running the other way, and crawling into my pod, and”—she sucked in a wet, shuddering breath, holding back a sob—“and I just watched. And now they’re all dead, and I’m just… I’m here.”

      She said the last part like she wasn’t really certain it was true—which was understandable enough, given what little Blackthorne had told them of how they’d pulled the girl out of a drifting, atmos-depleted pod, oxygen-starved and more than half frozen to death. A Terran wouldn’t have survived what she’d been through. Nate felt the soft weight of tears pressing at his eyes as he watched the girl, wishing there was something he could do to alleviate her pain.

      “Did you observe any change before the swarm departed?” Iveera asked, in her version of a gentle tone.

      “There was…” Lena sniffed and wiped her face, mastering herself admirably. “There was something on the rad sensors, I think. I mean, they were going wild the whole time, but… Well, at first, I figured they were all just malfunctioning, or… I mean, the entire magnetosphere was… I don’t know. But right before they broke away, my entire panel spiked, like… I don’t know.” For the first time since they’d entered, she found it in herself to look up and meet Iveera’s eyes. “I don’t know what does that.”

      “You have shown great bravery in telling us your story, Lena Minercaste,” Iveera said, kneeling before the girl in something like a bow and reaching one hand for her light brown cheek.

      Blackthorne stepped in and caught the Gorgon’s hand before she could touch Lena, shaking her head. “Not like that,” she whispered.

      To Nate’s surprise, Iveera didn’t argue. Only showed Lena something like a gentle smile, then stood and turned for the med bay door, gesturing for Nate to join her. He considered Lena, wanting to give her something—anything. He fell in behind Iveera, feeling heavy. Behind them, Blackthorne gave the girl a touch on the shoulder, murmuring soft words, then moved to follow them.

      “Ooperians next?” she asked, as she stepped into the corridor, Lena’s door hissing shut behind her. “Or have I already made the team?”

      Iveera waited until a pair of Blackthorne’s approaching dark-garbed Atlantean crew finished giving her and Nate the distrustful stare-down and passed by.

      “There’s something else,” the Gorgon said quietly. “We’ll discuss it on the Camelot. In private. The Ooperians can wait.”

      “So I have made the team, then,” Blackthorne said, drumming at an elbow with one crossed hand and somehow managing to sound both glib and bored at the same time.

      “I’d simply rather keep you in my sight, pirate, if you insist on interfering with our business.”

      “What’s going on?” Nate asked, trying to bring them back on track.

      Iveera considered him, looking unusually hesitant as she crossed her arms to match Blackthorne. “We have a few problems.”

      Nate briefly considered the grand total of all the shitstorms currently raging around them. “That kinda feels like an understatement.”

      “And yet, it gets worse.”

      “What’s worse than this?”

      “I admit you’ve teased my curiosity as well,” Blackthorne said, straightening from her wall lean and looking a touch more serious. “What do we have? Juicy new lead? News from the Capital?”

      Iveera searched the pirate’s face, earning herself a finely arched eyebrow. She seemed to confirm something. “You haven’t heard then. The Tarkaminen Beacon is gone. The relay is dead.”

      Blackthorne stiffened. “How?”

      “Not here,” Iveera said, looking up and down the corridor.

      Some dumb part of Nate’s was still reflecting that it was the first time he’d seen the pirate look so openly surprised by something when Iveera’s original words finally caught up with his rudimentary understanding of interstellar travel like Diet Coke to Mentos.

      No Beacon, no working relay. No working relay…

      “Come,” Iveera said, starting down the corridor. “We have much to discuss.”

      No working relay…

      “Fuck,” he gasped.

      A thousand meters away, down the oddly dilating corridor that thrummed with every pulse of his racing heart, Iveera marched on, expecting them to follow.

      “Relay dead,” Blackthorne murmured beside him, so close he nearly jumped. “You know, I really don’t get to say this often, but I did not see that coming.”

      He looked at her dumbly, searching her dark eyes for some saving grace, some lifeline to counter the terrible conclusion his short-circuiting brain cells were feebly sputtering toward.

      “Come now,” she said, clapping him encouragingly on the shoulder as she set off after Iveera. “It’s only the end of life as we know it.”

      Nate watched her go, head buzzing, feeling very small and alone, and horribly aware of the fact that he was but a tiny speck drifting on the wrong side of an indescribably vast galaxy.

      No working relay, no trip home.

      They were trapped here.

      They were all trapped.
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      By the time they’d reached the Camelot’s bridge, and Blackthorne had dismissed the two pirates she’d left to safeguard their docked trajectory, Nate was still watching the outside world move by in a blur, hopelessly stuck on the words splashing across his brain again, and again.

      The Beacon is gone. The relay is dead.

      The Beacon is gone. The relay is dead.

      Over, and over, and over again, building to the crescendoing tune of Oh Shit in F Major.

      You’re overreacting, Nathaniel, Ex said. Worst case scenario, it takes us a few years to return to civilization via staggered q-drive and crusher jumps. From there, it’s still a quick jump back to Golnak. Well, provided the Forge relays are still there by that point. And, of course, that the Synth haven’t already…

      Nate stood there mutely, waiting for his companion to finish the chain of thought.

      You know what? Let’s focus on the here and now. ‘Live in the moment.’ That’s what you squishy meat bags always say, right?

      “How did this happen?” Nate croaked, turning to Iveera as the heavy bridge door slid shut behind Blackthorne’s people. Dimly, he noted that Amelia’s crash couch cell was no longer there in the empty corner and that he should probably go check on the crew and bring Jaeger into this conversation. But Iveera was playing this one cautious, and he needed answers now. “Was this the Black Knight?”

      “Most likely,” Iveera said. “Quite possibly with the aid of the same protoswarm that consumed the Demeter colony.”

      “Might explain why they left mid-assimilation,” Blackthorne said, earning herself a distrustful look from Iveera. She shrugged. “I’m no expert, and it has been a very long while, but as far as I recall, protoswarms don’t tend to leave scraps behind without good reason.”

      The words were of little comfort to Iveera.

      “Don’t give me that look, Knight,” Blackthorne said, crossing her arms, “As I told the Terran, I don’t particularly care who is working for whom here. My only aim is finding the Black Knight. We have unfinished business, he and I.”

      A testy silence settled between them. Nate was still trying to wrap his head around how this had happened.

      “What about the fleet?” he asked. “The relays are all guarded, right? You’re telling me this… And all the other traffic…” His head spun, thinking about thousands of civilians they’d seen queued up for the relay back at Golnak. “You’re telling me this swarm wiped them all out?”

      The tension between Iveera and Blackthorne eased a touch as they traded a look.

      “Yes,” Iveera finally said. “Most likely.”

      “At least a few thousand souls lost on Demeter-12,” Blackthorne said quietly. “The colony was only beginning to establish itself. At the relay, we’re talking about at least another twenty-thousand casualties in the patrol fleet alone. Perhaps only a quarter that many more in passing civilian traffic, Lady willing. The Tarkaminen relay is… er, was the least trafficked by far in Alliance space. Mostly large ore freighters and the like. Lower than average crew densities.”

      She looked like she might keep talking—like maybe if she didn’t stop, the actual horrors of the numbers wouldn’t quite set in. Nate wasn’t sure if the kindness was intended for her or for him. He was just gaping numbly ahead, plenty horrified all the same when something struck him out of the blue.

      “I saw them.”

      They both looked at him.

      “Back in the Light, I mean, when Zedavian was attacking the Black Knight, and the place was collapsing around us. I think I saw this swarm out there, just before we spilled out. I thought they were ships or something, but…”

      Iveera watched to see if he’d say more, jin bobbing a slow affirmative. “You weren’t the only one who saw them,” she finally said, coming to some decision and waving her holos open. She flicked a frozen, half-sized hologram of Zedavian Kelkarin onto the deck between them, then fixed them both with a grave look. “Observe.”

      With a jab of her jin, Iveera triggered the recording.

      “Seven,” Zedavian’s hologram said, coming to life before them. He looked for a second like he couldn’t quite decide whether to be cavalier or flatly sober about it. “Iveera,” he said, settling for the latter.

      Nate had never seen the ancient Eldari hesitate before.

      “I have a line on your Black Knight,” the recording said. “You may too, by the time you’re hearing this.” He hesitated again. Seemed to come to some decision. “You were right about his wielding of the Terran Beacon. Which, if you haven’t already realized, means he might well be beyond any of our powers to stop. Do with that as you will. I’d order you to stay away—am ordering you to do just that, in fact—but I think we both know we’ve already crossed that threshold. You are bound by his corruption, whether you can see it or not. You can no longer trust your judgment in this matter any more than I can trust you at my back.”

      A humorless smile pulled at his lips.

      “Perhaps you’ll even believe what I’m telling you. But, if not, do rest assured that I will take great delight in personally rendering all punishment befitting your insubordination if and when we should see each other again, Ser Knight.”

      The smile faded, his golden face turning thoughtful.

      “In the interim, there are a few things you should know. You’ve probably already noticed the Tarkaminen relay is down. What you might not realize is that it was attacked by a protoswarm. Mid-class and recently gorged, I’d guess, by the brief look I had before the relay collapsed.” He huffed. “Not that that will mean much to anyone alive. Well, no one but our dear old wizard, of course. And Silas, wherever the hell he’s gone.”

      Again, a moment of hesitation.

      “And perhaps this Black Knight, too, if I make my guess correctly. And if I do…”

      His golden eyes went distant.

      “His name was Mordred, once upon a time. Mordred LeFaye. Don’t bother with Alliance records. You won’t find him there. He was one of us. I know the wizard already told you as much. What he didn’t tell you was that our dear Ninth Knight turned on us not so very long after the Great War. Not hard to understand why we wouldn’t want that in our esteemed histories. A lot of people died. We were six Knights back then, not counting him. Mordred LeFaye slew four of our Order, the Terran’s predecessor included, before Silas and I brought him down. He was… unnaturally gifted. Even for one of us. Unnaturally angry, too. But trust me when I say I cannot conceive of how any living being, mortal or otherwise, could’ve survived what we wrought on him at the end.”

      A moment of silence before Zedavian’s hologram returned from some memory.

      “Perhaps he didn’t. Perhaps the wizard was right, and this foe is nothing but a dark shell, risen on the power of the Synth and bound in his image. But I do not believe that. I…”

      Zedavian’s golden brow creased ever-so-slightly, like he’d only just realized he was still talking.

      “Lady’s Grace be with you, Iveera,” he said. “Stay away if you can.”

      The message abruptly ended, Zedavian’s likeness winking out of sight.

      They all stood there in silence. It was only then that Nate noticed Iveera was watching Blackthorne like a hawk, almost like she was waiting for some reaction or explanation.

      “That’s the most I’ve heard him say in a thousand years,” Blackthorne finally said. Nate glanced at her, still too wrapped up in Zedavian’s words to be overly shocked by the statement. A thousand years? Sure, why not?

      “He expects to die,” Iveera said.

      “I think you’re right,” Blackthorne agreed, trading a meaningful look with Nate, “in a manner of speaking, at least.”

      Nate’s mind drifted to the last moments of his dream. The crossed blades. Zedavian bowed at the Black Knight’s feet; swords crossed over a crackling portal as the Merlin hung impaled on a great dark thorn. The weight of his sword in hand.

      The choice is yours.

      But what choice?

      He looked at Blackthorne, wondering for the thousandth time at what he’d seen—what she’d apparently seen, too. She watched him right back.

      A dream. It’d been a disturbingly real dream, granted, and one he’d somehow shared with another person from tens of thousands of light-years away. But still a dream, nonetheless. And now…

      Now that he knew about Blackthorne’s connection to his so-called vision, he didn’t know what to trust. It all felt tarnished, somehow. Less pure. And as for Zedavian, well, he had saved their lives back in the Light, hadn’t he?

      Sure, some paranoid corner of his mind pointed out, leaving us safely in Ooperian hands for the second time counting.

      Still, the Zedavian who’d sent them that message hadn’t sounded like an evil mastermind going to turncoat and join forces with his secret dark ally. He’d sounded like a man, or an Eldari, preparing to go face an unwinnable fight in the line of duty.

      Lady’s Grace, Ex murmured, at this rate, he might actually die of old age before you make up your mind.

      Nate narrowed his eyes at nothing in particular, focusing back on Iveera and Blackthorne, who were both occupied on their own thought. “I think we should try to find Zedavian,” he said. “Whatever else is happening, he did save our lives back there.”

      “Sounds more to me like he saw a foe and attacked,” Blackthorne said. “You’d be wise to refrain from imagining you understand anything of his motives based on that single outcome.”

      To Nate’s surprise, Iveera didn’t argue.

      “At any rate,” Blackthorne continued, “I gather finding Zedavian and finding our Black Knight might shortly become one and the same, so count me in, or whatever you’d like to call it.”

      “We have limited options,” Iveera said, jin flicking softly back and forth. “The First Knight remotely disassembled the q-node he used to get this message to the Camelot.”

      Nate frowned. “What node?”

      Iveera pointed to the console Jaeger had been using, near Tessa’s larger command station. The paneling had been ripped off from the side, internal cabling and circuitry all spilling out with a hastily picked-over look. “For future reference,” she said, “you should tell your Lt Col to think twice before accepting devices from strangers, and twice again before interfacing them with this ship.” She frowned at the open console. “Not that he would’ve been able to spot anything amiss. It was quite the clever microassembly Zedavian’s data key left behind. I nearly missed it myself.”

      Nate stared at the console, digesting this new piece of information.

      Friends didn’t install tracking nodes in friends ships, did they?

      Not unless they were worried said friend might lose their mind and go rampaging across the galaxy, he supposed.

      “So what do we do, then?” he asked.

      “We need more information,” Iveera said. “Without knowing precisely what we are looking for, it seems our best option is either to follow the trail of the missing Beacons or to pray our Lady sees fit to bless you with further insight.”

      “Needle in the haystack,” Blackthorne muttered, glancing at Nate. “That’s the saying, sowaiy?”

      Thinking of how long it’d taken Iveera to dowse the Beacon’s location on Earth, Nate kind of saw her point when one considered even his laughably inadequate understanding of just how damned big space was.

      “And since only one of those options appears to be within our control,” Iveera continued, ignoring their reservations, “I intend to begin preparations. The Kalnythian Wilds should be nearly ready to come out of e-dim for final repairs. We’ll be able to triangulate more quickly if we part ways and make a systematic sweep of the sector.”

      Nate tensed inwardly at the thought of splitting up now, here on the trail of some planet-eating swarm and the dude who’d apparently killed at least four Knights before he’d had a Beacon or two on hand. He couldn’t bring himself to ask how long she expected such a sweep might take. He was pretty sure he didn’t want to know.

      “Perhaps the two of us should take a nice nap and pray for the best, in the meantime,” Blackthorne said.

      Iveera regarded them both with a flat look, then turned and stalked off, waving the bridge door open and disappearing without a word.

      She may be an ally, for now, came her voice in his mind a second later, but do not make the mistake of trusting the pirate.

      Duly noted, he thought back. He still wasn’t entirely sure where Iveera’s stalwart disdain for Blackethorne stemmed from, but then again, he’d probably missed a few centuries of interpersonal history. Who knew with any of these people?

      “So what do you say, partner?” Blackethorne asked beside him, wiggling her raven-dark eyebrows in a gesture entirely too frisky for a thousand-year-old lady. “Care to join me in the bedroom?”

      He looked after the spot where Iveera had disappeared, too drained to even blush at the comment as he once might’ve. He wasn’t sure he should have a say at all, lost as he felt in all of this. He was kind of surprised—maybe even a shade irritated—that Iveera hadn’t simply taken control and told him what to do.

      Yes, how dare she trust you might be capable of thinking for yourself? Ex muttered. Honestly. The outrage.

      Nate frowned. Not sure now’s really the time to be pulling off the training wheels.

      Well, perhaps she isn’t quite so in control as you’d like to believe. Either way, I don’t see any reason you can’t at least try to be useful.

      His frown deepened right along with the sinking feeling in his gut. He didn’t argue. Blackthorne was still watching him expectantly, but also with the patient air of someone who unmistakably had the time. It occurred to him that she was the oldest of them all. At least several centuries older than Iveera, as far as he’d gathered. Maybe that counted for something where wise plans were concerned. Maybe not.

      If he could get back to the dream… well, he wasn’t sure what he might find.

      It wasn’t much of a plan. Not at all. But then again, neither was blindly feeling around the galaxy for the effervescent flicker of Beacon song he could vaguely feel even now—as faint as it was hopelessly directionless—if he closed his eyes and really focused. He looked back to Blackthorne, weighing piss poor options, getting nowhere fast.

      “I think I need to talk to my crew.”
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      “So let me get this straight,” Jaeger said, groaning a little as he hefted himself shakily to his feet from the edge of his bunk. “In addition to somehow dropping out of hyperspace on the remains of the Atlanteans’ missing colony, which was coincidentally eaten by a friggin’ fleet of rocks, we’re now friends with the lady—

      “Pirate,” growled Malfar from the corner.

      “—With the pirate,” Jaeger amended, “who just gassed us all and—”

      “And saved you all the trouble of a round of self-inflicted gunshots to your pretty heads,” Blackthorne interjected from where she was standing against the wall with crossed arms, her smile delightfully saccharine. “Except you, of course, darling,” she added toward Elmo, whose square face sported a thin adhesive wound strip where his near-miss bullet had grazed from the jaw right up past the eye socket. “But I think you’re positively dashing.”

      Elmo’s burgeoning frown quickly shifted to a pained scowl as his wound informed him that facial movements were unwise. Jaeger just fixed Nate with a firm look of who is this lady, and why aren’t we venting her right now?

      Nate looked around the crew quarters and saw a similar question echoed in most of the SAS team’s eyes. The displeasure ran at least triply high in Malfar’s case, but the Trog had kept it quiet. He seemed acutely aware of what was happening here, maybe because he hadn’t been born in Alliance space yesterday like the rest of them, or maybe just because he’d been conscious throughout the attack thanks to the handy breather mask in his gear vest. The more Nate observed of the Trog, though, the more he saw a sharp, astute mind turning behind those beady eyes. Sharper than his own, he was starting to think.

      He’d just finished recounting Lena’s disturbing tale of the attack on Demeter-12. Having been only tenuously conscious when he and Blackthorne had walked into the room, the crew had listened without much interruption, save for the introductory round of who are you and what are you doing here as they’d roused to the sight of Svendarian guards and a strange Gorgon medic—not to mention the odd little blinking medical apparatuses fixed to each of their chests like mini versions of Ramirez’s medpod.

      Most of them were sitting up now, in various states of bleary-eyed suspicion and discombobulation. Pierce and Tessa both looked and sounded like they’d had a rough night on the town. Snuffy seemed to be wondering if this entire situation might just magically go away if only he laid down for a quick nap. Only Carter looked particularly lucid beneath her dark, ashen frown.

      Amelia, on the other hand, looked no less worse for wear. After her initial skepticism, the Atlantean had even seemed a touch riveted with the presence of their legendary pirate guest. At least until they’d gotten to the news of Demeter-12. She’d barely moved or spoken since then, sitting in the corner like a powered down android, posture immaculate but for the faintest droop in her shoulders and head. Eyes distant and expression vacant. Nate wished he could do something for her. Wished he had anything but a long list of more bad news.

      “That pretty much sums it up,” he admitted to Jaeger’s expectant look, hesitant to push on with the rest of it before they’d all had a chance to at least try to process the scale of the destructive forces they were up against here.

      “Well,” Pierce finally broke the silence. “’Least we didn’t get caught by our Alliance friends straight outta the gate, right? That’s something.”

      “This doesn’t really feel like a silver lining kind of situation,” Snuffy said quietly, eyes on the floor.

      “Oh fuck off,” Pierce shot back, waving a vague hand toward the endless space outside. “Any other day, you’d all be riding my ass for being Ms. Debbie Fucking Downer. This is what we came for, right? Find the wizard? Stop the Black Knight from raising the ancient evil and sacking the goddamn village? All this… shit? I mean, Christ.” He came to his feet with an unsteady lurch, hands spread wide as he looked around at the crew. “Are you guys even hearing this bullshit? Evil asteroid swarms? The fucking Merlin?”

      “Lieutenant,” Jaeger said, in a voice even made Nate pucker a little bit. “That’s enough.”

      Pierce rounded on his superior, clearly more than a little tempted to give the good Lt Col another steaming piece of his mind. Amelia spoke quietly from the corner before he could.

      “Turns out, you’re a little too late for the village, Terran.”

      Pierce whirled on his new target, anger spiking then evaporating as he took in her empty expression. For a second, he looked like he’d apologize, but then he got stuck on the words and sank back to his bunk instead, burying his face in his hands with a steady muttered stream of, “Christ, Christ, Christ.”

      Jaeger gave the room a moment to breathe before turning back to Nate.

      “First things first. Where are the Ooperians?”

      “Safely aboard my ship,” Blackthorne said, “ready for interrogation.”

      “But we have bigger problems,” Nate said.

      “Bigger than the alien vampires who almost just killed us all?” Pierce asked, looking up from his cupped hands long enough to show what he thought of that.

      “Dude,” Tessa said, hooking a thumb at the holo pane that was currently displaying Demeter-12’s drifting remains.

      Jaeger silenced the chatter with a raised hand, then fixed Nate with a serious look. “Floor’s yours, kid. But if you’re gonna tell us what’s happening here, you’re gonna tell us the whole damn thing, you copy? Starting with why His Golden Holiness was so keen to throw you and Iveera in the clink in the first place.”

      In his silent corner, Malfar stirred for the first time. Nate eyed the rest of the crew, wondering how much they’d heard, how much Malfar had even figured out.

      “No,” Jaeger said, shaking his head. “No more calculating. No more thinking you can lie to protect us. We’re done flying blind, kid. This here’s the reckoning. You want us on board watching your back, you’re gonna tell us what the hell it is we’re standing in. Zedavian and the corruption, the swarm, our magical relay jump right to ground zero. All of it. The whole Shitstorm Special.”

      Nate didn’t need to glance around the room to sense that the crew felt the same way. The air was thick with it, Carter and Elmo with their somber stares, Pierce with his accusatory scowl. Malfar and Amelia watched with something more like professional curiosity, and while Tessa and Snuffy at least looked amicably supportive about the whole thing, they clearly wanted answers too.

      Jaeger wasn’t backing down anyway.

      Nate glanced at Blackthorne and caught her watching him with a curious expression. It evaporated the moment he looked at her, and she gestured to the others, cordially inviting him to go ahead and spill his guts and make it pretty.

      And if the immortal old lady said so…

      “Fine,” he said, turning back to the crew. “One Shitstorm Special, coming right up.”
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      By the time Nate shambled out of the crew quarters an hour or so later, his throat was uncomfortably dry, his spirits low, and his readiness to witness any more stoic heartbreak from the crew about on par with his desire to blast his own foot off.

      It is for the best, I think, Ex said. You did well in there.

      He didn’t even sound sarcastic about it, which might’ve sounded the warning bells had Nate not already been too busy feeling like the Anti-Santa Claus—Ms. Debbie Fucking Downer, to borrow Pierce’s phrase.

      He wasn’t really sure what he’d been hoping for, laying it all out for them—the whole Shitstorm Special, as it were. A miracle, he supposed, looking back now. He’d been hoping for a miracle. A brilliant stroke of inspiration. Or at least some fresh perspective, or a slight loosening of the cold-packed dread in his gut. What relief he’d found confiding in the others, though, had quickly been replaced by the guilt that’d sunk deeper with each falling face, each downward glance.

      To their credit, they’d listened to most of it with minimal interruption. Zedavian Kelkarin’s theories about this so-called corruption, the Synth protoswarm, and the identity of the Black Knight Mordred LeFaye. The name still felt odd on Nate’s tongue. Easier to imagine a faceless agent, a dark protrusion of this unknowable Synth’s will beneath that black helmet. He still wasn’t sure that wasn’t the case. But the bad news had been far from complete.

      On the matter of which punch to save for last, he’d been a bit torn. That the Tarkaminen relay was dead along with the thirty-some thousand souls and an entire colony settlement was plenty devastating. That the path home was closed for business, though, with a Black Knight and a planet-eating army of darkness standing between them and their only hope of fixing it, was decidedly more personal. That their best intel for finding said Knight boiled down to a rather cataclysmic dream—not to mention the fact that one of the most powerful beings in the galaxy was unconvinced even he could face a Beacon-powered Black Knight if they did… well, that was just plain old terrifying.

      In the end, there’d been no stroke of inspiration, only heavy words leaving his mouth, and the progressively heavier weight of somber realization settling through the room, one downward glance at a time. There’d been a lot of silence, a lot of brave faces. It was the first time Nate had seen through them all—even Jaeger’s and Carter’s.

      But they were professionals. They’d kept it together and turned to discussing plans and options once they’d gotten the initial shock and pithy comments out of the way. Nate, thoroughly talked out and circling the brim of his own despair, had only half-listened to most of it. Jaeger’s talk of finding reinforcements among whatever Alliance forces must still be scattered throughout the sector on their side of the busted relay at least caught his full attention, but he also couldn’t bring himself to argue as Pierce questioned whether conventional reinforcements would even matter against the magic swarm that had apparently ripped apart an entire relay patrol fleet.

      The fact that he found himself agreeing with Ms. Debbie Fucking Downer himself, Nate figured, probably meant it was time to take a break.

      “Well, he needs to go have his fairy dream sleep, right?” Pierce had practically cried out, as Nate’s quiet move for the door was met by a hail of questions. “How else are we supposed to know how to stop the devil and his army of darkness?”

      Whatever else could be said about the man, he didn’t play favorites. His nay-saying was absolute, without boundaries. It was freaking transcendent.

      “I’ll settle for finding them first,” Nate had said carefully, gauging the rest of the room. They’d all looked as tired as he felt. As hungry for a proper plan, too. At a tired murmur from Cammy’s slowly rebooting systems, he saw that Iveera had pulled the Kalnythian Wilds out of e-dim.

      “If it comes down to it,” he’d said, “maybe we can take the Black Knight by surprise in Iveera’s ship while the Camelot runs interference.”

      “Interference against the heart of fucking darkness,” Pierce muttered.

      “You watch the hands,” Nate said, turning for the door. “We’ll hit the heart. That’s the best I have for now. I’m gonna go see if the Lady can do us one better.”

      They didn’t stop him, but he didn’t make it far himself before remembering he might need Blackthorne. Luckily—or not—she was already standing right there at his elbow when he turned, watching him like what’s the holdup, here?

      Add silent ninja to the list of her odd skills.

      “Your plan is quite shit, you know,” she said, with a friendly grin. “No offense, of course.”

      “No, of course,” he echoed, frowning as he searched her face. “So, should we go test this dream theory,” he started slowly, getting the distinct impression she had something to tell him, “or is there something you wanted to…?”

      “Ah. Yes. Well, you see, I haven’t been completely honest with you, sowaiy?”

      Nate glanced down the corridor toward the crew quarters, less than thrilled at the thought of more secrets after the past hour. “I feel like I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Oh, darling,” she said, placing a hand to her chest and affecting a hurt expression.

      He sighed. “What is it?”

      “Well, the thing is—and, mind you, this isn’t me saying ‘no’ to your sleepover—it’s just that…” She ran her fingers through the air as if searching for the proper words. “I already know where the Black Knight is going.”

      “What? How?”

      “Oh, how does anyone know anything, really?” she said, waving a dismissive hand. “If you must know,” she added, when Nate didn’t waver, “I recognized the ruined city in our dream from the start. On top of that, it is written along the prow of his ship, so really…” She waved her hand along like the rest should’ve gone without saying.

      Nate was still frowning, trying to follow. “Wait, Avalon? Avalon’s… a real place?”

      “Was a real place,” she corrected, “a very long time ago. I don’t suppose you happen to remember that home planet I mentioned?”

      Nate felt his eyebrows trying to touch. “But if it was destroyed…”

      “It wasn’t. Not completely, at least. Catastrophically demolished, yes, and utterly devoid of life. But part of the planet survived its jump.”

      “It’s jump?”

      “Long story. Listen, darling, the important part is that I have a reasonably reliable idea where to find what’s left, and I’m astronomically certain that that is exactly where we want to be.”

      “Well, is it reasonably reliable or astronomically certain?”

      Her grin went lopsided. “Sowayto sowaiyto, darling.”

      Nate gritted his teeth. “Why the hell are you just telling me this now?”

      She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Perhaps I was… stirred by your admirable display of honesty back there. Call me inspired.”

      Nate held her on a hard stare, not really expecting to rattle her, but also determined to get a real answer.

      She finally shrugged, like have it your way. “If you hadn’t noticed, the Gorgon doesn’t find me exactly trustworthy.”

      “Again, can’t imagine why.”

      “You’re so sweet,” she said, cupping his cheek and smiling like she simply refused to believe he’d meant it sarcastically.

      “If you already knew all this,” he said, pointedly removing her hand from his cheek and glancing worriedly down the corridor again, “if you already had what you needed, why even involve us in the first place?”

      She gave him one of those odd looks of hers. “Well, I’m not about to bloody cross swords with that blackened bastard, am I? I might have a long life and a few tricks up my sleeve, darling, but this fight is above my pay grade, sowaiy?”

      “So you figured you’d just tag along and watch us do the heavy lifting in the name of your—Your vengeance, or whatever?”

      “Consider it something of a finder’s fee,” she said, smiling warmly as she reached up to brush his cheek again with the back of her hand.

      “Charming,” he said, taking her hand and pushing it back down to her side with stay put force. “Just…”

      She pitched her brows expectantly, hovering ever-so-slightly on tip toes and affecting the most innocent little puppy dog eyes he’d ever seen. It was kind of unsettling, how this woman could just shift from the thousand-plus-year-old-lady-with-all-seeing-eyes vibe to the cutesy thirty-year-old-girl-next-door act at the drop of a hat.

      Ex cleared his throat. Loudly. Which seemed kind of impressive for someone who didn’t really have a throat.

      “Just give me some time to think about this,” he finished, stepping pointedly back from the pirate.

      “Of course, darling,” she said, glancing past his shoulder to where Amelia was emerging from the crew quarters. “I’m sure I can find some way to keep myself busy for an hour or two,” she added, lips curling in a predatory grin. “Just remember,” she said, coming back to Nate and placing a gentle hand on his shoulder, “one wrong move, and we’re all dead and gone for eternity.”

      “Right. Yeah, that’s…”

      But she was already patting his shoulder and moving on, bound for Amelia, who leaned against the corridor wall and watched her approach, exhibiting the kind of timid apprehension one might expect from someone who was about to meet their favorite celebrity.

      “… Real helpful,” Nate finished to no one in particular, watching with quiet fascination as the pirate strolled right up to Amelia and shamelessly twirled a lock of the Atlantean’s platinum hair on one deft finger, speaking soft words he couldn’t make out. “Lecherous old… goat.”

      Atlanteans, Ex grumbled.

      Are they about to…

      Before he’d finished the thought, Snuffy poked out of the crew quarters, scanned both ways, and did a double-take of the unfolding Atlantean situation, seeming to wonder the same thing. At a raised eyebrow from Blackthorne, he stiffened, remembering himself, and hurried down the corridor toward Nate.

      “Hey,” he said, drawing up somewhat breathlessly. “I just, uh…” He glanced back for the brief triple-take. “Do they, like, know each other from somewhere, or…? Nate?”

      “Hmm?” Nate’s mind had been drifting in everything Blackthorne had just told him. “Oh. I think that’s more of an Atlantean thing, actually.” He focused back on Snuffy. “What’s up? Did you need something?”

      “Oh, uh…” With a force of will, Snuffy drew his attention firmly back to Nate. “No. No, actually, I just thought you might wanna know Ramirez seems to be waking up if you wanna come.”

      “That’s…”

      Great news, said his brain, even as his tongue caught on the words, held fast on a confusing wave of more relief and sudden guilt than he knew what to do with.

      “You seemed like you needed a bit of good news,” Snuffy said, tilting his head toward the crew quarters in invitation.

      Nate fell dumbly in step with the mechanic. “I’m just glad he’s… Thank you, Snuffy.”

      He kind of felt bad, defaulting to the beloved-yet-degrading nickname the crew had branded him with, but the cheerful mechanic didn’t seem to mind, chatting on about how it was a good omen that things were really looking up.

      “You’ll see,” he said. “We’ll find this Mordred dude, snatch the goods right out from under him, and—Huh?”

      They both drew up short, trading a round of uneasy looks with the two Atlanteans down the corridor as a medium-range proximity alarm chimed through the Camelot.

      “Ah, piss,” Snuffy muttered as Nate waved open a holo for all of them to see. “Not again. Please, not again.”

      The sight that greeted them on the holo was not an encouraging one. More ships than Nate could quickly count. Troglodan maybe, Nate guessed, based on the craggy dragon’s head shapes and his relative lack of other options. Seventeen ships in total, according to the figures that appeared in the corner, with three enormous capital ships at the heart of the formation.

      They didn’t look like they’d come for a tea party.

      Nate traded one terse look with Snuffy then hurried into the crew quarters to find most of the team gathered near Ramirez’s medpod, most of them looking to the holo display that was still fixed on the Demeter-12 debris, Cammy’s recuperating systems apparently being too distracted to manage such minor details.

      “I miss anything, Boss?” came the dry rasp of Ramirez’s voice from within the huddle, just before a second alarm bleated through the room.

      At a look from Jaeger, Nate flicked the feed from his personal holo over to the wall display, and the tight silence of the room gave way to a round of soft curses as the fleet appeared there, fanning into wider formation and dumping several fine-specked clouds of smaller fighters into space. The most massive of the capital ships, the Blood Moon, pushed decisively ahead, leading the charge.

      “Few things, Ramirez,” Jaeger said, straightening from the airman’s side as the first flashing red targeting scans detected warning blinked across the display. “Just a few.”
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      For a long second, Nate could practically feel the whole room silently hoping that maybe—just maybe—if they were all still and silent enough, this whole damn mess might somehow just blow right by. Then the holo display gave a disappointed chirp, and the targeting scans detected text toggled to a big red target lock warning.

      “Don’t suppose that’s our backup?” Ramirez asked weakly from his open medpod.

      Someone—Tessa, maybe—gave a kind of delirious giggle, then the room exploded with every held-in comment at once.

      “What did we do?” Snuffy whispered beside Nate, like he was still kind of afraid the ships might hear him from two-hundred-thousand kilometers away.

      “More like what did they do,” Pierce said, having somehow heard the mechanic. He turned his accusatory stare on Nate. “Those ships look Troglodan to me. Dollars to fucking donuts they’re looking for Arturi and the Gorgon who killed their big bad Knight, right?”

      The last bit, he turned to Malfar, and as one, the entire room swiveled to follow his attention.

      Malfar regarded them in grim silence from his corner. “The Terran is correct,” he finally said, rising from his couch like he expected he’d just had his last good sit-down for a long while. “I suppose now may be the time to mention that a sizable Troglodan war party was granted diplomatic travel access to Tarkaminen from Golnak roughly two standard days ago.”

      “Sounds like two days ago might’ve been the time to mention that,” Pierce said.

      “I was preoccupied having my life’s work suspended over the pursuit of those involved in the Terran incursion,” Malfar said calmly, holding Pierce’s gaze until the pilot sat himself down. Malfar looked to Jaeger and Nate. “They arrived at the Golnak relay shortly after Ser Kelkarin escorted you to Forge Station.”

      “Any idea what they want?” Jaeger asked.

      Almost as if in reply, the main holo display chirped with an incoming hail from the largest of the three approaching capital ships, the GTA Blood Moon.

      “I am not privy to that information,” Malfar said, following their stares to the winking alert, “but my most workable hypothesis is that they have indeed come to visit vengeance on Ser Groshna’s killers. That is the personal flagship of Groshna’s primary next-of-brood sire leading the fleet.”

      “Like, Groshna’s son?” Snuffy asked.

      “Groshna has hundreds of sons,” Malfar said, crossing his arms. “Varga is merely the top of the brood. He is not a particularly reasonable bull.”

      Jaeger looked at the display, processing that. “Well, shit.”

      Nate couldn’t argue with the sentiment. Especially not as the comms pinged again, and the intercept timer continued ticking down. He tensed at yet another incoming ping on his own holo, then saw the name, accepted the connection, and watched with relief as Iveera’s hologram sprang to life in the center of the room. She didn’t appear all that worried either. But then again, it was Iveera.

      “We could use them,” she said, without preamble.

      “Unlikely they are looking to be used, Knight,” Malfar said, stepping forward to address her holo directly. “Least of all by you.”

      “By another then, perhaps,” Iveera said, holding the Troglodan’s gaze.

      Malfar’s nostril slits flared with a harsh snort. “Have you seen my hide, Gorgon? They would sooner copulate with a herd of harfarners than speak with me.”

      “Shall I do the talking, then?”

      Nate was surprised to hear Iveera ask such a question of anyone. Even more surprised at the begrudging spark of amusement that flickered between them. Judging by the sideways look Jaeger shot him, Nate wasn’t the only one who was a tad taken aback.

      “We should contact the Council,” came Amelia’s voice from the doorway, where she was watching on with a look of professional apprehension. “This is all… highly unsanctioned. Ser Katanaga, your ship has q-comm links with the Forge, yes? If I could access your connection—”

      “I think not.”

      “But if I could merely speak with Calum and Chancellor Adamus, I’m certain that an appropriate armistice could be reached.”

      “Any chance it’ll be reached in less than two minutes?” Jaeger asked, with a pointed glance at the closing fleet on the holo.

      “It matters not. A fleet of this size couldn’t have arrived here to begin with without a Council conspirator. Quite possibly the very same conspirator who engineered the murder of a Kalnythian Elder and multiple assassination attempts against us. There’s no reason to expect Council aid, nor to expect this fleet to hold itself accountable to Alliance law or even to their own Troglodan Emperor now that they’re here.”

      Amelia looked like she wanted to argue that that level of corruption and shady dealing simply couldn’t be, but then she followed Iveera’s gaze to Malfar, who gave a grim nod like Iveera had nailed the same conclusions he’d arrived at on every front. Amelia’s brow steepled Malfar just touched his spotted cheek with a thick finger in response to Iveera’s questioning gaze.

      “Very well,” Iveera said, as if that answered that. She glanced briefly at the rest of them. “Best you all stay quiet and allow me to handle this.”

      A few jin swipes later, the holo display on the wall expanded, bifurcating to spawn a second window to the left of the fleet display. Iveera’s hologram turned to face it alongside them as the two-dimensional feed populated with the gloomy interior of the Blood Moon’s bridge, where dozens of Troglodans were busy at work in bulbous clusters of consoles and holo displays. Several more were posted up along the large room’s interior, armed and armored, most of them staring curiously at the feed that must’ve just appeared at the helm of their bridge, and at the mighty Troglodan who stood proudly in front of it.

      The size, Nate was starting to get used to, even if the one Nate took to be this Varga was notably thicker and bulkier than most Trogs. It was more the sophisticated crimson armor that Nate’s attention drifted to, battered and battle-dented, but still quite obviously superior to that of all the armed Trog soldiers behind him. His hide, too, was a shade of bronze-copper like Nate hadn’t seen on other Trogs. He looked rather regal, in a bloodthirsty warmongering kind of way.

      “Knights.” He growled the word like a curse, beady eyes shifting back and forth to take in each of their feeds. “Which one of you has my Excalibur?”

      Nate traded a sideways glance with Jaeger. He’d expected more captain talk. Formal threats and demands for surrender. Not a blatant show of hand, right off the bat.

      “Admiral Varga, Clansire Groshna,” Iveera said, perfectly calm. “If you refer to the Excalibur previously wielded by Ser Groshna—”

      “Let us not bandy words, Katanaga. You know damned well what we’re here for. My sire was unrightfully slain, and we have come to collect what is ours.”

      “Ser Groshna led an illegal incursion—”

      “Incursion?” Varga boomed like the word was utterly foreign. “On that backwater piss pot?”

      “Terra is protected by Alliance charter, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

      “Lies and shit, Gorgon. Your Order is bound by no such petty law.”

      Down the line, Malfar stirred like he had more than a few things to say about that, but he held his tongue as Iveera replied.

      “You wish not to bandy words? Very well. Ser Groshna acted in error, even by the most extreme interpretation of my Order’s capacities, and neither you nor your Empire has any rightful claim to a fallen Knight’s Excalibur. No more than will the people of Kalyria have claim to mine when I should perish. The dominion of Excaliburs is that of the Lady, and the Lady alone.”

      “You speak many words, Gorgon, but I—”

      “I am not finished, Admiral. If you wish to express your personal enmity with me, then that is your prerogative, for it was by my hand and my sworn duty that Ser Groshna came to his end. But if you wish to align your blame with the one who orchestrated the event, then you and your Empire should know that Ser Groshna was manipulated to his actions by another. An unknown interloper, armored all in black and wielding uncanny power. It is this individual whom we currently hunt, and it is in the name of Groshna that I invite you to combine your strength with ours and see this Black Knight brought to justice. After that, I will, of course, submit to the ruling of Alliance Law and that of my own Order on the matter of what punishment is owed for my actions on Terra and since. What say you, Admiral Varga?”

      For an uncomfortably long time, Admiral Varga said nothing, right along with everyone else. Behind him, the Troglodans of the Blood Moon were still and silently confident, like they knew all too well what came next. On the Camelot, there were only tense sideways glances, and Malfar was unusually agitated, eyes shifting from Iveera to Varga, to Nate, and back again like he was turning over a particularly unfavorable idea in his head.

      “My Empire,” Varga finally said, wringing the words with violent loathing, “would sooner cast itself to the fiery pits than align itself with the self-proclaimed murderer of Ser Groshna. So allow me to rephrase, Gorgon: I am going to—”

      “Be a shame if they chased us headlong into a real fight, wouldn’t it?” someone murmured in Nate’s ear, so close enough that he lost track of Varga’s tirade completely, and nearly jumped out of his skin to boot. Blackthorne. He hadn’t noticed her ghosting up behind him. She held him on the end of one pointedly arched eyebrow, her words echoing through his mind another two rounds before her meaning struck like a proton torpedo straight to the thermal exhaust port.

      “I care not for your dust-ridden accords, Gorgon!” Varga was roaring, in response to something Iveera had just said. “I would sooner copulate with a herd of lame harfarners than relinquish command of this fleet to a snake-headed—”

      Nate tuned back out, pretty sure he saw where this was headed, trying instead to focus on his bond with Iveera. If he could just get word to her, let her know what Blackthorne had told him… Maybe between a rock and a hard place wasn’t the worst place to be stuck when they had the faster ships and were in desperate need of a nice angry rock to fling at that hard place anyway.

      He was only beginning to wrestle with the burgeoning moral questions behind the half-formed plan—not to mention the haphazard logistics of arranging such a thing—when Malfar cut them all short.

      “—ry it from our dead fingers, Gorgon wench,” Varga was roaring.

      “Then let us fight for it,” Malfar said, stepping front and center.

      “Who the—” Varga growled, expression dancing from confusion and annoyance at being interrupted to pure, disgusted scorn as his beady eyes found the blight-marked speaker. “You dare speak to me, runt?”

      For some reason, Malfar only gave an amused grunt at the wave of shock and outrage his apparent audacity had sent reeling through the Blood Moon’s bridge. “I dare challenge you, sire. By the Old Ways.”

      Iveera’s hologram shot Malfar a rapid sideways glance like she was wondering what the hell he was playing at. Varga just bellowed an ugly spew of laughter, looking around his bridge to take in the increasingly incredulous reactions of his crew. “What claim have you to the Old Ways, Clanless One?”

      “None by letter of law,” Malfar admitted. “But seeing as it seems we’re not overly fond of that construct at present, and as the claim would be mine by birthright anyway, were it not for the spots on my hide, I challenge you all the same.”

      A dangerous silence stretched, the first notes of uncertainty spreading among the Blood Moon’s crew. What did he mean, by birthright?

      “Who are you?” Varga asked.

      “Do you not recognize me?” Malfar replied. “You saw me often enough, peering on from the outside.”

      “I tire of this game, runt. Speak plainly.”

      “Sire,” Malfar said, snapping a smart fist salute to his wide chest. “My name is Malfar, Clanless One, justicar of the Galactic Alliance and first descendant of Groshna, Clansire Groshna. Born by Tarmina, Clanmatron Groshna in the brood of the 5,022nd year of our Great Empire’s reckoning.”

      The effect on the Blood Moon’s bridge was instantaneous—a veritable explosion of snarling faces and curse-heavy accusations that was only barely contained by the domineering fist Varga snapped high for silence. More than a few beady-eyed stares fixed on their fearless leader’s back, waiting to see what he’d do as the commotion died.

      On the Camelot, the looks were more of the confused did I hear that right variety. For possibly the first time ever, Iveera and Blackthorne looked more surprised than the rest of them, like only they fully understood what manner of bomb had just been dropped. Nate, for his part, was only beginning to register the nature of that bomb himself when Malfar took another step forward, his expression positively predatory.

      “Do you not remember me, brother?” he asked, quiet and confident. “Do you not remember the young spotted runt who’d watch from the southern crags on those rare hot fielding days when they let us see the sun? I know you saw me. I remember how you pointed. Remember how dear Mother bade you to ignore the dirty little runt and go back to thrashing the rest of your brothers, how your sire would be so very proud of y—”

      “Silence,” Varga hissed.

      Malfar considered him for a moment, then pressed on, unconcerned. “I bet you still wonder sometimes why she never allowed you to call the guards on that dirty little runt. I know I do.”

      In the background, several of Varga’s Trogs were giving their mighty leader sideways looks now, like they were starting to wonder if this blighted runt was actually speaking the truth. At a look from Varga, though, the entire bridge of the Blood Moon snapped to smart attention, deadly silent as he turned back to the screen with a kind of practiced apathy.

      “You are clanless, runt. Unfit to hold my station. You have no right to challenge me.”

      “And yet I do, brother,” Malfar interjected before the next words could leave Varga’s mouth. “But not for your station. In the name of the Destroyer, I challenge you only on the condition that, should I win, your war party will first seek justice on the true culprit behind Ser Groshna’s death, the Black Knight Mordred LeFaye, before pursuing any action against Ser Iveera Katanaga and her allies here aboard the Camelot. After that, I care not.”

      Nate couldn’t tell if Malfar meant the last bit, or if he was merely selling the act, but the Troglodan wasn’t done.

      “I’d swear it on our fallen sire’s honor,” he continued, with something like grim amusement, “but then, I’ve also seen what you do to those who make the mistake of trusting you to be a creature of honor and dignity.”

      Varga bristled, raising a hand like he was about to either command his crew to open fire or to reach through the holo display and take Malfar by the throat.

      “I kept watching through the years, you see,” Malfar pushed on, determined to maintain his momentum. “Through all the deaths. Through more accidents than seemed believable. I was careful, mind you. Especially after the day I witnessed you tampering with brave brother Fargin’s rattler just before your tragic race down Death’s H—”

      “Enough.”

      Nate was surprised to register it was Iveera’s voice, not Varga’s, that cut Malfar’s accusations short. The surprise only deepened when he took in the sideways glance Malfar shot the Gorgon—not a look of indignant irritation, as Nate would’ve guessed, but rather one of flat acknowledgment. And despite having only vaguely grasped at what Malfar had been driving for, Nate felt it then, too: a dangerous swelling of Varga’s pride and impugned honor, cracking tight as a lion tamer’s whip.

      “You have the location of this Mordred LeFaye?” Varga asked, deadly quiet, looking pointedly to Iveera as if Malfar were already dead and gone.

      Iveera held the admiral’s murderous gaze, jin swirling calmly, thoughtfully. Thinking what, Nate didn’t know. But he found himself stepping forward, all the same, Blackthorne’s words echoing through his head. Iveera’s eyes flicked to him, seeming to understand. She didn’t argue.

      “We do,” he said, hoping to all nine of their mythic hells that Malfar knew what he was doing.

      The words drew looks of quiet surprise from the crew around him, but Varga only had eyes for Iveera, and if she was surprised by Nate’s news, she hid it like a cold-blooded pro. The admiral nodded once, like that was that.

      “Then you will share this information with me once I have cured your ship of this deranged blight spot, and we will have words concerning what is owed the Troglodan Empire.” Finally, he turned his beady eyes back to Malfar, and there was no mistaking the hatred there. “I will end your suffering by the Old Ways an hour hence, runt. Destroyer take your tarnished soul.”

      With that, the connection cut to black, and the display quickly rearranged itself back to the single large feed of the approaching fleet.

      “What just happened?” Snuffy asked the silent room.

      “Justice,” Malfar said, not sounding particularly pleased about it. “At long last.”
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      “You’re… sure about this?” asked the Terran Knight for what felt like the thousandth time, craning to peek out of the top slit of the shoddy, makeshift gladiator’s cage before glancing back to Malfar. “We can find another way.”

      He was a kind soul, Malfar decided. Too kind for what his sacred Order Excalibur and the unnatural centuries would do to him, provided the boy actually survived that long. Given their present circumstances, it all looked rather less than certain.

      “There is no other way,” Malfar said, flexing his fingers, fixating on the feeling of the drying war paint cracking at each knuckle. Truth be told, he wasn’t at all sure that Varga’s war party wouldn’t immediately take up arms against them in the unlikely event that he actually managed to bring his behemoth of a bastard brother down. If there was any single truly binding covenant among Troglodans, it was in the glory of battle and in the honor of the Old Ways. But he was a spotted runt, as evidenced by the war paint running up from knuckle to shoulder, and streaked across his bare chest—jet black for his blighted soul, whereas Varga and any other true-blooded Troglodan would be wearing white. It was why his sneering kin had funneled him into this ramshackle holding pen of cargo crates and other gear when the Blood Moon, like most any large Troglodan ships, already had two perfectly serviceable gladiator pens ready and waiting. He just wasn’t fit for them.

      “I watched an entire occupation force surrender to Iveera,” the Terran said, clearly still stuck on the idea of getting out of this thing some other way. He was eyeing the deck now, apologetic to his last. Perhaps the boy wasn’t quite so naive as Malfar had originally thought.

      “I’m not exactly chopped liver, either,” the Terran added. “And we’ve got Anastasiya here. And the faster ships. I’m just saying we’ve got options.”

      “Justice demands this,” Malfar said, though, in truth, he wasn’t even sure about that anymore. Here he was, after all, a fugitive from Alliance law, challenging his own blood in a desperate attempt to gain leverage and resources for a fight whose stakes were well beyond his comprehension.

      Demeter-12. The Black Knight. The Synth.

      Zedavian Fucking Kelkarin, and the second coming of the Great War.

      Malfar was undoubtedly in light-years above his pay grade now. Whether the legendary Huntress Iveera Katanaga could or couldn’t dismantle an entire war party with the help of her fledgling Terran Knight and the rest of their friends hardly seemed to matter anymore, though. They needed allies here, not another fight. He’d smelled as much back on the Camelot, watching the Terrans’ insides shrivel as they struggled to wrap their heads around what they’d gotten into. They needed hope.

      Besides, if anyone deserved to feel the wrath of Justice, it was Varga. That much, he was certain of. And while he hadn’t allowed himself to dwell on it over the decades, Malfar had always quietly hoped he’d one day be the one to deliver it. Perhaps he’d even believed, in some twisted, self-important way, that it was his destiny to do so. Varga was, after all, more or less the reason he’d eventually become a justicar.

      His dip into the investigatory arts may have begun with tracking down his own lineage, but it was Varga’s murderously competitive streak that had pushed Malfar to truly begin honing his skills of deductive reasoning. While most of his casework would’ve been thoroughly inadmissible in the Alliance courts, there was little arguing with what his so-called brood brother had done over the years. Poor Fargin and his fatal rattler crash had been only the first in a long line of accidental tragedies.

      Prodigious fratricide was hardly unheard of among the Troglodan people, of course. Next-of-brood competition was fierce, and even among the lower clans, sirehood came with many pleasures to ease its concurrent pains. For the most part, such power struggles were met with a blind eye and a stoic such is life mentality, so long as the victors took care to at least marginally cover their tracks.

      But Varga had enjoyed what he’d done—had in fact prided himself on his work. Which had always struck Malfar as especially repugnant, seeing as the vicious brute really hadn’t been clever at all. The more Malfar had learned how to look, the more he’d begun to see the same essential fingerprint on each messy accident throughout the years, the fine details changing while the guiding hand remained quite obviously the same to the discerning eye.

      There’d been a time when Malfar had spent the nights dreaming, weaving plans of how he’d contact his aging birth mother Tarmina, or even Ser Groshna himself, and expose Varga. Show them what their prized heir truly was. Make them see. Sometimes, he’d even allowed himself to imagine that, on that day, they’d realize he wasn’t such a worthless runt after all and welcome him back into the brood. It had been quite the fantasy. Then the days had come when he’d anonymously shared his findings, and Groshna had publicly appointed Varga as his junior next-of-brood sire not long after. The line of tragedies had continued to grow around him. Such appointments were hardly ironclad, after all.

      Malfar had scraped together what savings he had, bartered passage to the Forge, and left it all behind him as best he could. But there was a part of him that’d never let go. A part that still raged at the injustice of it all. A part that still felt pity for those foolish brutes who’d clamored to unseat Varga, blind to what manner of beast they provoked. A part that even now wondered what their bloated Emperor Harsgard would think of it all, were he ever to hear the full extent of the new Clansire Groshna’s transgressions.

      It was from decades and worlds away that Malfar came back to the growing din of the Blood Moon’s cargo bay and looked up to find the Terran Knight and his compatriot, Lt Col Jaeger, both watching him. Both entirely more concerned for his imminent well-being than any of his own kind had ever been, save for maybe Heilga. Dimly, he wished he could’ve heard her brood song one last time. The thought brought the beginnings of a grin to his mouth, thinking of how chest-pounding soldiers out there in the cargo hold would taunt and cajole to see a grown Troglodan sitting here with his Terran pals, wishing for brood song. It would’ve been like a Hobdan or a Sven asking for the teet one last time at the ripe age of fifty.

      But he didn’t care anymore.

      Outside, the ceremonial drums sounded, summoning forth the two mismatched combatants. As per the customs, Malfar had yet to witness Varga with his own eyes since coming aboard, but it wasn’t hard to remember the frightening presence of that devastatingly powerful build. Not after watching Varga thrashing his brothers around the yard. He still remembered the way his heart had practically stopped, those first few times he’d watched from afar as Varga pushed a beating too far, teetering on the brink of smashing in the head of a yielding opponent here, or prolonging a stranglehold on an already limp calfling there—each time only barely restraining himself in the end.

      Then he’d grown up and stopped playing around. So too had Malfar. In a way, it was almost as if he’d been training all his life for this moment. It was with that thought that, for the first time he could remember, Malfar stood without a trace of shame for who and what he was.

      “In the name of Justice,” he said, to no one in particular. Then, remembering his Terran company, he added to them, “I will do my part.”

      After one last worrisome glance outside, the Terran Knight drew himself upright, facing Malfar with a forced air of confidence. “We’ll be right behind you.”

      “Hooah,” the Lt Col said more comfortably, giving Malfar a grim nod, like he knew exactly what came next. “Give him hell, Spot.”
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      Had someone told Nate, as he’d stood in the ashes back at State College or at New York, that he’d one day soon find himself fearing for the life and well-being of any Troglodan, he almost certainly would’ve pointed them straight to the jarring eighty-thousand-plus casualties the brutish bastards had just finished wreaking on his planet. Now though, there was no denying the trepidation he felt as he marched through the roaring crowd on Malfar’s flank, headed for the clearing at the center of the Blood Moon’s cargo bay.

      The justicar was bare-hided from the waist up, and painted across the front and back with glyphs Ex had translated to roughly mean truth and justice. Blackthorne had done the honors when Malfar’s so-called kinsmen had plopped the black paint—apparently an insult in itself—down outside the makeshift ready room and made it clear they wouldn’t be touching his tainted flesh. For some reason, it hadn’t seemed like her first time. All Nate could really focus on, though, was just how deeply these Troglodans seemed to hate Malfar for nothing more than the milky pink splotches dotted across his hide.

      The level of rejection was staggering, and Nate felt real anger flickering in his chest as they approached the open center of the cargo bay through a solid corridor of Malfar’s so-called kinsmen, who shook their fists and poured a steady stream of awful curses at the justicar. By the time they reached the opening at the center, Nate’s jaws and fists were clenched tight against the very real urge to snap back at this howling mass of… bigots, he finally decided, surprised not so much by that realization as by the fact that, even after everything he’d seen on the Forge, he’d still somehow been clinging to the hope that such petty, vile beliefs simply wouldn’t exist outside the bounds of humanity.

      Judging by the curtailed jin twitches, Iveera wasn’t a fan of the spectacle either, but she also didn’t seem especially surprised by any of it. Which was probably sensible. They had come to essentially fight for temporary control of this entire fleet, after all, once all other issues of Troglodan culture were set aside here.

      “Goddamn, I hope he knows what he’s doing,” Jaeger muttered softly beside Nate.

      That made two of them, Nate decided as they split off from Malfar and took up a position at the inner edge of the crowd.

      He’ll be fine, Ex insisted. He’s a clever Troglodan.

      It sounded a little too much like wishful thinking for Nate’s liking, but it was kind of hard to form coherent thoughts back at Ex with hundreds of packed-in Troglodans howling for spotted runt blood. Nate watched Malfar trod across the rust red deck plating, toward the yawning gap where one of the Blood Moon’s dorsal cargo hatches had been left open, sealed only with a shimmering green atmos containment field. It wouldn’t stop a Trog from tumbling out into the cold vacuum of space, if either combatant managed to pitch the other through. But that was probably the entire point.

      A shudder of unease rippled through Nate’s insides at what was about to happen, coupled with unbidden memories of his first experience aboard a Trog cruiser, with Marty, Gwen, and a hundred other terrified Nittany Lions at his back, shackle chains a-jangling, a ruthless Gorgon killing machine tearing through the ship after them. He glanced sideways at Iveera, thinking of how he’d fought to escape her grav whip in a cargo bay much like this one.

      How far they’d come.

      “If this goes South…” Jaeger said quietly.

      “Stay behind me,” Nate finished.

      “Gladly,” Blackthorne said, before Jaeger could return anything but a nice, blistering sideways scowl.

      A second sounding of the ancient war drum drew their attention across the Trog-encircled arena, to where the gates of Varga’s considerably more ceremonial gladiator pen were pulling open with a rattle of chains and grating metal. An anticipatory hush fell across the crowd, which seemed a little odd to Nate, given that they ostensibly saw their commanding officer somewhat regularly. Then the rumbling laughter and raucous war cries sounded from the first side of the crowd to spot their emerging leader, and Nate understood.

      On-screen, Varga, Clansire Groshna, had been a monstrous mountain of a Troglodan, thick and beefy in all the scary places. In-person, he was much the same, but there was another intangible quality about the behemoth—a kind of animosity that poured from his every powerful movement, filling the air with the promise of bloody brutality to come. But it was the glyphs painted across his body in bright white—Nate realized, as the laughs spread through the arena—that really seemed to steal the show.

      Breed purity, the first one read, as Ex’s translation took effect before Nate’s eyes. The second one wavered an extra instant before Ex sighed and pared it down to: ‘runt-fisting’ would be the most literal translation, I believe.

      “Bloody Troglodans,” Blackthorne muttered beside him, apparently having no trouble reading the glyphs herself.

      Nate just watched as Varga stomped toward Malfar, wincing inwardly at the size discrepancy between the two Trogs. It wasn’t quite a David vs. Goliath situation—Malfar was hardly scrawny for a so-called runt—but nor did it look anything like a fair fight. He tensed as Varga bore down on Malfar, wondering if this was it, if they’d simply rip straight into it. Then Varga stomped right on past his little bastard brother without so much as a beady-eyed glance, like he hadn’t a thing in the world to fear in turning his back on this particular opponent.

      “My noble bulls!” he cried, throwing his bulging arms wide. “Let us not delay the true justice.”

      If that was a deliberate jab at Malfar’s own chosen glyphs, the justicar didn’t take the bait as Varga pushed on.

      “You have heard this filth speak naught but lies! The jealous lies of a soul too blighted to know it’s place among our great people. May the Fathers forgive me for sullying the Old Ways with this farce.” Finally, he looked at Malfar. “But such an insult cannot be left unanswered.”

      And with that, he charged—no fight bell, no anything. Just a half-ton of bellowing Troglodan rage, thudding across the rust-red deck for the defiant justicar.

      Malfar was ready.

      For one brief moment, they met in exactly the kind of colossal clash Nate expected, Malfar catching Varga by the wrists, taking his momentum head-on as the two bellowed furious war cries into one another’s faces, like they were introducing their inner demons to one another. Then Malfar cut back, pivoting clear of Varga’s forward drive even as he yanked the Trog along by one wrist and leveraged a savage elbow blow at the side of his head.

      Varga moved with a boxer’s tight efficiency, not dodging the attack so much as allowing it to brush off at an ineffectual angle, keeping Malfar close at hand. Malfar, sensing the impending death grip or uppercut, forewent any obvious target and instead punched Varga directly in the biceps—or whatever bulging Trog arm muscle—as the admiral swung after him.

      The justicar sprang clear, not exactly light on his feet, but fast enough to buy a moment’s distance. His posture was ready, his eyes calculating, like he was documenting everything he’d just learned from their brief spat. Varga, on the other hand, just shook his arm loose, looking irritated, and moved in again.

      What followed over the next few minutes was some unsettling combination of terrifying and inanely underwhelming. Two hulking soldiers in their rights, slogging their way back and forth across the deck, their labored grunts echoing eerily through the unnaturally silent crowd. Varga attacked with a kind of terrible mechanical efficiency, while Malfar countered again and again with a pragmatic fluidity that’d probably come from years of handling stab-happy criminals in the streets.

      Savage and relentless as Varga’s blows were, though, Malfar always seemed to be one step ahead, expecting them, catching each strike with a clever twist or surprising reversal. At one point, Varga caught Malfar against one of the broad grav lift housing columns perilously close to the open cargo hatch, but Malfar broke free with a quick groin strike/straight knee kick combo that fanned the low-murmuring flames of the crowd and set the cargo bay roaring with cries of blighted cowardice.

      Varga, battered but hardly defeated with his bloodied cheek and brow and his degrading body glyphs, ignored it all and kept after Malfar with a vengeance. As they fought on, Nate almost guiltily found his attention drifting to the riveted, blood-hungry crowd, watching with mouths agape, fists frozen in raised anticipation as the two tiring combatants grunted through yet another exchange.

      Suddenly, he couldn’t even begin to fathom what the hell they were all doing here, entertaining a goddamn cockfight when they were literally floating in the graveyard of a planet, with a real enemy out there, building his protoswarm for Lady only knew what. It was preposterous.

      Someone had to stop this, he thought, glancing toward Iveera only to freeze as Jaeger tensed beside him, eyes whipping back to the fight. He didn’t see whatever critical misstep must’ve preceded what was happening. Just the look in Malfar’s eyes as he teetered past the point of recovery, and Varga’s full-weight punch contacted with a wet smack that sent him staggering, eyes unfocused.

      The next punch came quickly and without mercy, and it hit hard enough to lift Malfar from the deck before he came crashing back down with an ominous thud and a far more thunderous roar of approval from the crowd.

      Just like that, the brutally long dance was done. Varga stomped on Malfar’s chest once, twice, laughing as the justicar weakly tried to scramble away and the crowd began pelting him with bits of food and spare gear.

      “Get up,” Nate growled, fists clenched, pulse rising. “Get up.” But Varga was already descending on his fallen foe with a kind of slow, confident finality that turned Nate’s stomach more than any bloodthirsty roar ever could’ve.

      Nathaniel, Ex warned, alerting him to the fact that he’d just taken a step forward, drawing hostile looks from every Trog in the vicinity.

      Ahead, Malfar’s head made a sickeningly wet crunch as Varga slammed it to the ground, bloodied hands groping weakly, then going slack as Varga slammed him down again. Nate looked to Iveera, heart thundering desperately. The look on her face drew him up short.

      Shock. Sheer, open shock like he’d never seen on her face before. Like she’d just been stabbed in the back. A thud from ahead as Varga hauled Malfar’s limp body from the ground and slammed him into the support column beside the open hatchway with a victorious roar, cocking one mighty fist back for the killing blow.

      “Stop,” Iveera hissed, practically gasped.

      But Nate already lunging forward—utterly done with this pointless Bloodbath Honor Sport bullshit. He braced himself, ignoring Ex’s half-hearted protests, gathering his strength to plow into the wave of Trogs bounding to head him off.

      A pale red bolt of something ripped straight between them from Iveera’s direction, sending them all jerking back a step. Nate watched with wide eyes as that bolt smashed straight into Malfar’s chest, and the smaller Troglodan snapped to life with a roar to match Varga’s.

      He caught his brood brother’s speeding fist in an open palm, bones cracking with a wet pop. Varga’s bones, Nate registered numbly, as the huge admiral howled in pain, trying to jerk away. Malfar held tight to Varga’s shattered hand, hauling back with the other fist.

      The punch sent the behemoth sailing halfway across the arena. There was a collective gasp as Varga slammed to a messy rag-doll landing on the deck, then sudden and total silence as they took in the gory damage. Nate could only gape.

      Varga was almost certainly dead. His head a bloody, caved-in mess. He looked more like he’d been brained by a full-power grav cannon blast than struck by a fist. And as Nate’s stunned eyes tracked to Malfar, then to Iveera’s shocked expression and back again, it dawned on him what’d just happened.

      He turned his attention to the crowd, trying to watch every way at once, waiting for them to erupt into roars and cursing jeers—to yank their weapons free and start shooting, or to charge in and try to rip Malfar limb from limb. He prepared to spring in and try to stop them. Wondered if there was any way he could stop this many enraged Trogs. But there was only silence as Malfar rose from where he’d tumbled to his knees with the momentum of his own strike. He rose, shakily at first, then with proud shoulders and high head as he faced his gaping onlookers.

      “By the Old Ways and all the honor of the Troglodan people, I bid you: see to the admiral’s remains and then prepare this war party for departure. We must make haste. Until our terms are met and justice is delivered to the Black Knight Mordred LeFaye, you answer to Ser Iveera Katanaga.”

      And with that, he turned and set stiffly off, marching for the docking seal like he couldn’t be bothered to wait for a response. After a stunned moment, Nate and the others gathered themselves and hurried after him amid a darkening sea of silent, murderous stares.

      It was only when they caught up to Malfar that Nate noticed the odd grunts coming from him, and the way his gait seemed to be decaying with every few steps. Instinctively, he stepped closer and discreetly caught a bit of the bloody Troglodan’s weight as Malfar weaved just a little too far sideways. The justicar caught his balance, murmuring nonsense, and pushed on ahead, beady eyes unfocused, blinking drunkenly.

      Around them, a tight corridor of vengeful Troglodans stared on, trading glances amongst themselves here and there. There wasn’t a single doubt: every Trog in that cargo bay was half a twitch away from taking a crack at finishing Varga’s work, Trog honor be damned.

      Nate was almost more surprised than he was relieved when they finally reached the docking seal, and the last two Trogs begrudgingly stepped aside to allow them passage. They all marched through without a word, barely even daring to breathe until the Camelot’s hatch sealed behind them.

      Then Malfar took a single incredulous look at Nate and Iveera and collapsed where he stood.
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      “So, uh…” Snuffy said, pulling his eyes from where Carter and Elmo were hovering over the several hundred kilos of beaten Troglodan they’d just failed to catch and looking to the rest of the crew that’d just stumbled in from the Blood Moon’s cargo bay arena.

      “What the fuck just happened?” Jaeger finished for him, turning to Nate and Iveera. “Was that what I think it was?”

      Nate looked to Iveera, wondering the same thing, pretty sure he already knew the answer. That ghostly flash of crimson—crimson, just like their late Dread Knight Groshna’s armor. That burst of freakish strength. He’d had something similar, back when he’d first been touched by Ex’s power.

      And then came the sniveling, Ex said, in a tone that suggested he was recalling the Dark Ages.

      A series of muffled cracks perforated the silence from the sealed entry hatch, making them all tense. All of them but Blackthorne, at least, who was leaned in the corner with arms crossed, thoughtfully drumming her fingers on one elbow.

      “Blood Moon successfully undocked,” came Tessa’s voice as a small holo window winked into existence on the entryway bulkhead. “Did we, uh—” Her gaze flicked downward, like she was taking in Malfar’s appearance. “Is he okay? Did we win?”

      “Come with me,” Iveera said, presumably to Nate, turning on her heel like she didn’t have time for any of this.

      “Hey,” Jaeger said, splaying his hands wide, “what about—”

      “The Troglodan will heal on his own,” Iveera said, pausing and glancing back at Malfar’s lightly breathing form. Her jin were visibly agitated. She was visibly agitated. “He’s well beyond our technological ability to help now.”

      “So that really was Groshna’s…?” Jaeger trailed off, looking to Nate for some kind of confirmation.

      Nate, unsure what to say—not even rightly sure what the hell had just happened, save for the one glaringly blatant detail—instead made a request to Cammy’s tenuously rebooting systems. He watched with an empty feeling as a padded platform that was half-bed, half-crash-couch rose uncertainly from the deck, lofting Malfar’s unconscious weight into its cushioned embrace.

      “I think he’ll be okay,” he said to Jaeger, as Iveera took him by the arm and pulled him impatiently along the corridor.

      “Great. Yeah,” Jaeger called after them. “We’ll just… We’ll just be here then!” They’d already pulled out of sight when Nate heard the Lt Col mutter to himself, “Freaking Knights.”

      “Okay,” Nate said, shaking his arm from Iveera’s grasp. “Can we just pump the brakes a tad, and—”

      “Not here.”

      “Well…”

      Nate teetered for a moment on trying to explain how they’d just had a whole trust breakthrough on this ship, and that it had been a whole big thing, and that now really wasn’t the time to be sneaking off to swap secrets. Then he remembered what Blackthorne had told him, and what he’d declared to Varga in front of everyone. Iveera was already floating off anyway, drifting up to the dorsal hatch in the alcove just aft of the bridge, helmet unfolding from e-dim like she was planning to go outside for a spacewalk.

      “Freaking Knights,” he muttered to himself, reaching for his gravitonics.
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      Space, it turned out, was unconscionably enormous.

      That much had pretty much gone without saying each time he’d stared out of the Camelot’s holoports. Tens of thousands of starlight pin-points in every direction, each home to Lady only knew how many planets and asteroid belts and funny little quarks of alien life. Multiply that all by ten million times to even begin to account for all the additional bits you couldn’t see when you looked out those ports, and factor in the sheer amount of black nothingness between each and every one of those stars—not to mention the fact that this was all just for their single little galaxy—and you began to feel it in the tiny little flecks of space dust you called bones: an entire universe of empty nothingness, dotted ever so faintly with all the matter in existence.

      It was wondrously overwhelming, seeing it without the protection of the Camelot’s hull securely around him. How he’d managed to avoid his first spacewalk this long since leaving Earth, Nate couldn’t say. As soon as he popped his head and shoulders out from the second hatch of the airlock, though, it hardly mattered. For a long minute, all he could do was stare out into the black, clenching to the precious safety of the ship with his gravitonics—and with pretty much everything else he could clench, too.

      It was only when he poked out far enough to see the heart of the exploded Demeter-12 debris field, framed against the long lines of Iveera’s legs and battle-scarred armor, that the frightful wonder settled back down to something more grimly appropriate for the situation.

      Something is foul with this place, Ex said.

      Before Nate could even think to respond, Iveera stooped down, caught him by the wrist, and pulled. He felt his fingers slip the rungs and watched in a kind of slow-motion horror as the ship fell away beneath them, dark space engulfing them, stomach in free fall, heart suddenly wump-wumping like a freaking bass drum in the confines of his sealed helmet as they flew out, out…

      Calm yourself, came her voice in his mind as they pulled to a halt some two hundred meters from the Camelot, and she released him. He swiped for her hand on a spike of agoraphobic panic, gripped beyond reason by the intensely proximate fear of flying off into the endless abyss, never to be seen again. The movement only sent him spinning ass over teakettle—Iveera, the Camelot, and the endless abyss all trading places at a dizzying rate in his field of view, breath quickening, chest tightening.

      Nathaniel.

      Iveera’s voice hit him like an anchor, reminding him who—and what—he was. Or was supposed to be, at least. He blew out a hard breath, cheeks beginning to burn as he leaned gently onto his gravitonics and began to correct his spin relative to Iveera. A few moments later, he was drifting back to her side, racing heart slowing beat by beat.

      Well done, little hobbit. You’re getting better at this.

      Nate was too busy gaping at the scene ahead of them to marvel at his companion’s seemingly sincere compliment. Much like the endless expanse of space around them, the sight of the Clan Groshna war party was a vastly different experience in person than it had been on the viewports. He’d gathered well enough from inside that the Blood Moon and its capital brethren were significantly bigger than the Trog cruisers he’d seen on Earth, but seeing them dwarfing the Camelot and the Kalnythian Wilds by size multiples he couldn’t even accurately guess at still drew him up short as he reached Iveera.

      She didn’t turn to him, occupied as she seemed to be with her own ruminations. He hovered there without complaint, ogling the breathtaking expanse of the cosmos and the fleet before them. It wasn’t long, though, before the multi-headed hydra of apprehension began to reawaken in his chest, turning his thoughts to what had just happened to Malfar and the commander of this war party, and what was about to happen to them.

      He looked at Iveera, wanting to ask. Even with her face hidden beneath her helmet and her jin drifting oddly in zero g, she still looked uncharacteristically unsettled.

      How did it happen? he wondered at her. I thought only the Lady and the Merlin could assign an Excalibur.

      Now that he thought about it, he wasn’t really sure where that assumption had come from, especially since Iveera had made it perfectly clear there was no shortage of people who’d gladly try to eliminate a Knight in hopes of scoring themselves a nice superweapon. Iveera wasn’t in any rush to give him an answer. She just hovered there, her head turned a few degrees his way, still seemingly lost in thought.

      Zedavian was right, she finally said.

      Nate quelled the urge to immediately ask about what, instead waiting for her to speak her mind.

      I didn’t give Calitha permission to release Samael back there. She looked at him, her faceplate going transparent as if she’d just remembered she was speaking to him and not herself, and that he didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. Groshna’s Excalibur, she explained, to Nate’s dumb stare. It… escaped.

      They have names? Nate wondered before he could stop himself, or even try to process what she meant by escaped.

      Of course, we have names, Ex said. That’s hardly the point here.

      But why didn’t you tell me?

      Well, you didn’t ask, did you? Besides, I don’t recall my having to ASK for your name.

      That’s different. Wasn’t it?

      Is it? We are bound, are we not? Ex gave an amused huff. FULLY bound, according to you.

      I speak carelessly, Iveera’s voice cut in. She was watching his expression. He hadn’t even noticed he’d subconsciously matched her transparent faceplate style. An Excalibur’s name is not a secret to be freely given, but such matters are hardly our most pressing concern at the moment.

      Told you so, Ex said.

      The chief concern remains, Iveera continued, I did not consciously intend to release Groshna’s Excalibur from the considerable safeguards I had placed upon it, and yet it is now free within another host.

      Are you saying it’s… what, thinking for itself? Or that your Excalibur let it go?

      That is not… Something like a frown bent her green brow, and he got the impression that, much as she’d rode him for failing to mask his talks with Ex, she must be having a separate and rather involved conversation with her own companion beneath the surface. The boundary between a Knight and their Excalibur is not so easily distinguished as the bond deepens, she finally finished.

      He thought about it. Well, maybe this is a good thing. Maybe it was the Lady.

      It wasn’t, Iveera said.

      But Malfar might actually be able to help us bring down the Black Knight now, right?

      Wielding the very same Excalibur that fought in his service not a fortnight past? No. Her jin sliced at cold space. We cannot trust this. I’m… Again, that look of internal conflict. I’m no longer certain we can trust ourselves, Nathaniel.

      He considered that statement, trying to weigh it objectively, knowing even as he did that it was hopeless.

      And what about Blackthorne? he asked instead. Because at the end of the day, whether Iveera was right or not, he wasn’t really sure what else they could do but keep on with their mission.

      Iveera’s lips pulled tight like she was making one of those soft hissing sounds of hers, but it didn’t come through their mental link or the vacuum of space. I trust her still less. She may not be our enemy today, but I assure you, everything that woman does, she does by her own design and for her own reasons. The years have made her cunning.

      Somehow, he didn’t find that especially difficult to believe. But that didn’t really change the fact that he had naught but a few dream fragments, the word of a pirate, and a strong feeling that the Clan Groshna war party wasn’t going to sit patiently by and stick to their word while they fretted over the details here.

      What did she tell you, Nathaniel?

      He held her piercing stare, hesitating only out of some fear that she wouldn’t believe him—or maybe that she would.

      Do you trust this dream of ours? he asked.

      She studied him closely. My trust lies with the Lady and our Merlin, she finally said, hesitating only a moment before adding, but also with you, Nathaniel. Your senses, and yours alone, can tell you whether what you see is a product of our Lady, or merely a clever manipulation. Attune your senses to the Light, and you will have your answer. She looked out to the sprawling remains of Demeter-12. Just as you will sense what happened here.

      He followed her gaze, thinking of what Ex had said about the place feeling foul and wondering if that explained why he felt so damn nauseous right now. Bad Synth mojo fouling up his humours, or what-the-hell-ever. It wasn’t as if there weren’t plenty of other explanations for his crawling insides. Once she’d said it, though, he couldn’t quite un-notice the faintest little dissonance scratching at the back of his brain, like a few tiny voices in the already infinitesimally quiet choir of the Lady’s all-pervasive Light had struck a flat note. Had that been there since they’d arrived?

      Is this why you brought me out here?

      That, she agreed, considering the looming Troglodan fleet, and the small expectation that we might require rapid mobility should our tenuous allies decide to break their bond and open fire.

      Nate felt a slow smile creeping across his mouth. Guess we really lucked out today then, huh?

      Clearly, she replied, and if he hadn’t known any better, he might’ve thought her lips actually gave an amused twitch. After a thoughtful pause, she turned from the war party to look at him. I also wished for a moment of solitude, if I’m to be honest with you. You might find this hard to believe, but I do have emotions of my own.

      Nate stared dumbly, trying to think of something to say. That of course he realized that she, as a living breathing sentient being, had emotions of her own. Except he’d barely thought of her that way through any of this, had he? Mostly, he’d just looked to her for instructions, expecting her to have the answers at every turn. Expecting her to be unbeatable. Infallible.

      But maybe six-hundred-odd years of life and Knightly experience wasn’t quite the panacea cheat code he’d wanted to believe it to be.

      At any rate, her voice broke into his thoughts, this destruction smells of the Synth, and you would be wise to commit it to memory before we go. There is much more I would’ve taught you before we faced such foes, but alas…

      He pulled his eyes back to her and found her watching him like she needed to be sure he understood her next words.

      Our true enemy has joined the fight, Nathaniel. Whatever happens, moving forward, the only safe bet is that our odds are going to be worsening every step of the way. Even if we liberate the Merlin…

      She left the rest unsaid but for a soft flick of her jin.

      For vague words, they sure did cast a shadow over his heart. He swallowed, fighting down the sudden urge to tell her that he wasn’t ready for this—that he hadn’t been ready for any of it since the day the Merlin had yanked him into this mess, and that she should have taught him more, rather than hiding in her alcove and letting Jaeger and the others handle his so-called training the only way they knew how. But it wouldn’t change anything.

      He didn’t need to hear Iveera’s response—or anyone else’s—to know that she’d done what she thought was best with what little time they’d had, and that probably no one was ever really ready for something like this. She’d done what she could. Some lessons just weren’t so simple. Some lessons… what was it? Skirting around at the edge of his memories. Something he’d heard once, about learning and rebirth. Something that had sounded like extreme melodramatic hyperbole at the time.

      He looked at the Gorgon, studying the tranquil drift of her jin in zero g and wondering just what kind of lessons had rendered her so thoroughly unshaken in the face of all the death and bodily injury she’d been through. Then he looked to his own hand, still throbbing in kind with the matching Ooperian stab wound in his shoulder as Ex put the finishing touches on mending the internal damage.

      Fallible or not, Iveera wasn’t really in the same boat as him here. Probably never had been. She had the training. The experience. The natural-born warrior’s grit. She had a thousand things he didn’t, probably more. But maybe he wasn’t doing so bad, all things considered.

      He looked to the Camelot, decision made, and was starting to reach for his gravitonics to return to the ship when he remembered that there was nothing holding him to Iveera but his own gravitonics. All he had to do was let go. And that’s when it came to him—that fickle little tidbit at the edge of his mind.

      To be reborn, you have to die first.

      That was it.

      I’ll go get us a location, he told her.
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      Nate was still turning over Iveera’s words as he thudded back to Camelot’s deck below and turned to go find Blackthorne.

      It wasn’t exactly the finest pep talk he’d ever heard. Especially since their odds already seemed plenty shot to shit. Even with the murderous Trog war party on their side against the planet-eating protoswarm and the Black Knight. The Black Knight, who’d taken them out twice like last week’s garbage and now ostensibly had two Beacons at his command.

      But it was those two little words that saved it for him. Moving forward. Because what the hell else were they supposed to do? Lay down and die?  That was the only other option here, wasn’t it?

      That’s the spirit, Ex said. Piece of cake, as they say.

      So maybe the stakes had changed, Nate thought, angling down the ramp to the ship’s lower level. Maybe the odds had shifted. A lot. But the plan hadn’t changed. Find the Black Knight. Recover the Beacons. Save the Merlin. Nothing had changed. Not fundamentally. Nothing but the fact that they were decisively cut off from any other reinforcements, and probably even more hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned than they realized.

      But moving forward, as you were saying…

      Nothing but the cold realization that Earth was over fifty-thousand light-years away, and that, if they failed, he was never going to see his home or his friends again.

      I think we may be regressing here.

      Nothing but the terror of the thought that they might actually succeed in catching up to the Black Knight again. What would happen then?

      We will be ready, or we will die. I see no point in sniveling about it, either way.

      Despite everything, he actually huffed a chuckle at that.

      At least we have—Nate started, then frowned as he realized he was drawing up to the door of his own quarters without a clue where he thought he’d been headed, or why his subconscious had apparently been under the impression Blackthorne would be in his quarters.

      Because I just told you she was, Ex said, sounding a touch confused. Pay attention, Nathaniel.

      Nate frowned, then pushed the oversight aside, chalking it up to overwhelm and fatigue. He was entirely more concerned with what the hell Anastasiya Blackthorne was doing in his room anyway. He palmed the access panel—and froze solid at the frantic moaning and unmistakable wet schlicking sounds that spilled out into the corridor in prelude to the sight of a half-naked Amelia Sundercaste spread across his bed, back arched in ecstasy from whatever Blackthorne’s fingers were doing to her.

      Well, that answers that, at least, Ex said, sounding positively chipper, as the two Atlanteans turned at Nate’s incoherent noise of surprise.

      Amelia, for her part, gave him a warm smile and the kind of little wave one might expect passing a friendly co-worker in the hallway. Blackthorne just arched one raven dark eyebrow at him in question, deft fingers carrying on their business like discrete professionals that couldn’t be bothered to stop for anything less than open war or a natural disaster. Unlike Amelia, she was still fully clothed, and she looked pleased as punch at whatever reaction was etched across his face. They both did.

      “Can you just—” Nate started, caught in stutter step between looking or not looking, backing away or demanding to know what the hell they thought they were doing in his bed. “I came to—Jesus, can you just stop doing that for a second?!”

      The sounds paused.

      Amelia, whose head had been tilting back in pleasure, opened her eyes and perked up, joining Blackthorne in shooting Nate a quizzical look.

      “People are, like, dying out there,” Nate murmured, waving a hand in the vague direction of out there by way of weak explanation, his traitor cheeks burning hot despite his best efforts. “Or Varga is. Did. Look, we’ve got some serious shit going on out there, and—”

      “Oh!” Amelia crooned, covering her mouth with what might’ve been amusement or fascination as she looked at Blackthorne and back to him, understanding dawning across her face. “Oh bless me, this is uncomfortable for you, isn’t it? Unusual, I mean,” she quickly corrected herself, raising her hands in a no offense intended kind of way. “Culturally shocking, that is. It’s a—Oh, what was the word? A faux pas. That’s it, right?”

      A faux pas.

      The words echoed through the empty shell of Nate’s brain as he stared, and then un-stared, and then stared again at the pantless Atlantean and the devious pirate woman sharing his bed.

      “Yeah,” Nate said slowly. “Yeah, you… You nailed it. Faux pas.” He forced his focus to Blackthorne, trying to make it clear he meant business. “I came to talk about the thing. Privately.”

      She tried on a thoughtful expression. “The thing, hmm? That one? Surely not the—”

      “You know which thing, Anastasiya.”

      The name felt strange on his tongue, but his tone seemed to do the trick.

      “Right then,” she said, raising her hands in surrender. “That thing. Very well. Excuse me, darling.” She patted Amelia right at the pale juncture between thigh and hip, pausing for a bit of a squeeze, then sighed and stood. “We have to talk about the thing, you understand. You stay right here, and we’ll be back in just a moment.”

      “We won’t,” Nate said, stepping aside to let Blackthorne pass. “I mean, she won’t. I mean, I won’t either, but—Jesus, is this like, standard Atlantean protocol? You guys just lock eyes across the room and get coupling on whoever’s bed happens to be nearby?”

      “Pirate, darling,” Blackthorne said, patting his chest as she padded past him. “Pirate.”

      Nate glanced down at his chest, registering which hand she’d just used, then almost guiltily back to Amelia.

      “Most settled Atlantean worlds are well-populated with privacy pods, should the need arise away from more personal quarters,” she said with a soft shrug. “To answer your question.”

      “Right. Good, I guess.” He started to turn, reminding himself now that there was some serious shit going on out there, then paused. “This… this isn’t gonna be in your assessment, is it?”

      She just gave him an innocent smile and—maybe it was his imagination—spread her legs a few centimeters wider.

      “Jesus,” he muttered to himself, slipping back out the door—right into the line of Snuffy and Tessa, who by some stroke of awkward magic chose that moment to come strolling up the corridor from the aft engine rooms, talking over something on a shared tablet.

      They both slowed, eyeing Nate and Blackthorne. More on sputtering reflex than anything, Nate slapped the access panel, closing the door, but not before they got a glimpse at the disheveled, rosy-cheeked Atlantean spread-eagled across his bed.

      “That’s not what it looks like,” he blurted, even as Blackthorne asked if they’d care to join like it was the most normal question in the world.

      Freaking Atlanteans.

      “We’ve got… engine stuff?” Snuffy said, eyeing the door and then Blackthorne with an audible swallow.

      “That’s right we do, Mr. Snuffleupagus,” Tessa said, curious eyes flicking from Blackthorne to Nate as she looped an arm over her mechanic’s shoulder and turned him along his axis like a man-sized puppet. “Real, real big engine stuff to get all up in.” She shot Nate a look. “Balls deep, you know?”

      He opened his mouth to explain it to them, but they were already skirting away, Tessa nudging Snuffy along. “You crazy kids have fun,” she called over her shoulder, with one last bemused glance between him and Blackthorne. “Let us know when we have a plan outside of ‘hope that big fleet doesn’t shoot us now,’ yeah?”

      Nate’s jaw worked through half a dozen more failing attempts to explain before he finally gave up and nodded, but Tessa had already turned away. He heaved a heavy sigh, already blushing inwardly about what the crew would make of all this if and when Tessa and Snuffy told them, and turned back to Blackthorne.

      “Thanks for that.”

      For a long second, she looked genuinely confused as to what the issue was. Then it hit in a long, “Ohhh.” She shook her head, smiling softly. “Terrans. That’s right.” Her smile widened. “Bunch of perverts.”

      For a moment, his breath caught on a spike of irritation. Then it whooshed right out, and he was laughing in spite of himself. “What the hell were you doing in my bed?”

      “Would you believe me if I said I thought I was extending a polite invitation?” she asked, chuckling with him now.

      “Bullshit,” he said, trying to rein himself in, reminding himself that she wasn’t to be trusted. “That’s not how you work. You were”—he waved a hand, searching for the right fit—“trying to throw me off balance, or get me to…”

      He trailed off at her patient look, like she was waiting for him to put two and two together. Waiting for him to register that he wasn’t in Kansas anymore, Toto.

      “I thought you might be wanting a clear head and sweet dreams for the journey ahead,” she said, with a shrug. “That one in there seemed quite well-suited for the task. Tell me, have you noticed how much she resembles your pretty friend back on—” She paused at the look on his face. “Ah. But of course, you have. Small world, no?”

      “What do you know about that?” he asked, no longer smiling.

      “Not a thing, save for that small worlds are rarely so very small at all when one finds themselves huffing one’s ass across the surface under a hot sun.”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Call it naught but the ramblings of an old hag, if you will, but between the Ooperians, that sweet Sundercaste in there, and this entire pile of Council assessment scrumdugga she was so kind to tell me about, I’d say it seems you’ve caught the devoted interest of a very determined someone back Forge way, sowaiy?”

      He studied her expression. “This from the outlaw who just so happened to be floating nearby at the exact moment we came under Ooperian attack, right?”

      The comment lit a fire in her eyes like he’d never seen before, and when she spoke, her words were clipped and desolate, and utterly devoid of any of her usual quippiness.

      “My sweet boy, you know not how my heart burns at the very allegation. I’ll have you know that I, Anastasiya Blackthorne, am the prime reason their foul kind have dwindled thin as they have throughout the centuries. I am no friend to the Ooperians.”

      “I’m… sorry,” Nate said, reeling at the terrible intensity in her eyes and the sudden storm cloud aura hanging over the corridor. At that moment, for the first time since they’d met, it was no stretch at all to imagine that this woman was ancient well beyond her appearance. Then she drew a chesty breath, relaxing her shoulders, and it was like the clouds had lifted.

      “Well, you didn’t know, did you, darling?” she said, waving it off like she hadn’t just about gone Dark Side on his ass. “Now, I take it you want to talk about our missing planet?”
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      For reasons he didn’t particularly care to dissect, it wasn’t the Synth, the Black Knight, or even Blackthorne and her laissez-faire attitude toward the sanctity of a man’s bed that Nate was thinking about as he sat listening to the quiet hum of the Camelot cruising crusher space and bade Ex to reach out to the q-node on Terra. Instead, it was a scene from the movie adaptation of Stephen King’s The Green Mile that was loitering in his thoughts, and the way he remembered watching it, thinking how profoundly, heart-wrenchingly fucked up it was: the entire concept and awkward ceremony of the last meal.

      It was just occurring to him that he hadn’t eaten in a while when Ex thankfully interrupted his reveries with a pointed clearing of his nonexistent throat. Nate brought himself back to his quiet bedroom corner and watched with more trepidation than he’d expected as the holo in front of him resolved into oily darkness, interwoven with the faint glow of what might’ve been a streetlight permeating window blinds, and the soft sounds of breathing.

      Nighttime. Copernicus was sleeping. The realization made him feel a tad self-important. He hadn’t even thought to check what time it was back in State College. Like some part of him had just expected his friends would all be sitting around at all hours, waiting to hear from him before he flew off into the next harrowing encounter. But this was fine.

      On a hunch, he closed his eyes, inviting his senses more fully into the connection, and felt a sense of homey peace as he felt his State College bedroom taking shape around him—dark and quiet and perfectly ordinary, Copernicus’ two front paws stretched out languidly in front of him from his q-node collar point of view. It brought a pang to his heart, thinking of the little corgi sleeping in Nate’s bed all alone. Then there was a sleep snort, and the room spun dizzyingly on its axis as Copernicus rolled over to settle on his other side with a heavy doggo sigh. Rolled right over to face the bed’s other occupant.

      Fifty-some-thousand light-years away and Nate’s heart still leapt at the sight of Gwen lying so close. Sleeping in his bed, he noted, with a preposterous little swelling of animal pride. In the dim light, he could just make out the pale ghost of her platinum hair and the fitful pinch of her sleeping brow. He opened his mouth, thinking to whisper soft midnight greetings, but seconds ticked by, then maybe minutes, and he still hadn’t said a word. He just sat there, watching her troubled dreams pass. Watching her face settle back into perfect, beautiful peace. Wishing to Christ and all his pals he could reach out and touch her.

      If things went poorly tomorrow…

      If he couldn’t get back to them…

      A soft change in breathing pulled his darkening thoughts back to Terrra, where his Goodest Boy was beginning to stir like his sleeping mind was finally catching on to their nighttime visitor.

      Nate had closed the connection before he even knew it.

      He sat there in silence for a while afterward, wondering at his own action, then stood and turned to go check on what, he didn’t know. The crew. The ship. Malfar. Anything that wasn’t the quiet of his own room. It was an unusual thought for a lifelong introvert, but then again, he also hadn’t had many occasions to contend with his own restless mind on the eve of battle.

      If battle truly was what they were flying into.

      If Blackthorne hadn’t somehow duped them, for reasons of her own.

      If this wasn’t all some arcane trap, and the Black Knight wasn’t waiting with his protoswarms and Beacon black magic to simply atomize them all the moment they dropped out of crusher space.

      He definitely needed a distraction.

      Momentarily, his lowly lizard brain drifted to Amelia and Blackthorne, and to the standing invitation they’d offered to join them in the guest quarters where he’d insisted they move after what the crew had immediately and uproariously taken to calling Operation Spread Eagle. Then he thought of Gwen, feeling doubly guilty for having flaked out of the call, and moved for the door before his overactive brain (or Ex) could start in on the sticky question of why he’d done it.

      “Sorry babe,” he mumbled to himself in a poor imitation of Todd Mackleroy’s voice. “You looked so pretty sleeping. Didn’t wanna wake you before I up and died.”

      That wasn’t it at all. Or not the whole of it, at any rate. But he didn’t want to face the whole of it right then, no more than he wanted to wait around and see how long Ex’s spell of oddly judgment-free silence would last. So, he jabbed the door panel and kept moving before the rest could catch up. Or tried to keep moving, at least.

      Tessa was standing there when the door whooshed open, knuckles cocked like she’d been about to knock. Nate rocked up on his toes, catching the door frame to avoid running into her with the momentum of his escape velocity.

      For a long second, neither of them spoke. He didn’t miss the way her gaze darted past him, though, seemingly checking the vicinity for any gyrating Atlanteans. When her attention came back to him, it was with a soft smirk. Wordlessly, she proffered a bottle of something—whiskey, he thought at a glance—and cocked an eyebrow in question.

      “One last hymn before battle?” she asked.

      “Uh…” Nate glanced back into his quarters as if some part of him was expecting to find a reasonable answer lurking on the bed or among the flight-sealed shelves. When he met Tessa’s eyes again, her smirk had definitely deepened a notch or two.

      “Other plans?” she asked, glancing meaningfully down the corridor, probably not coincidentally in the direction of the guest cabins.

      “No. I mean, not—That wasn’t what it looked like earlier, for the record.”

      She chuckled. “I’m just yanking your Excalibur, Nate. Shit, end of the world, ancient forces of darkness, no one could blame you for wanting to wet your whistle one last time anyway.”

      “But that’s not—”

      “I know, I know,” she said, waving down his indignant fluster. “None of my business anyway, dude.” She caught herself on that last word, her lip twitching in amusement as she searched his reaction. “Captain. Ser Knight.”

      “Nate works fine.”

      “I sure hope so,” she said, not missing a beat.

      He wasn’t positive how she meant it. Friendly banter. A casual reminder of how much was currently riding on him and his patchy dreams and broken sword. Or maybe it was more to do with the silence stretching between them, and that petulant little thrill tap-dancing its way across his heart as she didn’t look away.

      This wasn’t okay.

      “Welp,” she said, stirring from the moment like she’d read as much on his face, “I’m gonna go hit up Sesame Street, then. We’ll be upstairs if you wanna join us for a round.”

      “I’ll, uh…” His cheeks were burning again. “I was just gonna check on Malfar. Maybe I’ll join you guys in a minute.”

      He’d been planning on doing no such thing, but now that he’d said it, it didn’t sound like the worst idea. Tessa just cocked the whiskey bottle to her brow in salute and sauntered off down the hallway, whistling a rather intricate rendition of Muse’s “Knights of Cydonia.”

      He found himself smiling at her selection as she dipped into the grav lift. Martian Knights. Clever. And a great song, all around.

      Lovely whistling voice too, Ex said. Canoodler.

      Nate took a breath, thinking of the many colorful ways he might tell the voice in his head to shove it, then gave up with a sigh and went stomping down the corridor in search of less flummoxing distraction.
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      So what IS your name? Nate wondered idly at Ex, when he’d tired of staring silently at Malfar the justicar-Knight’s unconscious bulk.

      If you need to ask…

      I can’t handle the truth?

      It is merely a name, Nathaniel. An arbitrary smacking of air on tongue and lips.

      Nate made a noncommittal grunt of reply, too absorbed in everything else to bicker over this too. Malfar was, unsurprisingly, just fine. Or not fine at all, depending on how you wanted to look at it. Either way, the Troglodan didn’t seem to have changed much since the last time Nate had poked up to see him. He was still unconscious, probably in some manner of Excalibur-induced “super sleep.” Still neatly packaged in the ship’s main entryway, where Iveera had conjured him a nice e-dim cell to keep him contained if and when he awoke, demanding answers—and, quite possibly, justice for Groshna, or subservience to the Black Knight, or Lady knew what else.

      Nate wasn’t sure what to expect from the justicar. More accurately, he wasn’t sure what to expect from Samael the corrupted Excalibur, and neither was Iveera, regardless of what she might say. Personally, he still wasn’t sold on the wisdom of keeping their potential ally imprisoned. Especially not when the only real strike against him was that his Excalibur was packing the same corruption they’d both already been touched by anyway. A corruption they still didn’t understand the first thing about.

      He wasn’t sure what to think about any of it, really. But he also couldn’t help wonder, staring at those transparent e-dim dampening panels, why it was that not a moment seemed to have passed since he’d entered this mess that at least one member of their sacred Order Excalibur hadn’t been actively trying to trap or stop another.

      It felt more than a little bit rich—and, coincidentally, more than a little reminiscent of good old Terra—flying out to save the world when they apparently couldn’t even get their own house in order. And here he didn’t even know his own Excalibur’s name.

      You’ll know it when you hear it. Don’t be dramatic.

      Yeah, I’M being dramatic, Nate shot back, shaking his head. He looked idly down at his own hands, still thinking. It was an odd thing, knowing the strength those hands could summon while still feeling so completely clueless as to the true depth of the power they might hold, if only he could find the way to it. But that was the crux of it, wasn’t it? Finding the way. Finding their way through the endless void of space to the one objective he’d been clinging to so tightly that he hadn’t even stopped to consider that maybe they had that part wrong too. That maybe, the Black Knight wanted to be found. That maybe, even the mighty Iveera Katanaga wasn’t ready for this. That maybe, people would get killed, either way.

      Where was this feeling in the movies?

      Where had his gritty hero’s determination ran off to? It’d been there before. Now, though? He just felt lost—like a guy who’d just seen an entire planet destroyed and suddenly couldn’t even bring himself to talk to his girlfriend. Couldn’t bring himself to tell her or anyone else that he wasn’t okay. That he was goddamn terrified, actually. That, in addition to his own life, he’d definitely just plopped the lives of Jaeger, Tessa, and the rest of the crew into the shifty hands of an infamous pirate. That he was leading them all even farther from home, and that he didn’t have the faintest clue how he was going to get them all back.

      Christ, maybe he was being dramatic. He found himself thinking, bargaining almost like a prayer: if only this all worked out. If only…

      He’d never watch another superhero movie again, for starters. Never ogle another pair of spandexed demi gods super-slamming each other through concrete walls. Not without flinching at all the bone-shaking pain such highly-tuned eye candy would never truly convey. Because, how could they? More importantly, why would they, when it wasn’t even part of the fantasy they were selling? Effortless power. That was the real dream. So much power and strength and damn-near invulnerability that a good hero just couldn’t help but make it all look easy on the big screen. So much natural born heroism that even when the chips were down, and they were getting their face pounded in the final fight, you couldn’t really believe that it hurt all that much. Not when it was them. And especially not when they emerged from the pounding with no more than a bloodied lip, or a frayed costume and a quippy one-liner.

      That shit was fun to watch.

      That shit made you feel invincible without the pesky investment of actually trying.

      Getting your teeth kicked in by an unstoppable Black Knight, on the other hand…

      Feeling your ribs snap as he slammed you straight through one of those damned concrete walls…

      Nate huffed at himself in grim amusement, feeling a little sick as he stared at the aching pink flesh where the Ooperian dagger had pierced his hand, his mind’s eye turning with the image of Iveera’s charred remains after their relay scuffle.

      “Fucking Superman,” he muttered, to no one in particular.

      “What do you got against the Man of Steel, kid?”

      Nate looked up, startled to find Jaeger watching him from the corridor, arms crossed. He hadn’t heard the Lt Col approaching, lost as he’d been in his own thoughts.

      “Oh, just asking myself the age-old question,” he replied, not really sure what else to say—only that he’d be damned if he was going to start complaining to his non-powered allies about how his inner nerd had been lied to all these years.

      “WWSD?” Jaeger guessed. “What would Superman do?”

      “Something like that.”

      Jaeger considered him for a few seconds, then broke into a tired smile. “Well, maybe you can ask him yourself, one of these days. Way things are going, I’m starting to feel like it’s only a matter of time before we run into him out here, too.”

      Nate huffed a tired chuckle. “Guess we could probably use the backup.”

      Jaeger didn’t argue as he settled down on the other end of Nate’s bench. He pursed his lips marginally, looking like he had something to say. Maybe something more than the same tired get-some-sleep-while-you-still-cans he’d been dishing out to the crew like candies since they’d made the jump to crusher space. But the silence stretched on.

      “So Spoon, huh?” Nate finally said, when it’d become borderline uncomfortable.

      Jaeger considered him, slightly taken aback by the abrupt change of topic, then shrugged. “They’re a national treasure.”

      “Can’t argue with that. Surprisingly relevant anthem for a jailbreak, too.” Nate shot him a sideways glance. “You ever listen to the Wombats, by any chance?”

      Jaeger started to say something, then pursed his lips again and fixed Nate with a look that seemed to say we’re not here to talk about music, kid.

      It was Nate’s turn to shrug.

      “For what it’s worth, I am sorry I let that Golden prick trick me into slipping a tracker aboard your ship,” Jaeger said after a while, frowning a little like the words tasted wrong. “Granted, I only did it so we’d have a convincing cover to bust your asses out of his palace, so…”

      “Hey, apology accepted,” Nate said. “No harm and all that.”

      He said it more to rustle Jaeger’s jimmies than anything else. But the Lt Col didn’t bristle, or start in, as Nate half-expected he might, on the categorical breakdown of all the myriad ways Nate had put their lives at risk since then. Instead, Jaeger just turned his pensive frown on Malfar, clearly thinking about what came next. He’d been quietly thoughtful since their initial strategy session a couple hours ago. They all had.

      “Carter and Cammy both seem to think he’s already more or less healed in there,” he finally said, dark eyes still on the justicar. “Still kinda freaky, even after everything we’ve watched you and Iveera slog through.”

      He pulled his gaze from Malfar, focusing his attention on Nate.

      “Any idea whether we’re gonna be looking at Groshna 2.0 when he wakes up?”

      “Iveera said—”

      “I know what Iveera said. I’m asking you.”

      Nate considered the blight-spotted Troglodan. Brutish as his outward appearance still was to Nate’s uncultured eyes, Malfar looked rather peaceful in sleep. Even after watching him knock Varga’s head in on an unexpected burst of Excalibur strength, it was hard to imagine the creature in front of them could ever be like Groshna. “I really don’t know. He seemed like such a…”

      “A good dude?” Jaeger offered.

      Nate looked at Jaeger, slightly surprised to realize that was pretty much what he’d meant. A good dude. A devout servant of justice. Maybe even a decent person. He’d never expected to think of a Troglodan that way. Wasn’t sure he really wanted to now. Especially not as Jaeger nodded to himself, watching Nate like he’d just confirmed something important, and resettled himself on the bench like they were about to have themselves a Talk, capital T.

      “You ever hear the stories about how many soldiers went through World War II without ever actually firing their weapons?” he finally asked.

      Nate searched the Lt Col’s face, trying to extrapolate where this was headed, suddenly unable to think about much of anything aside from just how many Trogs he’d gunned down back in Atlantis. Before that, too, back on their prison ship. How many Troglodans had he killed? How many decent soldiers, just following orders? Was there even such a thing?

      “What’s your point? What are you asking?”

      Jaeger shook his head as if to say he wasn’t asking a thing. “You’ve done good, Nate. Getting us away from the Forge. Coming through in that scrape with the Ooperians. Even fighting the Trogs back on Earth. You’ve done real good.”

      “But?” Nate asked. There was definitely a but in the air.

      “But willful violence doesn’t come naturally to well-adjusted college kids, and you’re still running around out here with a fully-loaded conscience, all the heavy artillery you can shake a stick at, no proper training, and no clear chain of command.”

      “Oh, is that all?”

      Jaeger just watched him with that inscrutable commander’s stare, inviting him to defend himself, or at least to flounder around trying. He wasn’t in the mood.

      “So what, you just wanted to come tap in for one last round of the hoo-rah bullshit before we hit the dirt? Now’s not really a good time to—”

      “Now’s the only time, kid. You’re about to go twelve rounds with the goddamn devil, and you’ve got a floppy sword. The only thing now’s not the time for is sitting here pretending that you’ve got your shit sorted, and everything’s just going to magically work out.”

      The words were so casually scathing that for a second, Nate could only stare, watching with a kind of morbid fascination as the cuts opened, showing their true depth. He felt like he’d been slapped. Felt quite suddenly like a snot-nosed child who’d just been unceremoniously reminded he’d actually been playing make-believe all along. Jaeger watched him, waiting to see if he’d fight back, but Nate had nothing to say. Nothing but a thoroughly pierced ego and a sudden desperate thirst for an answer to the fear that’d slowly been freezing over his insides with every passing light-year they drew closer to the Black Knight.

      “It’s not bullshit, Nate,” Jaeger finally said. “The hooahs, the training, the chains of command you thumb your nose at. That shit all exists for a damn good reason.”

      “What, so you don’t have to think about all the shit you’ve done?” he asked, hope deflating. This wasn’t going to help. His wounded ego pushed on anyway. “So you can just call it duty, and offload it to the next guy up the line?”

      “You’re goddamn right,” Jaeger said, leaning forward with a darkening intensity. “And you wanna know why that doesn’t bother me?”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “Because we’re not goddamn holy knights, Nate. We’re not built to do this alone. Shit goes wrong somewhere, people do bad things to one another, and there’s no guiding light shining down to show us how to fix it—how to fight the monsters without becoming one of them. So you outsource it. You defer your conscience up to your superior. Follow orders. Trust they’ll do the same. Trust that, somehow, together, maybe you’ll all manage to do the right thing, the good thing. Because the moment you start thinking you’ve got it figured better than the rest of the world, that’s the moment you might just start down your own path to darkness.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Nate said, though truthfully, he wasn’t so sure.

      “No shit. You probably believe the system’s broken, probably think it’s the top of the food chain that’s the problem. The fat cats calling the shots with nothing to lose and everything to gain from pushing the next war into the pipeline, right? How am I doing?”

      Nate shrugged. “I don’t see the Atlanteans bombing each other over material rights out here.”

      Jaeger sighed and shook his head like he was missing the point completely.

      “But that’s not what I meant, anyway,” Nate finished, deciding the feeling was mutual.

      “Enlighten me,” Jaeger said, echoing his own words back at him with a notable hint of derision.

      Hell, maybe he deserved it, because the longer Nate searched for a starting point to the righteous counterargument he was so sure this conversation deserved, the more he floundered, thinking of all the injustices out there—back on Terra, and everywhere else. All the greedy assholes and all the costly power they abused. All the pointless conflict and even more pointless dick-measuring that seemed to rule the entire damn galaxy.

      He raged at it all. Raged like a good little make-pretender. But when he finally opened his mouth, it was only four frightened words that fell out.

      “What if I’m wrong?”

      Jaeger watched him, waiting to see if he’d elaborate. “’Bout what?”

      “About the dreams. The Merlin. About all of it. What if…” He shook his head, turning to Malfar’s cell just for an excuse to escape Jaeger’s vigilant stare. “What if I’m not the guy they need me to be?”

      “Well then, congratu-fucking-lations, Mr. Knight. You just unlocked the key to the universe.”

      Nate looked at him, some combination of incredulous and plain pissed.

      “You want me to tell you you’re special, kid? That some mystical Lady’s guiding your steps, and it’s all gonna be okay?” He shook his head. “I can’t do that. I don’t know. But you know one thing I am pretty damn sure about?”

      Nate splayed his hands, not really seeing how much worse this pep rally could get. “Enlighten me.”

      “These ‘special’ paragons you’re building up in your head? The ones who get the distinct honor of knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that their way is the way, and that their shit is going to come out squeaky clean no matter what? I’m pretty damn sure those people don’t exist—back home or out here. I know Iveera’s struggling. I see it, and I think you do too. And maybe your Merlin or that Golden Boy asshole have something different to say after however the hell long they’ve been around, but me? I’d put money on it not a day goes by even they don’t question the things they’ve done, and prop that guilt right back up their Lady’s divine skirts. Hell, maybe she’s got questions too.”

      “That’s… probably heresy or something.”

      Jaeger smiled. “Sure is a good thing no one’s ever going to hear a fuckin’ peep of any of this then, hooah?”

      “Hooah,” Nate murmured flatly, still chewing on what he’d said. Jaeger’s sudden grip on his shoulder was as firm as it was unexpected.

      “Hey, I’m trying to tell you we’ve got your back here, Nate. You get into the shit down on that planet, you just remember we’re right there with you, and that no one lives without fear. Not even Mordred fucking LeFaye, you hear me?”

      Nate looked from Jaeger’s strong hand to his dark eyes, rattled by the man’s sudden intensity. “I hear you.”

      Jaeger held him at stare point for another long moment, then nodded and dropped his hand, seemingly satisfied. “And if you are wrong someday, and you happen to be self-aware enough to actually see it, then hey”—he shrugged—“you clean your shit up, and you try again. You learn your lesson, take your licks, and get the hell back on your feet. And you trust that we’ll be here when you can’t do it alone.” He gave Nate a meaningful look. “Just to answer your question.”

      Nate nodded slowly, real gratitude bubbling up as he processed Jaeger’s words. “This coming from the guy who literally just said now’s not the time to be counting on magical second chances,” he pointed out anyway, unable to help himself.

      “Kid,” Jaeger chuckled, shaking his head, “you think too fucking much.”

      Hear, hear, Ex chimed in. Though ‘thinking’ may be a generous word for it. Floundering, perhaps. Or—

      Sniveling? Nate wondered, surprised and oddly satisfied to find himself smiling.

      Ahh, Ex sighed in a sound of pure relief. And now I’ve truly nothing left to teach you, Nathaniel. The student has become the master. I couldn’t be more proud.

      Nate just smiled wider and focused back on Jaeger, realizing he hadn’t said anything. “Well, Tess said they were gonna have a round, if you wanna help me work on that thinking problem. ‘One last hymn before battle,’ she said, or something like that.”

      He gave Nate a curious look. “Did she.” It seemed more like a thoughtful placeholder than an actual question. “Well”—he straightened his pant legs with his palms and stood—“I need to check in on Pierce and Elmo’s Knightship orientation, make sure Iveera hasn’t killed the both of ’em yet, and then I’m gonna get some damned rest. You should all do the same. We meet again at 0500.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What?” he asked, grinning a little. “You think I was gonna tell you my whole life’s story, and how we’re really not so different, you and I, and how you have to learn from my mistakes, so you don’t repeat ’em?”

      Nate shrugged. “I mean, when you put it that way…”

      For a moment, Jaeger looked like he might say something, but then he pushed the thought away with a grimace. “Much as I’d love to share my cock-eyed leadership wisdom with you, kid, I think it suffices to say there’s a damn good reason I ended up annexed to the alien squad well before our sad asses had any reason to believe there were aliens. The rest is a story for another time.”

      “After we survive the doomsday battle?”

      It was Jaeger’s turn to shrug. “Nothing else for it. We rest up, we rehash the plan until we’re sick of it.” He looked to Malfar’s cage, a slight frown creasing his brow. “And then we pray to your sweet Lady his cousins or whatever don’t try to stab us right in the ass before we get our shot at that swarm.”
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      They stood in a loose semi-circle: three Troglodan captains—two holograms and one solid—facing their present acting admiral across the holo banks. In front of them, a trio of ship schematics rotated in slow, tandem cycles: two sleek Knightships and a third custom job whose dark hull looked to have been built on an old heavy Atlantean freighter skeleton but had been so heavily modified that it now resembled something more like a small battle cruiser.

      It was the Blackthorne, and it was the first ship to be waved aside as the first holo captain stepped forward to speak.

      “We should open with anti-atomics the moment we arrive.”

      “No,” said the second holo captain. “If we’re going to do this, we should wait until we can safely hit them with the SID and be done with it for certain.”

      “Nonsense. Think of the waste. Have you no faith in our ability to cripple a few tiny ships?”

      “Have you no respect for common sense? These are not some shiny pleasure yachts to be casually disabled.”

      “Have neither of you any respect left for the Old Ways?” asked the third captain, who’d listened to the exchange with visibly growing disgust. “You speak of respect and faith, yet neither of you seem to recall that a deal was struck. A deal that should be sacred by our Ways. What of our honor, brothers?”

      “Honor?” The two holo captains traded a smugly amused look. “You speak of honor in bowing to a blight-stained runt? Listen to yourself, you old fool.”

      “And what of this Black Knight and his fleet?” asked the third captain, not shrinking under their disdain.

      “Don’t you mean his swarm?” countered the first captain. He spat on the deck—or spat on his own deck, at least, on the other side of the holo connection. “Fist the Knights and their ghost stories.”

      “You saw what happened to the Atlantean colony.”

      “Hardly beyond the scope of modern weaponry,” said the second holo captain.

      “Or the mystic powers of a Knight, if one were to simply believe all they hear,” added the first. “Perhaps this Black Knight fellow cored the planet with an anti-atomic of his own.”

      “You both know the drift diagnostics disagree with—”

      “Enough,” said the only other Troglodan physically in the room, their acting admiral who, at a glance, did not command even a quarter of the respect Varga had from his three dragonhead captains. “You bicker like children.”

      They all three of them looked like they had thoughts about that. Funnily enough, their shared disdain might’ve been the only thing that unified them at the moment. They all waited more or less obediently, though, as their acting admiral drummed his fingers thoughtfully on the arm of his commander’s chair, taking his sweet time coming to his decision.

      “Much as I stir to think of turning the Knights’ own weapons against them,” he finally said. “I will not condone such mindless waste. Not before we’ve exhausted all other options.”

      The three captains traded a look.

      “What would our admiral have us do?” asked the third.

      “We will take them all before they know what’s hit them. We will take back what is rightfully ours.” He showed them an ugly grin, leaning forward in his commander’s chair. “We will return to our people as heroes.”

      The room rippled with the last words, beginning to fade as the four Troglodans continued speaking. In its place, there was nothing but drifting darkness and the tenuous, baseline itch of a solitary presence suddenly threatening to disturb it.

      Wake up, damn you.

      Not solitary, then, that presence reflected of itself. Nor, apparently, awake. Which didn’t—couldn’t—seem to make sense from any angle.

      Not until Malfar blinked his bleary eyes open.

      Awareness flooded into the depths, fuzzy light and shapes greeting him, wrong for reasons he couldn’t place, hands shooting out reflexively, defensively, as if expecting a blow from…

      Varga.

      The memories hit like a flood. He jerked upright, yanked immediately to a halt against full-body crash restraints, and thudded back to the cushions, pieces slamming together like lightning and thunder in his pounding head. The fight. Those last moments. That crimson bolt of…

      “No,” he groaned, head spinning.

      Yes, replied a rusty metal voice, undeniably in his head. Time enough for that later. Listen now.

      “Listen to…” He blinked again, hearing another voice, trying to get his bearings. He was strapped to some kind of crash cushion inside a transparent cell in the Camelot’s entryway. One of the Terrans—the dark-skinned medic they called Carter—was watching him warily from the holo display she’d just been speaking into.

      “You’re safe and secure,” she told him, speaking slowly and clearly, and only half-convincingly. “What I need you to do is take a breath and tell me how you’re feeling. You’ve been out for a while.”

      Out how long, some part of him wanted to ask, before the thought brought him back to the dream that he’d just—

      Not a dream. Brought your mind aboard Blood Moon.

      Malfar clenched his teeth, wanting to roar at the voice, caught instead trying to parse its meaning. His mind. The Blood Moon. The low hum of crusher drives. How in nine hells could he have—

      Varga belonged to Groshna. Groshna trusted no one. Kept surveillance on all threats. Wisely. Varga’s bottom feeders planning to slag Knightships on arrival.

      There was a sharpening then, almost like the mental equivalent of a clearing throat, and the voice added, in a decidedly more Troglodan tone, I recommend you pull head from ass and do something about it, runt.

      Malfar looked back to Carter, mind racing, the reality of the situation uncomfortably ambiguous in his head. “How long until we arrive?” he asked, trying to sit up, nearly losing it and bucking like a wild bull when he came up against the restraints.

      She gave him an assessing look. “You don’t need to worry about that until—”

      “HOW LONG?!”

      The Terran didn’t flinch at his tone so much as reset, reevaluate. She was a steady one. That was good, he thought, forcing himself to breathe, to calm down.

      “The Gorgon,” he said. “I must speak with the Gorgon. Now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I strongly believe we are in imminent danger of betrayal at the hands of my kin.”

      She studied him a moment longer, gauging his statement, then gave a curt nod and turned back to her holo display. “We’re almost there,” she said, tinkering with the display controls. “Crew’s making final prep, and—Dammit.” She waved the display away, scowling, and glanced toward the bridge.

      “I’ll be right back with the colonel. Just—”

      For a moment, he thought she’d simply decided against telling her restrained patient to stay put, or whatever she’d been about to say. Then he noticed that her eyes were tracking something from the corridor behind him. Something he couldn’t see. Her hand hovering closer to her holstered sidearm. Slowing.

      “It’s okay, darling,” came a smooth, honey-sweet voice. Atlantean. Buzzing with an odd, barely perceptible energy that nevertheless strummed at something deep inside him.

      Malfar watched with a sinking feeling as Anastasiya Blackthorne stepped into the edge of his view.

      “There’s nothing to fear,” she said, sauntering toward Carter, who stood stiffly frozen in place like she’d been hit by some low-grade neural stunner, or—

      Or glamoured, he realized, as Blackthorne spared a sideways glance his way, and he caught the unnatural golden-orange sheen glinting in her eyes, like the reflected light of a sunset that wasn’t there.

      “What the hell are you doing, pirate?” he growled, setting aside the impossibility of what he was seeing. “What do you want?”

      He saw the corner of her mouth pull into a grin as she focused her full attention back on Carter. “Oh, galactic peace,” she said, stepping closer to the Terran. “A decent hot bath.” She reached out to stroke Carter’s dark cheek, and for a moment, a fire sparked somewhere beneath the Terran’s petrified expression. She actually tried to take a swing at the pirate, but her movement was like that of a drunk, limp-tentacled Kelgen under the influence of Blackthorne’s enchantment. The pirate caught her advance easily, cupping her face almost tenderly and whispering soft words as Carter sank unsteadily to the bench beside them.

      “Perhaps a few quality hours with this one,” Blackthorne continued as if nothing had happened, hooking a thumb back at Carter as she turned to Malfar. “Lady knows I love me a good fighter. But if you’ll do me the honor of not screaming for a moment, and forcing me to do something we might all regret…”

      He felt her will boring into him as she held him on the end of that unnatural stare—tiny little fingers seeking purchase in the cracks of his mind, waiting until he reluctantly closed his mouth from the roar he’d been sure he was about to make for Lt Col Jaeger or anyone else.

      “Well then,” Blackthorne said, pressing up to the wall of his cell and looking, for all her many ancient years, like a satisfied, borderline giddy young woman. “Given recent developments, I thought we might forget about me and take a moment to discuss what you want, my honorable justicar friend.”
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      For all the times he’d hammered on Murphy’s Law and espoused every conceivable variation of no plan survives contact with the enemy sentiment in the past twenty-four hours, Jaeger had to admit he’d left out the one glaring little detail for which he had yet to find any solution:

      A dick punch—whether encountered out of the blue in the wild or meticulously planned for in advance—was still a goddamn dick punch.

      And as he watched their plan fail to survive even the first instant out of crusher space, there was no denying it: it didn’t feel good.

      “I do not like that,” Kalders said from her flight chair beside him, her main personal display showing a zoomed copy of the same story being told across the Camelot’s main bridge display.

      The Blackthorne had just slipped their yoked crusher drive course, kept their drives engaged for an extra few seconds, and dropped back to real space on the dark side of the barren, rather small planetoid that was supposed to be the lost colony of Avalon. Supposed to be feeling like the operative phrase now more than ever, as Jaeger took in the spread of the Clan Groshna war party dropping to real space on the tactical display, in neat formation around the Camelot and the adjacent Kalnythian Wilds.

      “Evasive actions, Kalders,” he snapped, fumbling to open comms with Iveera. “Now.”

      He heard the others gasping and clenching up behind them. Saw Kalders swinging into action almost before the words were out of his mouth, no questions asked. Felt the Camelot groan and wobble, like they were already caught in the pull of their neighbors’ gravitonics. On the tactical displays, the first alerts sounded, red blips pinging from the Trog’s three Nova-class dragonheads to come racing toward the Camelot and the Kalnythian Wilds.

      “Get us outta here, Cammy,” Jaeger amended, taking in relative speeds, and the ominous “Anti-matter Weapons Detected” alert flashing across the displays, and remembering what Iveera had recommended for any such contingencies. “Microjump. Now. Anywhere within mission radius.”

      “Q-DRIVE PROTOCOL SPECIFIES—”

      “Override!” Jaeger snapped, as the torpedo impact timer ticked dangerously low. It was only as the Camelot whined with the building charge that his brain registered the remainder of Cammy’s previous warning above her cheerful, “AFFIRMATIVE,” and he remembered that Nate would be popping out onto the hull right about then, preparing to drop planetside with Iveera.

      They winked across the system before Jaeger could blink, carried on a rushing pulse of sound and an intangible energy that left his head buzzing, heart palpitating in his ears and throat.

      “Oh god,” Nate’s voice groaned from the consoles, right before a quarter-sized hologram of his likeness appeared, looking a little green at the gills. “That didn’t feel right.”

      “Sooorry about that one, Mr. Knight,” Kalders said, biting her lip as she checked the updating displays. The jump had landed them on the “bright” side of Avalon, where a kind of twilight haze lit the surface from the distant white star the computers projected the planetoid to be passing by at about a billion kilometers. “You still got all your bits and pieces out there?”

      “All the ones I can see, anyway.” Nate wrinkled his nose and mouth, like he was trying to get his ears to pop. “Might be tasting sounds, though. That doesn’t seem right. Just trying to get a fix on—”

      “Holy nuts!” Kalders barked, at the same time that Nate cried out with a decidedly more colorful exclamation.

      Kalders was already whipping them around into a tight course change as Jaeger processed what he’d just seen on the displays: a loose pack of rock and ice, roughly the size of freaking Texas, abandoning its deadened drift to come darting directly at them. And darting was the right word, freakish as it seemed. The accumulated debris came alive like something organic—the reanimated appendage of some colossal galactic octopus, driven by Lady only knew what. Whatever it was, it sent half of the Camelot’s instruments haywire. Something in Cammy’s systems adjusted the readings, calming the rough edges until they could see a kind of spectral blue something reaching through the writhing mass, guiding it straight toward them, scary fast.

      Jaeger was opening his mouth to give the open fire order when a brilliant column of blue lanced by on their starboard. It punched into the leading edge of the surging swarm, holding it there on a tide of superheated matter that swelled with frightening speed, almost immediately threatening to spill over. Then the Kalnythian Wilds rushed by, disgorging a lone torpedo into the surging mass before arcing off, and for a few seconds, the Camelot’s displays simply bleached out at the ferocity of whatever hell had just been unleashed.

      When the storm cleared, there was nothing but a dissipating scatter of pebbles and atomized space dust, blessedly devoid of whatever specter had convinced its previous constituents to defy all worldly physics.

      “So that’s, uh… That’s a protoswarm, huh?” Kalders asked, finding her voice.

      “That was not the swarm,” came Iveera’s voice over the bridge comms. “That was a stray tendril. That is the swarm.”

      A wide section of the main display shifted as she spoke, zooming to whatever fix she’d just shared.

      “Holy nuts,” Kalders repeated at a quiet murmur.

      Jaeger couldn’t really disagree with the sentiment.

      To say it was more of the same might’ve technically been true on a surface level, but the sheer size of the thing defied comparison. Calling it an ocean would’ve almost certainly been underselling it. It looked a lot more like they’d just found all the missing bits of Demeter-12. And maybe they had, he realized, numbly. Right along with a few other planets’ worth of mass fodder.

      The swarm undulated and churned like a living thing, an entire ecosystem of thickening arms and infinitely diverging tendrils, drifting through the cosmos on the creeping storm system of that spectral blue energy. The energy itself was concentrated most densely at the heart of the swarm—and was also apparently invisible to the naked eye, Jaeger realized, with a few toggling flicks of his controls.

      “So, uh…” Kalders said, slowly pulling her eyes away from the spectacle to turn to Jaeger. “Time to give ’em the ol’ razzle dazzle then, boss?”

      “If that’s what we’re calling a bait and switch these days,” he said, noting the distance and spread of the Trog war party, and their incoming velocity relative to the closing swarm. They needed to move.

      “You good to drop out there, kid?” he asked, turning his attention briefly planetside. A storm was gathering down there, in one discrete sector of the murky twilight. Almost like an invitation, he couldn’t help but think.

      “We have a fix on our target,” Iveera answered instead, pinging planetside coordinates dead center of that ominous darkness.

      “But the Trogs,” Nate argued. “And—And fucking that.”

      Even without his pointed swarm-ward jab, it wasn’t hard to figure out which that he was referring to. But even so.

      “Space battle’s our problem, kid. Stick to the plan, hooah? The sooner you grab the wizard and the orb, the sooner we’re outta here.”

      Nate looked less than convinced, but after a few moments of that distant, voices-in-the-head look he got sometimes, he came back with a sigh. “Fine. Be careful, guys. I…” He looked dangerously like he wanted to start with an if we don’t all make it…

      “Window’s closing, kid,” Jaeger said, sincerely meaning it as he eyed the ticking intercept counters. “Save it for afterward and get your ass moving.”

      “Not a scratch up here,” Kalders chimed in. “Promise.”

      Nate hesitated another moment, then he nodded and jetted off after Iveera, two glinting specks bound for the planet below like a pair of speeding missiles, sans the drive trails.

      “Kick his ass, Nate,” Kalders said quietly to herself.

      Jaeger allowed himself a second to silently echo the prayer, then he put his commander’s face back on.

      “Lieutenants Pierce and Kalders,” he said, checking to make sure their comms were open with the Kalnythian Wilds, and the moody pilot Iveera had reluctantly left in charge of her beloved craft. “If you’d kindly bring us around, I believe we have two armies in desperate need of an introduction.”
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      Quiet and almost peacefully surreal as the dark rush of their space dive was, Nate was actually flirting with forgetting to be afraid when the first bright flashes of battle lit the darkness over Avalon and brought his nerves crashing back down. He resisted the urge to cock his head around, relying instead on Ex to feed the visuals to his helmet display.

      He didn’t love what he saw—two Knightships weaving into a storm on incoming Troglodan fire, threading the gaps in the war party. Nate watched in sinking disbelief as the Trogs split their attention, fighters and a few smaller support ships still peppering at the Camelot and Kalnythian Wilds while their battlecruisers and three mighty dragonheads opened on the closing protoswarm with a blinding display of plasma fire.

      Apparently, it was going to take more than an ancient, planet-eating evil to convince the Troglodans to set their grudges aside.

      It was only when Ex killed the helmet feed, and Iveera sparked into a full-on Super Saiyan fireball ahead of him, that he realized he had more immediately pressing concerns. She plunged into the thin alien atmosphere, energy barriers crackling around her like a spearhead. Fast as he was moving, he didn’t have more than a second to grit his teeth and do his best to follow suit.

      To his surprise, whether it was thanks to Ex’s help or his own deepening relationship with discomfort, neither the rushing heat nor the skull-rattling turbulence of atmospheric entry seemed all that bad.

      Probably, he was just too busy worrying about his friends above, and the enemy below.

      He’d caught sight of them as they’d fallen toward Avalon, remotely borrowing on the Camelot’s powerful optics to make them out from that distance. Through the gathering storm and erratic interference, it’d been hard to make out much more than a few glimpses of the gold and black figures. He was pretty sure he’d seen the wreck of the Black Knight’s ship down there as well. Hopefully, that was a good sign. But as the thermal distortion of entry faded and the thin air began to clear, there was nothing but dread in his gut at the sight below.

      Avalon was a tiny planet compared to Earth. Not that it felt especially small, plunging from kilometers above. Mostly, the twilight sprawl of ash and dust below just felt dead, and maybe a little bit haunted. But at least it was easy enough to see where they were headed.

      He gunned the gravitonics a little harder, catching up to Iveera, and saw with a quick zoom of his helmet optics that his first glimpses above had been accurate enough. Zedavian Kelkarin stood facing the Black Knight beneath a gathering storm. The soil was scorched in areas around them and cratered and thoroughly upended in several more. The downed wreckage of the Avalon Eternal, gouged open along the port side, left little doubt that there’d been fighting. But there was none now, Nate couldn’t help but notice, as he and Iveera shed their horizontal velocity and began to cautiously descend.

      The two Knights only faced each other, both standing tall and confident. They looked to be talking. Warily, maybe. But talking all the same.

      What is this? he wondered at Iveera.

      Be ready, was all she sent back, but he was pretty sure he could feel her discomfort.

      He kept his barriers raised, half-expecting the Black Knight might turn and blast them out of the sky. Briefly, he wondered if they shouldn’t take their own shots from afar—if maybe that was exactly what Zedavian was waiting for. But Iveera continued her descent, and Nate followed, trusting she had her reasons.

      Avalon was a dead planet—the soil almost perfectly flat to the horizon, save for the occasional soft swelling of a dune, and the ashy bones of the city village that had clearly once stood here but had since been mostly lost to time and erosion. Those bones looked even more broken and desolate than they had in his dreams. Beneath the frosty swirling of the unnatural storm clouds gathering above, the thin air felt utterly still. Enough so that the Black Knight’s voice easily carried up to them as they descended the last length.

      “The choice is yours,” he said, in seeming conclusion to whatever they’d been discussing.

      The words made Nate’s skin crawl. The same words from his dream. Too casual. Too trusting and familiar, as the dark titan turned his back on Zedavian and stomped off for his downed ship, not even bothering to look as Nate and Iveera set down on the ashy dirt of Avalon.

      Nate glanced at Iveera, waiting for her to take the lead, but she only stared at Zedavian, her gaija held loosely at her side, jin flattened in something that looked too much like defeat.

      “What are you doing?” she finally asked, her voice quiet.

      “Fighting,” Zedavian said quietly, gaze fixed absentmindedly through the dusty soil. “Fighting and talking. Talking and fighting. It’s all we ever seem to do, isn’t it?” The silence stretched without an answer, and he finally stirred, focusing on Iveera with an almost desperate energy. “Isn’t it, Iveera?”

      Lady’s Grace, came Iveera’s voice in Nate’s mind. His Excalibur. He’s been corrupted too.

      Somehow, Nate was pretty sure he’d already felt as much. Or maybe it was just that look in the Eldari’s eyes.

      “Zedavian,” Iveera said aloud, her tone more quietly pleading than he’d ever imagined she was capable of sounding.

      Above them, the clouds began to churn more thickly, cold currents twisting down to rustle the dead air.

      “I told you to stay away,” Zedavian said quietly, golden eyes distant again. Maybe even remorseful. Like he was about to do something he sincerely wished he didn’t have to do.

      Nate opened his mouth as the Eldari turned to them, thinking to reason with him—to point out that the two of them were still here, still on task, despite this mysterious corruption. That they could talk about this. Turn things around. That no one needed to get hurt.

      But then the First Knight flash-stepped across the distance between them, and all hell broke loose.
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      Words like fast and strong didn’t begin to cover the capacities of Ser Zedavian Kelkarin.

      Before he could so much as blink, Nate found himself laid out in the dirt with little notion of how he’d gotten there save for the screaming ache in his head and the fine spiderweb cracks across his faceplate. A string of sharp crashes off to the left announced the beginning of Iveera’s own engagement with Zedavian. On some combination of scrambling hands and gravitonics, Nate lurched up to his feet and threw himself after the combined copper-golden blur of their clash, reaching for a weapon—any weapon—that might knock a Knight flat on his ass for a moment.

      He felt the weight forming in his hand. Took aim on the golden half of their whirlwind blur as best he could. Swung as the gravitonics carried him over the last dozen meters at frightening speed. Then the copper half of the whirlwind rocketed away with a sound of impact like cracking thunder, and Nate yanked to a violent halt, caught in impossibly strong hands by the throat and wrist, impromptu stun club crackling uselessly in his hand.

      Zedavian said nothing. Just threw him what felt like halfway across the planet at roughly the speed of light, fast enough that the Gs squeezed his vision to straight blackness. He crashed to the dirt—through the dirt—an instant later, as another pair of unyielding hands caught him and slammed him down. Still Zedavian, some part of Nate’s ringing brain registered, having moved fast enough to catch him on the other end of his flight.

      Rather than marvel at the feat, Nate thrust a palm up and let rip with a full power repulsor blast. The First Knight absorbed it with little but a shimmering ripple from an otherwise invisible energy barrier, then curled a golden finger, and gravitonic force flung Nate from the dirt straight into Zedavian’s waiting hands.

      “You don’t… wanna do this,” Nate groaned between pained breaths, struggling against his iron grip to no effect, the full extent of the last few blows only now catching up to his reeling body. He’d never felt so useless in his life.

      Over Zedavian’s shoulder, Nate glimpsed Iveera charging the Black Knight, flashing out of sight only to reappear an instant later with half a dozen identical doppelgängers, each moving with its own individual will—half of them for the Beacon and half for the Black Knight himself—so quickly and convincingly that Nate couldn’t even make out which one was real. Not until the Black Knight raised the Beacon and released a thrumming pulse that swept the illusions away like so much sand in a gale force wind. The real Iveera hit the dirt thirty meters later, moving fast enough rip an explosive gouge across the planet’s surface. Nate redoubled his efforts on Zedavian’s grip, desperate to help—to do something. The First Knight turned back to him with a bored sigh, like he’d expected better from both of them.

      “He’s using you,” Nate grunted through his exertions. “I’ve—I’ve seen it. You don’t wanna do this.”

      Zedavian showed him a contemptuous smile, those golden eyes perfectly alien. “And what makes you think you could even begin to comprehend what I want, Terran?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. A flick of the wrist, a bone-shaking impact, and Nate was embedded back in the dusty topsoil, gasping for air with a paralyzed diaphragm as Zedavian towered over him. Somewhere in the distance, he heard the sounds of Iveera clashing with the Black Knight.

      “Perhaps you deserve to be forgiven,” Zedavian said, crouching down over him. “You haven’t been around long, after all.”

      Smash.

      The casual ferocity of the punch left Nate sputtering, bloody drool dripping from his mouth as his senses struggled to reassemble the blurry colors and sounds into something coherent.

      “Please,” he groaned, raising a badly shaking hand. “Please d-don’t.”

      “Oh, I’m not going to kill you, Eight.”

      Smash.

      The world lost focus.

      “You have no idea what you can endure.”

      Smash.

      “Please.” Consciousness hung by a bare thread, little but a soft roar of white noise and rushing blood. He felt like he was pinned beneath a waterfall, the blurry likeness of Zedavian’s face coming in hectic starts and stops. “You’re the… only one… can stop… stop him.”

      He wasn’t sure the words were audible. Wasn’t sure they made it out at all. There was nothing but the sick reeling in his gut and the buzzing vibrations in his splitting head.

      Another sound pierced the buzz. A voice, he thought. The voice from his nightmares, vibrating from the air itself. He couldn’t make out what it said. He only saw the blur of Zedavian glancing off at something, then turning back to him.

      Nate flinched as Zedavian reached for him, expecting the worst, but the First Knight only stroked Nate’s helmet with the back of his golden-armored fingers, almost tenderly. “It’s nothing personal, Eight. Perhaps you’ll understand one day.”

      “P-p-portal,” Nate sputtered, blood bubbling in the back of his throat.

      Zedavian faltered, already halfway to his feet. “What?”

      Hope welled, faint and weak as his voice as he tried to explain.

      “Kelkarin,” called the Black Knight’s voice, seemingly from all around them.

      “Very well,” Zedavian sighed, rising the rest of the way and turning to go join his dark ally casually as if he were being called to the dinner table. “Let us have done with it, then.”

      Nate caught him by one golden greave, desperate to be heard before it was too late. “—’s try’n open… p-portal.”

      Whether Zedavian heard or understood, Nate didn’t know. All he knew at that moment was the bemused look in the First Knight’s eyes high above, and the terror of the golden boot rising to stomp his face in.

      There was an impact after that. He was pretty sure. That was the only reasonable explanation. But he couldn’t seem to recall the moment itself as he lay there, not quite unconscious, but only by the slim technicality that some part of him seemed to be clinging to that singular thought. The world was certainly dark enough. His body oddly cut off. Unresponsive. For a horrible second, it occurred to him that—

      You’re not paralyzed.

      Somewhere deep in his numb body, something gave a sickening pop, and a searing fire shot through him.

      Not permanently, anyway. Though I would recommend you try to keep your head on straight for the next round.

      Next round?

      An incoherent grunt escaped him, fingers curling weakly in the dirt. Muffled voices and buzzing ahead. Incoherent thoughts.

      With painstaking effort, he lifted his head. Something gave way, light and sound pouring in, streams of dirt showering down from his wrecked helmet. He stared dumbly at the head-sized hole he’d just excavated himself from, strength slowly ebbing back into his fingers right along with all the pain his battered body had been too shocked to feel.

      “—ven’t been completely honest with me,” came Zedavian’s voice ahead, less muffled now, albeit still not quite right past the ringing in his head. Squinting at the resolving blurs, Nate saw the Black Knight facing the First Knight near the base of his wrecked ship, holding a long, dark bundle under one arm: the Merlin, Nate realized with a jolt, thinking of the dream. The wizard was wrapped head to toe in some kind of charged film.

      “What are you really looking for?” the First Knight asked.

      “An end to it all,” the Black Knight finally answered, his deep voice heavy, almost resigned.

      “Oh, is that all?” Zedavian said. “Curious, you forgot to mention—”

      “Do not pretend you do not wish for the same thing, Kelkarin,” the Black Knight said, tossing the Merlin roughly to the ground. “I have seen your heart.”

      “My heart,” Zedavian echoed, for some reason looking genuinely amused at that. “Well then, perhaps you might point the way, for I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of that fickle thing since you were last alive and well, LeFaye.”

      “You challenge my patience,” the Black Knight said, and there was nothing haughty or indignant about the threat.

      “I find that hard to believe for a man who spent 1,500 years staring at rocks,” Zedavian said anyway, unimpressed by the warning. “I need only speak with the wizard one last time.”

      That was probably his cue, Nate decided, chiding himself for wasting precious seconds lying around in the dirt.

      “No,” the Black Knight replied flatly, as Nate looked carefully around, searching for Iveera, gathering his bearings from what he remembered of the dream. “We are too close now to let the wizard’s foul tongue undo your resolve. Have faith, Kelkarin.”

      She wasn’t lying where he expected. He didn’t see her at all.

      “Ah, now there’s another fickle thing,” Zedavian was saying. “Faith. Faith in the dark specter who says he’s a man yet wields a Beacon and commands a protoswarm as effortlessly as any Archon. You do remember the Archons, don’t you?”

      “You know better than to believe the old man’s lies. I told you, the swarms are not mine.”

      “And yet they do not come for us,” Zedavian said, looking skyward, to the growing spectacle of the battle raging on above. “I wonder why that is.”

      Something passed between them when Zedavian returned his golden gaze to the Black Knight’s jagged, inscrutable helm—a silent understanding that seemed to suggest the end of the discussion, even if Nate couldn’t tell why. He didn’t have time to ponder it anyway, as he spotted Iveera creeping out from behind the wreckage of the Avalon Eternal, more than a little battered but clearly planning to fight on. He eyed the Beacon in the Black Knight’s hand. If they could just get that damn thing away from him, or free the Merlin…

      “It’s going to take more than three of you,” the Black Knight said.

      The quiet warning sent a shiver through Nate, hairs standing on end as he registered that the words were intended for him and Iveera, too, and that neither of them had gone unnoticed. Seeing no reason to keep pretending, he pushed himself to his feet and prepared to move.

      “You really think I would’ve hobbled this pair if I needed them?” Zedavian asked, paying Nate and Iveera no mind.

      “Three thousand years, and still, you do not understand.” The winds were building now, kicking a light swirling of Avalon’s ashes into the air.

      “Still, you do not fathom how your precious Merlin has stacked the game against you,” the Black Knight said, looking to each of them in turn. Iveera was stalking warily closer, eyeing the bundled Merlin near his feet. Zedavian began a leisurely circle around the dark titan, naturally dividing his attention between the two of them.

      “Still, you cannot know how he has betrayed you,” the Black Knight continued, wholly unconcerned.

      Nate watched the Knights circling one another, unsure which way to go in the brewing storm, bloodied mouth and aching everything reminding him that he had no godly clue whose side the First Knight was even on here. He was just starting forward, deciding that the Merlin should be his first priority regardless, when the three Knights froze ahead, like the violence was about to explode.

      Nate was the last to hear it coming. By the time he looked up, it was already too late.

      The asteroid was at least twice the size of the Camelot. Probably larger. And it was rocketing straight for the Black Knight, driven both by gravity and the golden burn trails of what looked like several externally rigged thrusters. Nate didn’t have time to ask questions. He just hunkered down, raising every shield he could think to raise, preparing to charge on the aftershock.

      Then the Black Knight turned, raising his Beacon hand high, and Nate watched instead as untold thousands of tons of speeding rock and ore simply ceased to exist—disintegrated on a blinding white column of energy whose heat burned painfully hot, even at a distance and through several layers of armor and energy barriers. The Black Knight moved seamlessly back to the fight, blasting an incoming Iveera away from the Merlin, whirling to meet Zedavian’s rush.

      Only to jerk to a startled halt as the First Knight flashed into existence behind him and ran him through with his glowing blade. Before the Black Knight could gasp, the Eldari flash-stepped to his front and unceremoniously jammed a second slender blade through his armored navel at an upward angle. Nate watched in stunned silence as the Black Knight coughed and sputtered, reaching for Zedavian, twin bloody swords skewered through him like a lopsided X buried at his core.

      “You think so little of me, Ser Knight,” he gasped, voice wet with blood and thick with pain, searching hands finding Zedavian’s chest, “as to try the same trick twice?”

      Zedavian showed him a humorless smile, red hot tears of molten rock raining down around them in the stark silence with little zipping whoosh sounds as he reached almost gently for the Beacon in the Black Knight’s hand. “You’d think I would’ve learned my lesson by now.”

      The Black Knight jerked his Beacon hand back as if preparing to fight the First Knight for it.

      “Perhaps I have,” Zedavian said softly.

      Then the sky cracked overhead, and the speeding golden blur of the Eldest Stone’s mech form came crashing down on the two of them like a falling mountain. Nate pitched backward, sure that the speeding ship was about to crater them all, right up until it stopped, just stopped—Lady only knew how many thousands of tons of speeding metal wrenching to a perfect halt just shy of the Black Knight’s raised hand without so much as a whisper of impact.

      “Well, fuck,” Zedavian muttered in the chilling silence, both hands clasped to the Beacon as it came to life in the Black Knight’s palm, setting the winds howling, an azure inferno rushing down the Black Knight’s arm, crackling through his armor, setting the dark eye slots of his helmet aglow beneath the jagged horns and blood-red plumage. Zedavian’s golden helmet unfolded rapidly from e-dim, like he was tensing for the inevitable blow.

      Then the Black Knight gave a terrible bellow, and the air detonated around him with a monumental shock wave that raced out in all directions. Nate had a glimpse of Zedavian’s blades ripping free from the Black Knight’s torso in twin gouts of azure radiance, then the rushing wave punched him off his feet like a roaring tsunami, and he was thudding across the dirt, Ex stabilizing his flight with their gravitonics before Nate could even think about.

      The planet shook, a thick cloud of dust erupting into the air as the Eldest Stone toppled to the wayside from the Black Knight’s Beacon-powered grip. Nate righted himself to the sounds of clashing armor and blades, Iveera and Zedavian already moving in on the Black Knight through the dusty miasma, attacking in tandem. Nate launched himself toward the dizzying flashes of copper, gold, and black, covering the ground quicker than expected, and was almost surprised to find himself ripping through the swirling dust storm to catch onto the Black Knight’s sword hand from behind, opening him up to Iveera’s incoming gaija thrust. Then there was a flash of azure and a blur of motion, and he hit the ground hard enough to leave him coughing for breath, half-buried in the dry Avalonian soil.

      A few thundering impacts later, a brilliant flare of energy lit the darkening storm of the battlefield, and Nate’s insides clenched at the comparatively soft sound of an armored body thudding to the ground nearby. He clawed his way from the ground in the raining dust, coming around on his knees.

      Right into the makings of the scene from his dream, he realized with a sudden rush of cold horror.

      Iveera’s charred form sprawled limply in the dirt off to the left, right where she’d been. Stormy winds clearing the air of dust. He turned just in time to watch Zedavian yank to a halt mid-flash-step, caught in the Black Knight’s gravitonic grip, golden arms and legs prying wider and wider open as if the dark titan intended to rip him limb from limb. Then Zedavian roared a battle cry of his own and let loose with a golden river of energy that poured straight from his chest, washing them both from sight with its brilliance.

      When the blast finally faded, the Black Knight stood unharmed at the center of the storm, the molten ground glowing red hot and sputtering with flames beneath him. Then the Black Knight clenched his fist with an audible crack, and Zedavian Kelkarin screamed. The sound turned Nate’s stomach. It was horrifying in a way he couldn’t describe. The Eldari who hadn’t flinched at the best Nate and Iveera could throw at him. The only one Nate had truly believed, deep down, might actually be able to stop this evil bastard.

      And he was screaming. Screaming mindless pain, right up until the Black Knight jerked his hand down, and Zedavian followed, smacking down to the molten ground, grunting with pain and rage as the heat set his barriers crackling and smoking. He didn’t cry out again. Merely strained against the Black Knight’s control. But it was over. Nate saw it in the Eldari’s weakening struggles. He watched, caught somewhere between disbelief and a dreadful sense of inevitability, as the First Knight was made to rise back to his feet—movements stiff and jerky, like a badly-controlled puppet—and hold out his gleaming sword just so, even as the Black Knight unsheathed the dark greatsword from his back and moved to match.

      It was happening.

      Two titans facing off in the windswept ruins of Avalon, swords drawn. Searing streaks of green and blue lancing through the stormy haze above. Blinding flashes of orange and white flooding the angry heavens as his friends fought for their lives.

      Blackened hands, the Troglodans just unleashed a singularity bomb.

      Nate didn’t need to ask what that meant to know they were losing above. He felt it deep in his gut. Felt it in Ex’s resignation as he tried and failed to reach the Camelot through the storm, and in the sickening déjà vu at the scene unfolding ahead. Iveera down. The Merlin’s dark bundle stirring. In his mind’s eye, Nate saw the wizard emerging just like in his dream. Robe tattered. Face hidden by a tangled mess of filthy gray hair. Then Zedavian’s blade met the Black Knight’s with a voluminous boom, and Nate knew it for certain, the howling winds all but screaming it in his ears.

      It was happening, just as he’d seen it.

      They were losing.

      And he didn’t have a single clue how to stop any of it.
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      “Get us out of here, Cammy!” Jaeger shouted over the blaring alarm and the laughably unnecessary “Gravitational Anomaly Detected” alert flashing across the main display.

      It was kind of hard to miss, after all, staring down the angry black hole that was currently sucking them straight toward oblivion.

      “What the piss was that?!” Snuffy cried, probably in reference to whatever the massive Blood Moon had just launched into the heart of the swarm to start the doomsday collapse. Jaeger was too busy snapping orders to Pierce over on the Kalnythian Wilds to even try to answer. The details hardly felt pertinent, anyway, as the Camelot whined around them with straining engines and building power.

      He got a clipped “Copy that,” from Pierce, and then a thrumming head rush later, they’d blinked across the system to a moment’s peace in low orbit over Avalon. The bridge let out a collective breath, Jaeger wondering if it was time to try to get Nate—if the planetoid was even going to survive this unfolding weapon of mass destruction. Then Kalders yanked on the stick with a curse, and they were jetting off again, yet another huge tendril of rock and ice speeding after them as Snuffy and Ramirez opened up with multiple rear-facing turrets.

      The fighting had gone from bad to worse almost as fast as Nate and Iveera had hit Avalon’s wispy atmosphere, then straight to hell in a handbasket shortly after that. To call it a shit show would’ve been too high of praise. The Trogs had split their focus like a pack of dogs trying to decide which car to chase, driving any hope of a united front clean out of the picture from the start. Whether it lacked the guiding intelligence or merely didn’t care, the so-called Synth hadn’t shown much interest in tactical decision-making either. The swarm had just come head-on, crushing itself against Troglodan fire until one rushing tendril broke through, and then another. Just like that, the fleet had begun to fall—breaking ranks and disappearing in bright plumes of fire as ruthless torrents of space debris tore them open like tin cans. And now…

      Jaeger looked at the display as the distant Blood Moon and the rest of its few surviving allies pitched toward the gaping maw their doomsday device had spawned, battered along by the steady tide of protoswarm mass collapsing inward with them.

      He’d expected destruction. But not like this.

      A whole damned fleet, gone in minutes flat.

      Later, he might actually feel bad for the Trogs. For now, he could only hope the battle was going better planetside. They’d lost contact with their two Knights thanks to whatever hellish storm was building down there.

      “Blackthorne’s gone,” Kalders said, her jaw tight as she juked another tendril, dipping low enough to rake the Camelot’s ventral hull against the outer reaches of Avalon’s thin atmosphere. “Must’ve landed somewhere down there. Or got eaten.”

      Jaeger checked the displays, solidly impressed their maverick pilot was able to notice anything outside of her own wild flying. In the distance ahead, whatever was happening down on Avalon’s surface pulsed brighter, odd arcs of azure energy flashing horizontally through the swirling clouds. The Camelot’s optics couldn’t pierce the shroud. On the tactical display, he saw the far reaches of the swarm diverging out, those bits that could still escape the pull of the growing singularity peeling off to branch around the far side of Avalon. Somehow, their ranks didn’t seem to be thinning, despite the destruction. If anything, those reaching branches seemed to be thickening—more and more matter creeping in from god only knew where. All of it converging on Avalon.

      The fight was lost up here.

      “Time to go pick up the kids,” he said, making the call. “Take us down, Kal—”

      A distant roar echoed up from the innards of the ship, shortly followed by a muted crash and a quickly erected holo display from Cammy.

      They all watched in a stupor as a burning crimson figure streaked away from the Camelot, bound straight for Avalon.

      “Okay,” Kalders said. “That sure looked like—”

      The sound of thudding footsteps cut her off, turning them all to the rear of the bridge just in time to see Anastasiya Blackthorne come sliding through to a halt, red-faced and doubled over.

      “Justicar… escaped,” the pirate managed, between heaving breaths. “He’s… lost his mind. Thinks he’s… the Dread Knight.”

      Jaeger felt the crew trading looks, then turning his way.

      “Where’s Carter?” he asked. Or started too, at least, before a wrenching impact from the rear of the ship cut him off. Kalders threw them into a hard roll, sending Blackthorne smacking into the wall as the inertial dampeners struggled to compensate, but effectively shaking the rest of the incoming tendril that’d just scraped their portside flank. Jaeger skimmed the displays amid Cammy’s chirping damage report, painfully aware of the crimson speck cutting into the atmosphere below in a glowing nimbus of entry friction, speeding toward their only hope of winning the day—whatever that even meant at this point.

      “Get us down there,” he told Kalders.

      She didn’t argue, just tossed them into a rapid descent as Jaeger relayed the same orders over to the Kalnythian Wilds.

      He glanced back at a recovering Blackthorne, feeling the crew’s collectively held breath as if it were his own, uncomfortably aware of the feeling they’d somehow winked away from one black hole only to fall straight into the inevitable gravity of another. The Camelot shuddered with the fury of their atmospheric entry. Jaeger focused his attention on the displays, trying to sift through the distortion to get a fix on their rogue Knight-justicar. They’d just broken through the worst of the turbulence when the comms hissed a burst of static, and Nate’s voice crackled across the bridge, only barely audible through the distortion:

      “Get as far away from this rock as you can,” he said.

      They all traded one last look, all sensing the finality in the kid’s tone.

      “Well, fuck that,” Kalders said.

      “Fuck that,” Jaeger confirmed. “And while we’re at it, prepare to open fire.”
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      Somehow, even after all of the macabre waiting of the trip here and the explosive violence that had gripped them since the moment they’d arrived, it was only then, kneeling in the ashed ruins of Avalon, staring at the unharmed Black Knight and the failing space battle overhead that the realization truly settled over Nate’s heart.

      They were all going to die here.

      There was no one coming. Iveera was down or dead, Nate didn’t know which. Zedavian had just run the blackened bastard through with two blades and dropped the heavens on his head, and there the Black Knight still stood, tall and unfazed at the center of his swirling cocoon of power. The Eldest Stone and Avalon Eternal laid out behind them like great tired beasts waiting for their masters to conclude their business. It was happening, just as he’d dreamed it.

      He had to do something.

      That does seem highly advisable.

      Nate planted a hand in the dirt, trying to force himself up from his knees, but it was like a lead blanket had fallen over him. His beaten body couldn’t find the hope to listen. Not in the set of Zedavian’s golden shoulders. Not in the half-focused eyes of the Merlin, as the wizard feebly pried his face free from the dark bundle, positively emaciated, just in time for the Black Knight to raise a hand and pull him closer, dragging him through the dirt on an invisible gravitonic leash. The wizard mumbled and sputtered all the way, trying to say something to the Knights, something that was impossible to make out over the howling winds.

      A look passed between the two titans, unreadable behind their gold and black helms. Nate tried again to rise and realized it wasn’t all in his head. Something resisted the movement, like the thrumming Beacon had rolled out a tremendously strong gravitonic rug beneath him, keeping him riveted in place. He couldn’t even lift a hand.

      “Nathaniel,” whispered a familiar voice on the wind.

      Nate jerked around, looking for the absent speaker as best he could under the increasing pressure, heart racing, beating faster as he turned back and found the Merlin looking straight at him with those faded eyes and the exact same expression Nate hadn’t been able to fathom from his dream.

      “—will open it, wizard,” the Black Knight’s voice boomed over the howling winds, which only redoubled their buffeting fury at whatever the Merlin replied. The air between the Knights began to crackle with an eerie blue energy, that awful black monolith erupting from the ground between the Black Knight and the Merlin, beckoning with its razor-sharp protrusion as it rose from the crust.

      Nate gathered his strength and pushed, getting one leg up, the other knee still planted, his head spinning with strange whispers on the wind.

      “OPEN IT!” roared the Black Knight ahead, splitting the sky with the ferocity of his bellow. Then he thrust a black hand toward the Merlin, and Nate watched in helpless horror for a second time as the wizard sprang into the air, weightless as a feather, and thunked wetly onto the slender obsidian spike, unceremoniously impaled.

      The crackling line of Black Knight’s would-be portal pulsed brighter, as if the wizard’s lifeblood excited it. Zedavian fell to his knees, drawn by the same crushing force holding Nate down, maybe. His golden hand, though, remained locked to the hilt of his sword, which was, in turn, locked to the Black Knight’s blade by whatever arcane process was underway, holding firm until Zedavian was practically dangling by the weapon.

      Nate gulped in a labored breath past the crushing weight, looking for direction, looking for Iveera, but she was still down—a broken copper figure strewn in the ash. He was reaching for her mind anyway, thinking to jolt her back to it, when the air smacked him with a deafening upswing of power, casting her copper armor brilliant azure. Casting over everything.

      The rest came in a confused blur. The commanding boom of the Black Knight’s voice, demanding the Merlin’s subservience. The pop-and-crackle white noise of the Camelot’s comms trying to break through the maelstrom. The terse tone of Ex, telling him that they had about two minutes before the Trogs’ growing singularity started having Avalon for a snack.

      In the moment, though, all Nate really registered was the firm weight materializing in his tired hand and the cool, clear voice that whispered to his ears from the air itself, as foreign and wild as it was hauntingly familiar.

      “The choice is yours.”

      At that moment, he no longer wondered where the Lady was in all of this—why she’d led him here with nothing more than a nebulous wisp of a dream. He felt her there, vibrating through the air all around in, easing the gravitonic force from his bones. And at that moment, watching the Black Knight towering over the Merlin and his First Knight, glowing Beacon raised high, Nate understood.

      He gripped the lead weight of his sword, far heavier than it should’ve been in the gravitonic field. But whole, he knew without looking. Whole because it had to be whole. Because it no longer mattered that he didn’t know how to stop this. Because even Ser Zedavian Kelkarin didn’t know. Because the Black Knight was unstoppable, and they were all about to die anyway.

      There was only one thing left to do.

      Nathaniel, you cannot—WE cannot…

      Doesn’t mean we can’t try, he mustered, grunting with the effort of rising against the gravitonics. You got a better plan?

      “OPEN IT, WIZARD!”

      Ahead, the color was bleeding from the air, darkness accumulating like a fog through the crackling lightning of the Knights’ crossed blades. The Merlin’s hands spread wide like some arcane crucifix, coming alive with a power of their own.

      It didn’t matter anymore.

      “Get as far away from this rock as you can,” he broadcast on the comms, willing the Camelot to hear him by whatever means necessary, Gwen’s face swimming in his mind’s eye, right alongside Marty and Copernicus. Kyle. His parents. All of their faces dancing before him in the screaming winds, lit by the hellish glow of the one thing that could’ve gotten him back through the Tarkaminen relay. The one thing that could still take him home.

      It didn’t matter anymore.

      No more rules. No more waiting for someone else to do the job. We’re ending it. Right now.

      Keep this up, Ex said, with a resigned air, and you might just make me proud to be your Excalibur.

      A precious huff of air escaped his struggling lungs, a grim smile tugging at his lips. Wouldn’t dream of it, buddy.

      Then he pushed up from the ashes of Avalon and gunned his gravitonics into the maelstrom with everything he had.

      Time slowed, then actually stutter-stepped like a skipping record; gravitonics, Lady’s Light, and raw adrenaline all crashing into a roaring stream of sound and disjointed, hyper-focused details. The crackling energy lengthening down to the ground between Zedavian and the Black Knight, like a doorway preparing to open wide. The flash and roar of ships descending on them at speed, fleeing the singularity or coming to attack, Nate didn’t know which. He caught one unexpected glimpse of the Camelot barreling down toward them. One of the crimson figure blazing the way ahead of it—Malfar, he realized with a jolt, jetting down in full Samael armor, howling like the winds and all the hells above and below.

      Then the blazing blue sparks of the Black Knight’s eyes snapped straight toward Nate, Beacon arm raising, and Nate’s entire world condensed to the horrible realization that he was about to be disintegrated before he could do a thing.

      A barrage of sizzling blue blaster fire punched into the Black Knight’s back from the incoming Camelot, staggering him just enough that he didn’t see Zedavian coming. The Eldari lunged forward, still tethered to his bound blade, but plenty long-limbed enough to catch their foe with a devastating kick to the knee.

      The Black Knight spun with a curse and savagely smashed the Beacon into Zedavian’s temple, sending the First Knight sailing, both of their blades still hanging in perfect alignment over the burgeoning portal. Nate sped on as the dark titan cut the sky with a wild blast that scorched the Camelot and clipped the bellowing justicar, sending both tumbling out of control. Sped on as the Black Knight whirled back to him, Beacon raised—the source of all his godly power, held out without fear, for not even the mighty Zedavian Kelkarin could pry it from his hands.

      And there, at the end of the steady arm that no longer felt like his own, Nate saw the glowing tip of his own sword racing forward in the Beacon’s glow. Saw the terrible Black Knight himself flinch as he realized what was happening, what Nate was doing. Then Nate felt the bizarrely silky thunk as his blade slid home, piercing the one target no true Knight would’ve ever attacked. Smooth as butter, some stupefied part of him noted. As if the Lady herself had reached down and opened the way.

      Time seemed to have stopped—the entire world bizarrely silent, frozen storm and all, like a crowd that’d hushed itself to have a better look at the unfolding spectacle. Nothing but a soft gasp from the Black Knight. One that sounded impossibly of fear.

      Nate looked down in the rushing silence, aware of the growing pressure in his chest, and was dumbly shocked to see that the Black Knight’s greatsword was no longer hanging over the frozen portal but rather buried straight through his sternum, right up to the wicked cross guard, and that his own blade had continued on through the Beacon far enough to pierce through the Black Knight’s shoulder on the other side, practically skewering them together.

      “What have you done?” the dark titan whispered, holding Nate in something perversely akin to an embrace.

      Nate tried to say something, and choked on blood instead, dimly aware that the Beacon’s burbling whine seemed to be slowing, decaying. It sputtered and died completely, and for a short eternity, time truly did stand still, but for the slow, deep creep of the singular thought that this was the end and the silent, immovable companionship of Ex waiting there to face it beside him. Then whine of the Beacon returned with a trillion-fold vengeance, pure radiance blasting out of the artifact and up through his sword arm, tearing through his body, consuming him from the inside.

      He tried to scream. Tried to do anything. He could only watch in a petrified stupor as the world began to bleach to white, reality disintegrating around them. Evaporating completely from the outside in. From some deep corner of his awareness, he had the vaguest abstraction of the Merlin gasping to life on his disintegrating obsidian shrine and then suddenly diverging, multiplying until he seemed to be everywhere at once—gathering Iveera and the others to them in the glaring white void, manipulating some dark machinery as it grew from the shrine. The wizard was there, prying Nate from Mordred’s blade, touching a hand to the Black Knight’s helm, almost as if in apology.

      Then the Beacon detonated, and reality collapsed entirely.
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      When Nate came to, it was like being reborn on a nimbus of pure white light. There was no murky rise from the darkness. Just the first delicious breath of air, tinged with an almost divine quality, like he hadn’t been “out” so much as merely held in the arms of the Lady herself for an indeterminate time. He sat up, mind pleasantly still, refreshed. Then he began to register the familiar carbon-paneled walls of his Camelot quarters, and the memories came trickling back in, right along with the realization that he wasn’t alone.

      He felt a wash of relief at the sight of Iveera seated on the opposite wall, decidedly not dead, idly watching him through the fog of her own thoughts. And beside her…

      “Welcome back, lad,” the Merlin said, staring at him from the corner chair and absentmindedly stroking his beard.

      “You look… better,” were the first words that found their way out of Nate’s mouth. In his defense, the wizard looked like a new man. Face fuller, wild gray mane straight and flowing. Tattered robes replaced by pristine ones of deep, intricately silvered blue. He looked like the latest winner on Extreme Wizard Makeovers. He looked almost regal.

      “Ah, yes,” the Merlin said, following Nate’s gaze down to his vastly enhanced appearance. “Well, ‘dress for success,’ as they say on our favorite third rock from the Sol. If the time has truly come to retire from exile and wrestle control of this unfortunate situation from those Capital pissants—and indeed it seems it has—well…”

      He gestured to the illustrious robes as if they spoke for themselves.

      Nate nodded dumbly at the Merlin’s words, only fractionally registering. He was still playing catchup, trying to process what was going on.

      We’re back in C-Sec, Ex provided. Almost to the Forge. It’s only been a few hours.

      A few hours? A few hours since…

      With a start, Nate clamped a hand to his sternum, remembering the last sight he’d had of the Black Knight’s greatsword rammed clean through his chest. But there was nothing there. No gaping hole or bloody bandages. Just tender flesh and an oddly deep itch. Nate gaped back at the Merlin, who seemed content enough to let him find his own way back to words.

      “The Beacon?” Nate asked.

      “Kaput. Gone. Dust in the wind, as it were.”

      Iveera stirred from her reveries long enough to fix Nate with a thoroughly disapproving, possibly accusatory stare, her jin tight and agitated.

      “Which is to say,” the Merlin pressed on, “that I struggle to find the language to accurately express just how thoroughly you’ve stuck your foot in it this time.” He cocked his head as if weighing his options. “It mightn’t even be an exaggeration to say you’ve gone and doomed the Alliance from the outset of this war. And with a single thrust of the sword, no less. Not a lie among it, lad, the nihilist in me rather wants to be impressed with your work.”

      Nate dropped the wizard’s gaze, cheeks burning, too mortified to even try to point out that he hadn’t seen any other way, that he’d only been trying to do the right thing. He just stared at his hands, feeling indescribably childish to be blushing at all, given the scope and gravity of this situation, and even more so for the selfishness of the question he couldn’t help but ask.

      “Does this mean I failed? Are you gonna take Ex away from me?”

      “Failed?” The Merlin traded an unreadable look with Iveera. Nate’s stomach sank. Then the wizard gave an amused huff. “I don’t believe a day goes by that we don’t each of us fail one way or another. But reclamation? I don’t think so, lad. Not yet.”

      It was like someone had let the air back into the room.

      “Besides,” the Merlin continued, “I reckon ’twas a bit of a devil’s dilemma you faced back there, seeing as we might well’ve lost the whole damned caboodle today if you hadn’t done what you did.”

      “What I did?” Nate echoed dumbly, too relieved in the moment to make much sense of anything else.

      The Merlin gave a sharp bark of laughter at that. “Were you not paying bloody attention, lad?”

      “I just meant, the Black Knight. Mordred. What was he trying to make you open? What did we stop back there?”

      “The end of all things, I expect.”

      Nate chewed on that, wondering how literally the wizard meant that, and why it was that he would expect rather than know.

      “I saw it in my dreams,” Nate said quietly, before he realized the Merlin almost certainly would’ve heard it from Iveera by now anyway.

      But the Merlin was shaking his head like Nate had it all wrong. “It wasn’t a dream. Not exactly. I saw it too, albeit from a few layers under. As did Mordred, I expect. And that squirrelly little Blackthorne.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      That seemed to amuse him. “No one understands, lad. We undercrawl, at best. And vaguely, at that. Beacons are mysterious things. The death of one is not a casual affair. The natural order of things breaks down. Things like time and space can get a bit wobbly. Those present at the time of collapse—and conscious,” he added, with a glance at Iveera, “might even catch a fleeting glimpse of what’s to come, provided they’re adequately attuned to such phenomena.”

      Nate frowned, trying to follow. “You’re saying I saw those visions because the Beacon collapsed?”

      The Merlin just waggled his bushy eyebrows mysteriously and pushed on. “Of course, premonitions are merely one mildly interesting side effect of the main event. We’ve neither the numbers nor the cognitive capacity to shake a stick at how much power that Beacon released back into the galaxy. We don’t want to shake a stick at how much of it was gobbled up by the Synth.”

      He paused, eyeing Nate and allowing that thought to sink in.

      “Mordred and Anastasiya might well have suspected the root cause of our visions, of course,” he continued. “They were there, after all, at the original fall of Avalon, when the ninth Beacon was destroyed. My fault, I’m afraid. Shoddy engineering from the start, my hopeful little worldship.”

      “Avalon,” Iveera explained, at Nate’s openly confused look. “It’s how the Merlin got us home.”

      Nate felt Ex hovering at the edge of his mind with the tentative offer of some visual explanation. He accepted it, slightly confused why his companion was suddenly bothering to ask permission, then forgot about the behavior completely as the otherworldly image laid itself across his visual field.

      Outside the Camelot, he could just make out the distant flurry of activity around Forge Station, framed against its breathtaking backdrop of stellar superclusters. Much closer, though, drifted what looked like the ruins of Avalon, cracked asunder by whatever had happened. It was plainly crumbling into pieces, though several of the larger chunks were slow to drift apart. Nate noticed several thick veins of what looked like the same obsidian material the Merlin had been impaled upon here and there among the exposed sections of crust, like some great scaffold networked throughout the planetoid.

      “An ancient dream of mine,” the Merlin said, like he knew what Nate was seeing in his private ocular feeds. “The galaxy’s first true wandering planet. A beacon of peace and hope, ’twas to be, powered by a Beacon of our own beloved Lady. A new way to travel the cosmos. A better way.” He let out a great sigh, looking very tired. “Alas, Old Avalon has seen its last days.”

      Nate stared at the drifting spectacle, struggling to comprehend how so much matter could’ve conceivably jumped halfway across the galaxy—and on only a portion of what the collapsing Beacon had had to offer if the Merlin’s comments were any indication. But here they were, home against all odds. Or close enough to the relays that would take them there, at least.

      “What about the others?” Nate asked, forcing his building relief to wait its turn. “My crew?”

      “Present and accounted for, I believe,” the Merlin said, looking to Iveera to take over, like he’d already spoken more than enough for his liking.

      Nate listened with a kind of mentally fried numbness as Iveera broke down the details of what she’d gathered of those final moments in speaking with the crew and the Merlin. What little remained of the Clan Groshna war party had either been lost to the swarm or consumed by their own last-ditch singularity weapon. The Camelot and Malfar, as Nate vaguely recalled, had escaped the same weapon and touched down to Avalon just in time to come along for the Merlin’s ride. Reports from C-Sec scanners seemed to suggest the Blackthorne had done the same on the planetoid’s dark side, only to hightail it outsystem moments after Avalon’s miraculous jump back to the Forge. And as for the dastardly captain herself…

      “Blackened pirate stole my ship,” Iveera said.

      “What?” Nate sat up straighter. “But how—Pierce and Elmo?”

      “Glamored happily onto Avalon’s before she fled the system with her new prize,” Iveera said, in a tone that suggested that better men wouldn’t have fallen for such simple tricks.

      “What a pirate she’s become,” the Merlin said, seemingly to himself. He almost sounded proud. “But not to worry, my dear Huntress,” he added, to Iveera’s stiff-jinned glare. “The Kalnythian Wilds will be recovered in good time.”

      He said it like he’d already seen it happen. Or maybe just like someone who’d lived so long as to feel confident that, given a sufficiently long window, any such declarative statement would eventually prove itself true. Iveera hardly looked convinced, but the Merlin didn’t seem to notice.

      “And there you have it, lad,” the wizard said, spreading his hands like ta-da, and moving to stand like that was that.

      “But wait, what about Malfar and Zedavian? I mean, what’s gonna happen to them? And the corruption. And Mordred, is he…?”

      “Gone for good this time, I should hope. Along with his blackened corruption.”

      “I still don’t understand what the corruption even was.”

      “A tricky little beast is what it was, lad. A conniving collaboration between Mordred and his Synth masters, lest I miss my guess. Delimiting a Knight’s control over their Excalibur. Slowly driving that Excalibur’s processes rampant.” He shook his head. “It might’ve felt like progress at first. Difficult abilities suddenly coming like second nature, and so forth. But eventually… Well, you saw the way the justicar made his entry at the end there, fully armored and in control on his first day. That wasn’t a Knight flying his Excalibur, lad. Other way around.”

      The thought sent a little chill through Nate, turning his attention inward to the weight of Ex’s presence lingering there at the edges, listening to all of this.

      I assure you, the Merlin has rectified my imbalances.

      Ex didn’t sound particularly excited about it, and Nate suddenly wasn’t sure whether he should be grateful or not for said rectification, but that was probably to be expected on both accounts.

      We’ll figure it out, buddy, he told Ex, meaning it.

      “In the end,” the Merlin said, stroking his beard thoughtfully, “Mordred’s crowning achievement was likely also his downfall. A properly functioning Excalibur never would’ve been capable of so casually destroying a Beacon, you see. But so it goes. If you wish to understand this galaxy well enough to serve it meaningfully, Nathaniel, you could do worse than to begin by noting how frightfully often our greatest ambitions prove to be the stepping stones to our own self-destruction.”

      The wizard settled back in his chair once again, lost in thought, like he’d forgotten he was about to leave. Nate watched him for a stretch, thinking about what he’d said, thinking about the nature of Mordred LeFaye’s ambitions, hesitant to speak the question on his mind.

      “If he really knew what those visions were,” he finally said instead, “why go through with it at all? Why risk losing his Beacon?”

      “Were you not just listening about the blinding nature of ambition, lad? None of us saw how it was going to end. He walked into that fight because he wasn’t prepared to live in a world where he didn’t win.” The wizard scrunched his brow thoughtfully. “Well, that, and becasue I might’ve played a wee bit of head games with him, lettin’ him think he’d finally tricked me after all these years. In the end, he still didn’t understand what he was truly looking for. If he had…”

      Nate waited, but the wizard didn’t finish the thought.

      “All those things he said about you…”

      The Merlin stirred. “That I’m a traitor, et cetera?”

      Nate nodded. Iveera stared him down with a thoroughly reproachful look, like even he should know better than to ask such insolent questions, but the wizard didn’t particularly seem to mind.

      “Well, I am, aren’t I?” he asked. “I had the man killed, lad. Or thought I had, at least, all those years ago.”

      “But why?”

      “Because it had to be done. Because even back then, he would’ve brought the entire galaxy down with him, if he’d had his way. Because I failed him if I’m to be honest with you, and that failure meant choosing between betraying his trust and betraying the galaxy. I’ve lived with that choice ever since, just as I’ve lived with all the others. But it’s over now. Leastways everywhere but here,” he added, tapping at his own temple.

      Nate was quiet for some time trying to digest that. Neither Iveera nor the Merlin seemed to mind, lost as they were in their own thoughts.

      “Still,” the Merlin finally said, sometime later, “plenty left to fear in the present, I think. An entire quadrant of the Alliance, good as dead in the opening salvo. Two Beacons lost to the swarms in as many days. All told, I do believe that makes this one of the finest cock-ups in galactic history.” He popped to his feet with an unexpected vigor and looked down at Nate. “Try not to do it again, eh lad?”
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      The following days passed in something of a blur.

      To say the Council was pleased by the Merlin’s triumphant return would’ve been a bold-faced lie. It probably didn’t help that very few of the sitting chancellors had ever actually met the wizard, given that he’d apparently been living in his self-imposed exile for the better part of five-hundred years. But then again, Nate wasn’t entirely sure it hurt things, either. For the most part, the rulers of the mighty Alliance—along with a surprisingly large majority of Forge Station—seemed hellbent on pretending that the wizard simply didn’t exist, and that he never had.

      Nate might’ve had more trouble believing the cold reception if they hadn’t been so equally hellbent on extending the denial out to the plainly demonstrable facts that it had indeed been the Synth—not pirates, not terrorists, not solar flares—that had destroyed the Tarkaminen relay, Demeter-12, and very nearly all the assembled ships and crew who’d returned upon the very real, very observable hunk of Beacon-powered worldship that’d popped into C-Sec. But Avalon drifted on by, crumbling in glorious slow motion on its long fall into the gravity wells of their neighboring superclusters, and still, the heels dug in. Then the day came when the Merlin hauled Zedavian Kelkarin out of his golden palace to, in turn, haul the Small Council in for a very private, very mysterious meeting, and things changed.

      Nate could only guess what might’ve actually happened in there. Conjurer’s tricks or a whole line of good, old-fashioned spankings. It was anyone’s guess. All he knew for sure was that Supreme Chancellor Priatus and his eight core chancellors—including Adamus—eventually emerged looking rather frazzled, and that a sharp change of tune spread through the Capital like wildfire after that day. It would’ve been patently false to say that change was one of support for the Merlin and his Knights. Mostly, Nate noticed it as a sudden and prolific rise in the number of dagger-sharp glares that followed them everywhere they went, scolding hottest toward the mysterious wizard who’d returned after half a millennium to drop the ax on the longest, most prosperous run of peace the Alliance had ever known.  But at least the Council was listening, beginning to accept what’d happened out there, and what was coming for them next.

      The fact that Zedavian had played a part in bringing about the changing tides—not to mention the fact that he was roaming free at all—still left Nate unsettled. He and Iveera both asked the Merlin on more than one occasion how he could possibly still trust Zedavian, much less allow him to continue as First Knight after everything he’d done. The golden bastard had practically staged a coup, after all. He’d stood by, perfectly willing, maybe even eager, to let the Merlin die. If nothing else, the fact that Iveera was actually willing to side with Nate and question her precious Merlin about this particular call among all others should’ve been evidence enough that the whole damned thing was unconscionable.

      “His actions were not his own,” was all the Merlin said to their concerns. “None of yours were. And while I do not for a moment delude myself into believing there remains any shred of love or fondness for me within our First Knight’s tired heart, I can promise you both this much: Zedavian Kelkarin is not our enemy. You’ve nothing to fear from him any longer. You’re going to have to trust me on this.”

      The words were hardly reassuring—were, in fact, only additionally troubling, the more Nate analyzed them. He watched the Eldari from afar the few times Zedavian appeared from his golden palace, wondering what the Merlin wasn’t telling them, wondering why Zedavian hadn’t spoken a word to either of them since their return. No apologies. No explanations. Nothing. That golden face was nothing but a flat, empty wall. No relief. No joy or anger. He just looked tired. Resigned. And something else, Nate thought, the one time he witnessed the Eldari watching the Merlin across the brimming Council amphitheater when he thought no one was looking.

      Nate was almost positive that there was some deeper, more complicated history there that the Merlin wasn’t telling them about. There had to be, after more than three thousand years of shared trials and tribulations. But the Merlin puttered on, unconcerned, and Nate and Iveera had their own problems to deal with.

      In the first days, there were more meetings and debriefings than Nate could count. At times, he couldn’t even remember who he was talking to, or why. He just stuck to the script as best he could, hoping it would be enough, at times worrying it might, in fact, prove to be too much. Even to a complete outsider, it was obvious that Forge Station—and possibly the entire Alliance—was just a few more unpleasant surprises away from shredding into total chaos, and maybe even civil war.

      The one thing the Council and pretty much everyone else seemed to be able to agree on, though, was that they categorically disapproved of just about every action Nate and Iveera had taken since the incursion of Terra had begun. In a weird way, amidst the rest of the chaos, their unified outrage at him and Iveera almost made Nate feel useful. More than ever, the people of Trogarra longed for Iveera’s head on a pike, and now Nate’s name was on their tongues as well. It didn’t matter that Groshna’s Excalibur had allegedly ended up back in the hands of a Troglodan. No one particularly seemed to care that their Golden Boy Zedavian had by all accounts become equally complicit in the whole mess by the end. Indeed, even when it came to the issue of the destroyed Beacon, the most cacophonous avenues of complaint had little to do with the Merlin’s fears of what the development might mean for the rate of Synth expansion, and everything to do with the fact that Nate had effectively destroyed one of the eight most economically valuable objects in the galaxy.

      For the most part, it just seemed everyone wanted a few easy targets at which to aim their considerable fear-born anger as the uncomfortable turbulence of change swept over their dominion.

      Politicians, Ex grumbled, time and time again. Nate had to admit, even after a few days, he was starting to understand why the Merlin had gone into hiding for a few hundred years.

      When the Merlin finally decreed an end to the still hopeful talks of assessment and reclamation, and the time came for the official Knighting of Ser Nathaniel Arturi, Eighth Knight of the Order Excalibur, the whole thing felt more like a funeral or a strong-armed corporate acquisition at gunpoint than an actual ceremony. Nate retreated from the assembly as soon he could, accepted the beautiful bottles of Atlantean wine Calum Statecaste offered him along with one of a scant few congratulations, and returned to the Camelot, where he shared the wine with the crew and refused to call it a celebration.

      More than a few times, he and Jaeger tried to see about visiting Malfar, but the Merlin wouldn’t even tell them where the Troglodan was being held—or treated, or whatever the hell was going on.

      “Please,” Nate told the Merlin, on one of the increasingly rare moments he could find in private with the wizard. “Just tell me, are you planning on… reclamation?”

      The word tasted bitter on his tongue.

      “If I’m to be honest, I don’t rightly know yet,” the wizard admitted. “In his corrupted state, I fear Samael did quite a number on the man’s head. I’m still seeing what I can do for him.”

      How long? Nate wanted to ask. And what can I do to help?

      “He’s a good Troglodan,” he said instead, still not really one-hundred percent sure what he even meant by that, but sure that he did mean it all the same. “If I deserved a chance, I’m pretty sure he does too.”

      “Rest easy, lad,” the Merlin said, hands raised in peace. “I’m of the mind that enough blood’s already been spilled over this mess. If the Troglodan can be helped, that’s one less vacant role I’ve to worry about filling for what comes next.”

      Nate couldn’t help but think it sounded like a rather laissez-faire way to think about appointing one of the eight most powerful walking weapons in the Alliance, but he sure as hell wasn’t about to complain.

      Mostly, he just stuck to the Camelot as often as he was allowed, fretting about what did come next, and puzzling over what had come before. Blackthorne’s betrayal continued to eat at him, not so much because he was ashamed at having been wrong about her but because of the lingering hope that this was all still some big misunderstanding—that they just didn’t yet know the punchline to the joke the pirate was telling. He was being naive, he knew. Probably because some part of him had actually been starting to like the pirate, in spite of his and Iveera’s better judgment.

      Still, he couldn’t help but be a little impressed as the crew recounted the escape pod acrobatics the pirate had apparently employed to hop over and board the Kalnythian Wilds in those last moments. From the sound of it, Nate had Jaeger to thank for the fact that it hadn’t been the Camelot the pirate had made off with. He’d been the one to head her off during the descent, after she’d cracked Malfar out of his cell and come to make her move. Carter wasn’t fond of the story, and Nate had a feeling Malfar wouldn’t be either, when he finally had a chance to hear it in his right mind.

      Iveera, for her part, quietly took back to her makeshift quarters in her isolated nook of the Camelot’s greenery and pointedly refused to accept Nate’s ham-fisted apologies for the loss of what must’ve been the closest thing she’d had to a true home for the past six-hundred years.

      It wasn’t a great feeling. Nor was the weight of the rest of the unresolved questions circling in his mind about the Synth, the Beacons, and Mordred LeFaye. What the man had truly been looking for, and why. Why Zedavian and Groshna had gone Dark Side on his corruption juice when Nate and Iveera had still been willing to oppose the Black Knight, albeit with a few apparent kinks in their operating systems.

      With each passing day, he grew more hesitant to ask the Merlin about any of it. Like the further they left it all behind, the more dangerous it became to disturb it. He doubted he’d get more than cryptic answers from the wizard anyway. Why, indeed. Lady only knows. No need to fret over it, lad.

      If only it were that easy to stop.

      On the many occasions he was forced to leave the secure comfort of the Camelot for the chaos of Forge Station, Amelia and Calum Statecaste became quick best friends in his efforts to navigate the churning maelstrom of Forge activity and Alliance politics. They stuck by his side as often as they could, though Calum was often absorbed off into meetings of his own. Divergent social ticks and constant promiscuous coupling offers aside, he truly began to enjoy their company.

      One day, over a peculiar lunch of spicy roots and a slimy yet delicious aquatic delicacy, it was floated that Nate should perhaps consider taking Amelia on board the Camelot as an adjunct crewman and a working liaison between Nate, the Atlantean Empire, and the people of Terra. It was on that same day, at that same lunch, that it suddenly struck Nate that an entire week had passed by in the blink of an eye. He was immersed in a whole new world. Immersed to the gills. Yet somehow it hadn’t felt remotely as real out there chasing the Black Knight as it did now, sitting there amid a bustling civilization that wasn’t his own, to the sobering realization that it’d been days since he’d last thought of the one he’d left behind.

      He needed to call his friends back home. He’d left it for too long. Left it out of guilt, he supposed, though he still couldn’t quite put his finger on what exactly it was he felt guilty about. Wasn’t the entire point of being out here to protect them, after all? To protect Terra and all the other worlds that would be in danger if the Synth weren’t burned back down into oblivion?

      For some reason, that logic felt about as noble and sound as the grand posturing he’d watched bouncing back and forth between the Council’s evolving war strategy sessions like an endless volley of tennis.

      “Have you ever seen it like this?” Nate asked Iveera quietly, on one of the rare occasions that they were both in attendance but not in the heated spotlight of one such assembly.

      She thought about it for a time, watching from their high amphitheater module as so-called civilized chancellors and senators spewed baseless threats and infantile insults back and forth. “The chaos, yes. The fear, no. This is… different.”

      “Kinda feels like the end of the world.”

      “Then your instincts serve you well, for it almost certainly is the end of more worlds and more innocent lives than either of us will ever be able to comprehend.You must never forget that.”

      He flinched under the weight of her words, but he held her gaze, knowing she was right. “Thank you, Iveera. For not giving up on me.”

      She considered him for a silent stretch, looking like she was still warring on some level with the part of herself that would’ve liked nothing more than to remain furious with him for his every bumbling misstep from the very beginning. Finally, though, she nodded and touched him lightly on the shoulder.

      “Welcome to the Order Excalibur, Ser Arturi.”
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      When he finally sat down for the long overdue call, recounting his adventure to Gwen, Marty, and Kyle proved to be an odd experience.

      It wasn’t that the story was too outlandish, or that there was any part of it they didn’t believe. It was more the nagging feeling throughout that they were listening to him the same way they might’ve listened to some kind of audio dramatization—a serious adventure, to be sure. But still one they were experiencing from the comfort of their State College couch. No amount of his own self-reported terror could quite snuff out the soft gleam of amazement and envy that shone in their eyes at the highs and the lows.

      Because they didn’t understand. They just couldn’t.

      He felt like a self-important prick for thinking it at all. It wasn’t like he was some grizzled veteran himself, to be judging his soft-bellied friends who so clearly just didn’t “get it.” Yet the more he talked, the more that nagging certainty was there, inching its way slowly between them, blunting their every reaction and supportive comment in his mind.

      “So, what happens next?” Kyle asked at the end, almost like he was waiting for the auto-play timer to start the next episode. “How long will it take the Synth to reach Alliance space with the Tarkaminen relay gone?”

      “No one seems to have a clear answer on that,” Nate admitted.

      “Sounds like we should be more worried about how quickly they’ll start assimilating all the settled worlds that are cut off out there,” Marty said.

      “And the unsettled ones too,” Nate agreed. “The Merlin’s saying we need to kick the entire Alliance into full wartime economy and start sending fleets in graduated waves by crusher drive to head them off in stages before they can reach critical mass.”

      “That sort of sounds like…”

      “Like he’s planning one hell of a long war of attrition,” Nate finished for him. “Of course, if someone hadn’t destroyed the Terran Beacon, a Knightship could’ve reached the Tarkaminen relay a hell of a lot faster and tried to reestablish military transport to the sector, but yeah.”

      “Dude, I think you need to give yourself a break,” Marty said.

      “Definitely that,” Gwen agreed, scratching a happily panting Copernicus behind the ears.

      “You did save the wizard and prevent the rise of the Dark Lord Sauron, right?” Kyle added. “That’s like—” He burped. “Like not insignificant,” he finished, guiltily setting his beer aside.

      Nate had caught them on a Friday night.

      “Sounds like a pretty critical mission success to me,” Marty said.

      “Yeah,” Nate said, unconvinced. “Well, half the Alliance is still crying that the Synth aren’t even real and that was all some elaborate terrorist attack anyway, so I guess first things first.”

      A silence stretched, less comfortable than it should’ve been.

      “So,” Gwen started, looking uncharacteristically hesitant.

      “Does this mean you’ll be coming home soon?” Marty finished for her. “I mean, they’re not, like, trying to deploy you straight back into battle, right? Not until there’s a real plan?”

      “I’m not really sure,” Nate said slowly, both because he really wasn’t, and also because he didn’t know how else to answer. “Calum said his people will be sending envoys to help the Ter—to help you guys start ramping up your defenses and spacefaring capacities as quickly as humanly possible, so…”

      So what? So he’d talk to the Merlin? Find out how soon he could slip out of here for a casual social jaunt?

      “We’ll be ready,” Marty said, saving him the need to finish the thought. Or so he thought, at least, before Gwen sat forward, and Kyle and Marty seemed to divine that she wanted a moment alone with him.

      “Good job out there, dude,” Kyle said.

      “We’re really proud of you, Nate,” Marty added, taking Copernicus from Gwen’s lap as she stood and gathered up the q-node.

      “I’ve been sleeping here, you know,” Gwen said, once they were back in the privacy of his bedroom—or maybe it was her bedroom, now. He kind of liked that thought.

      “I’m sure they’ve been glad to have you around,” Nate said, forgoing the lame rent jokes, not to mention the little tidbit that he’d already kind of gathered as much when he’d called in and opted not to wake her the other night.

      “Nate,” she said quietly.

      “Gwen,” he whispered back, his chest tightening unexpectedly. “You need to know, when I was out there, when I decided to do it… All I could think was that I was stabbing my only chance of getting back to you right in the heart.”

      “You had to do it, though.”

      He shook his head, surprised to find tears welling, surprised to hear the words pouring out of his mouth. “You don’t understand. It’s not that. It’s not that I stabbed that chance in the heart anyway. It’s the fact that you were all I could think about in that moment. It’s the fact that I was about to destroy one of the most important artifacts in the galaxy, and I couldn’t bring myself to think about anything but my own petty shit.”

      “Oh,” Gwen said quietly, and the look on her face told him that she understood the ugly heart of what he was telling her, even if the specifics were too alien to grasp. “Oh. Well, that’s…”

      He saw the pain blossoming up from down deep, coloring her eyes and pinching her brow. It hurt his heart, how far apart they were in that moment.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “If you’re coming back?” she finished.

      Maybe she understood it all, better than he thought.

      “I’ll be back,” he said. “Someday. Maybe soon. I just don’t know. It’s out of control over here right now. The things that are coming for us, Gwen, they’re…”

      He shook his head, lost for any words that could possibly explain it.

      “We should’ve gotten on that ship with you,” she said quietly.

      “What?”

      “We’ve been talking, Marty and I. Pretty much every day. There’s…” She bit her lip, searching for the words. “It’s different here, Nate. I mean, the world’s trying to get back on its feet, you know? People are talking about resuming classes, and the economy, and all that menial shit, but—But none of it really sounds important anymore, you know? Like, I’m gonna just go back to basic muscular dystrophy science when they have things out there that might treat every single form, just like that?”

      “That’s not necessarily—”

      “I know, I know,” she said, running an anxious hand through her hair. “But you understand what I’m saying.”

      He nodded somberly. “I understand what you’re saying.”

      She looked at him, and for a second, it was almost as if he really were back there, and all the rest of it had just been a strange dream.

      “I love you, Nate. I wish I’d said it sooner. I wish I’d gotten on that damned ship. But I love you, and I miss you, and I just need you to hear it.”

      “I love you too,” he said quietly, meaning it. Meaning it more than he’d expected to at that moment, but unable to ignore the rest of it anymore. “Gwen, that’s why I can’t—”

      “Don’t,” she whispered, shaking her head and blinking back tears. “You don’t have to do that. Just…” She bit her lip, composing herself. “Just know that we’re here for you, always, and that Marty and I are ready. I mean it, Nate,” she added at whatever she saw in his face, her voice coming alive with a fire he’d rarely heard from her. “We’re ready. We’re scared, and we’re light on the training, but we’re ready for anything you need. Just…” Some of the fire bled from her eyes. “Just think about it.”

      “I will,” he said. “I promise.”

      His fingers lingered over the holo long after he’d ended the call, feeling leaden, too heavy. He stared at the textured wall paneling until he couldn’t stand to stare any longer, and then he left his quarters in a haze, not really sure where he was going. Not really willing to think enough to figure it out. He let his feet wander until the buzz of a nearby voice and the tap-tap of a firm finger on the shoulder brought him to a mechanical halt.

      When he turned, Jaeger was squinting at him like he was observing a specimen under the microscope.

      “Earth stuff?” he finally asked.

      Nate opened his mouth, closed it. Nodded dumbly.

      “Hmm,” Jaeger grunted sagely. They hadn’t really addressed the question of if and when the SAS crew would be trying to return to Terra. Not head-on, at least. There was a lot they hadn’t discussed in the past days, as much as they’d chatted about this and that.

      Jaeger seemed to be thinking along similar lines.

      “You did good out there, kid,” he said after a length of silence. “Don’t think I ever actually told you that.”

      Nate blinked at the Lt Col, only half-processing his words. “I did the exact opposite of what you told me to do. Head down, trust the system and all that?” He huffed a humorless laugh. “I went and stabbed the system—”

      “Right in the dick,” Jaeger agreed, with a rebellious, lopsided grin. “And you did good.”

      “Huh,” was all Nate could think to say to that. Then, thinking of that talk they’d had: “You know, I never did get that whole cock-eyed leadership spiel you promised.”

      Jaeger cocked a dark eyebrow. “Promised? ‘Story for another time,’ I’m pretty sure the deal was.”

      “Now’s another time,” Nate pointed out, looking up and down the empty corridor. “You saying you don’t wanna tell me how I can learn from your mistakes? We’re not so different, you and I?” he added, when Jaeger didn’t take the bait. “Hooah?”

      Jaeger watched him flounder with an amicable frown, then shook his head. “Story for another time, smartass. I think it’s safe to say you’re already getting acclimated with the moral of the story anyway.”

      “What’s the moral of the story?”

      “War is fucked, kid. War is fucked, and sometimes—most of the time—there’s nothing but living on with your decisions once it’s done.” He held up three fingers, like he was about to expand on the thought by counting something off, but then he shook his head, thinking better of it.

      “C’mon,” he said, thumping Nate on the shoulder and pulling him toward the crew quarters. “Plenty of time to brood yourself to death later. Ramirez found some kind of Hobdan rum he says would put hair on a… well, I actually don’t remember what he said, but you look like you could use a drink, regardless.”

      “You do remember you guys are supposed to—”

      “We checked, we checked,” Jaeger said, hands raised in mock surrender. “Safe for Terran consumption.”

      “Glad the recovery’s going so smoothly,” Nate muttered, but he couldn’t deny that the tension in his chest began to loosen as he heard the sounds of laughter from the quarters ahead, punctuated by the sputtering of an indignant Snuffy trying to defend himself.

      He felt a smile stretching his lips as they reached the doorway and Elmo and Ramirez held up twin bottles of some dark liquor with a pair of questioning looks. Nate thought unbidden of that chilly autumn night not so very long ago, when he’d stormed out of the Iota Nu Nu house with a drowned phone and ordered himself a whiskey at Zeno’s, trying to escape the pathetic confines of his own personality. The same night he’d first met the Merlin.

      How far we’ve come, little hobbit.

      It was the first time Ex had called him that in a while.

      “New round, new round,” Pierce was saying, gathering up the deck of cards that were strewn across the table between them in the aftermath of whatever game they’d been playing. “Someone get the boss a cup,” he added, as Jaeger strode in and pulled up a chair.

      “What about you, Mr. Knight?” Tessa called from the head of the table, handing Jaeger an empty cup and brandishing another his way with a mischievous grin. “You in?”

      For a long moment, he held her gaze, meaning to answer, but caught up in something that felt, for the life of him, oddly like the peace of coming home. For a moment, he allowed himself to simply enjoy it. Then Nate blew out a shaky laugh and went to join his crew.
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      “Any way you like, Senator,” she gasped, hips thrusting up in perfect time, pulling him closer to the edge despite his resigned boredom. “Use me any way you like.”

      Calum Statecaste’s hands trembled, burning to take her by the throat, to feel her pulse throbbing beneath his fingers. She was offering, after all. Any way he liked. But he couldn’t. Not here. Not with her. He clenched tighter to the bed linens instead, imagining the feel of her throat, picturing with each thrust the soft indent of his hands crushing down, crushing down, until he ejaculated into her with a throaty grunt and collapsed. For a moment, there was something akin to relief as he lay limply on her lithe body, panting. Then she twirled a finger through his hair, and that was that.

      “Thank you,” he said, pulling himself out of her with a light shudder and padding across the room to the open shower unit.

      She was still watching him from the bed when he turned around in the cascading rain. Idly, he wondered if she felt as dissatisfied as he did deep down. Probably not, if the three shaking orgasms had been any indication. Each one genuine, he’d noted, in the rosy blushing of her breasts, and in the transiently elevated heart rate and abdominal wall contractions. Calum always checked, more out of mechanical curiosity than any real feeling of obligation to satisfy.

      Then again, the glistening trail of his own sterile ejaculate oozing down her leg as she stood to come join him was proof enough that a simple orgasm wasn’t always the epitome of satisfaction.

      He actually missed Amelia Sundercaste, he realized.

      Missed the things she let him do to her, at least.

      “I have a good deal of work to see to,” he said, as she stalked closer, delicate and sweet as could be. Thoroughly uninteresting. “I’ve enjoyed this coupling with you.”

      She could decide for herself which one of those statements was the lie.

      “And I with you, Senator,” she said in the traditional response, reaching for his flaccid sex with a rather untraditional smirk. One that very nearly caught his interest, right up until her hand entered the shower stream, and she jerked back with a surprised breath.

      “It’s ice-cold,” she said, as if maybe he wasn’t aware.

      “Have a pleasant evening, Aradnia.”

      When she’d gone, he quickly toweled himself dry and pulled on a fresh tunic and trousers. It was going to be a long night of calls with the Triton builders, figuring out what they were going to be needing for the shipyards—and, more importantly, how to procure it at a reasonable enough rate to keep pace with the Merlin’s insane requests for warships.

      He finished dressing and let out a controlled breath, taking stock. He might miss Amelia at the moment, but it did nothing to dim his pleasure at having successfully maneuvered her into an adjunct crew position aboard the Camelot, pending Ser Arturi’s official authorization. The Terran wouldn’t say no, of course. Who would say no to such a delectable creature? Especially when she so resembled the one he’d left behind on Terra.

      Calum smiled, still appreciating just how perfectly the stars had aligned on that one. (Not that it hadn’t been without a small bit of nudging.)

      On one level, it almost felt as if everything was finally starting to fall into place.

      On another, though—the one steeped in cold, hard reality—he had to admit that it only happened to feel that way because the entire plan had been a spectacular failure thus far.

      His hands clenched to fists again, just thinking about it. He glanced at the door, idly wondering if maybe he’d been too careful, if maybe he shouldn’t have simply taken the sweet Statecaste girl as she’d asked. Taken her properly. Soothed his ragged nerves.

      Someday, perhaps.

      Someday when he no longer had to fear the razor’s edge balance of reputation and power.

      Someday when he had the means to better his failing empire without having to worry about wagging lips and what those above him might think of his proclivities.

      Across the room, his omni buzzed on his desk. He padded over, beckoning for the holo display, feeling the faintest thrill of surprise (chased quickly by a hefty dose of irritation) as he took in the caller’s identity.

      It wasn’t as if his agents could’ve made any relevant progress ever since he’d lost what little track he’d had of them in their mad, sloppy rush from the Forge. He knew for a fact they hadn’t finished the damn job. He’d stared the proof in the face, not three days earlier. Which was beyond unacceptable, given how much trouble he’d gone through to procure them in the first place.

      One did not shell out the credits to hire Ooperians unless they bloody well meant to see their target ended for good. Even the Svartalfs he’d hired to silence Elder Teedath of Kalyria at Ser Groshna’s request, following the Golnak incident, couldn’t compare. Or shouldn’t have, at least.

      The plan was too far gone now for any of it to matter.

      “You’d better have a good reason for calling,” he said, as the connection established through the myriad of proxy nodes, and his vocal scrambler pinged active.

      “I have been informed to tell you that the associates in question failed to make the remainder of their appointed check-ins,” came the monotonous voice on the other side of the line, unmistakably that of an Androtta. Not a surprising choice, given the nature of this particular subsidiary’s most common services.

      Calum was opening his mouth to give the quartz-bot a very organic no shit when the Androtta continued.

      “There was, however, an untraceable contact with an unknown entity on the final occasion. Likely a female Atlantean, sir, though vocal analyzers were unable to reliably ascertain any coherent data beyond that.”

      “What do you mean, coherent? Was she employing a scrambler?”

      “More likely a vocal emulation suite, sir.”

      “And you arrived at that conclusion because?”

      “Because vocal recognition matched the recorded signature with a very commonly emulated voice, sir.”

      “Whose voice?” Calum all but growled, uniformly cursing the Androtta people and their undying mechanical literalness in all things. “What did she say?”

      “The voice matched that of the deceased pirate, Anastasiya Blackthorne, sir. I’m transferring the recording now.”

      Calum killed the connection as soon as the data packet arrived, engaging his Net scrubber routines and running the mental circuits, confirming it for himself multiple times before he allowed himself to react at all. He was safe. He’d properly managed and scrambled each point of contact. Even if she’d pried the check-in protocol out of the assassins, the Ooperians themselves had no idea who’d hired them. Everything went through multiple layers of obfuscation. Everything.

      He was safe.

      He keyed the scrubbed data packet.

      “You’ll pay,” said a dangerously calm female voice. Not an emulation suite, he knew. Not after what Nate Arturi had told him of their adventures in the deep. The Pirate fucking Blackthorne, threatening his life.

      “You’ll pay,” she echoed, the recording looping itself, her voice a thing of predatory beauty. “You’ll pay.”

      He felt himself growing hard.

      “You’ll pay.”

      The plan had most certainly gone to hell.

      “You’ll pay.”

      But Calum was nothing if not adaptable.
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      Deep in the dark reaches of the unbroken void that spanned the cosmos beyond the small but booming oasis of Forge Station, Anastasiya Blackthorne draped herself back against her chair and cupped her head in exasperation.

      “I want it ready as soon as he is, Godfried. Sowaiy? Can you tell me what’s so bloody damned hard to understand about that?”

      In the disheveled clutter of her chambers aboard the Blackethorne, Godfried shifted nervously on five of his seven legs and glanced at the squat Hobdan beside him.

      “Don’t look at him,” she snapped, slamming her pen down to the parchment. “Me, Sven cur! Look at me!”

      “Yes,” Godfried said, head bowed, back legs still shifting. “Yes, my lady. It will be done, of course.”

      Blackthorne stared the two of them down. “Belfric?”

      “Yeah, boss? M’lady, that is,” he amended, little Hobdan face scrunching in upon itself like it was trying to hide.

      “How goes it with the Gorgon’s Knightship, Belfric?”

      The Hobdan’s face contorted a little further, emitting an uncertain sound, not unlike a deflating air sac.

      “Then would you tell me, Belfric, why the two of you are still standing here when you have your orders?”

      The Hobdan tensed like a wild thing just realizing it’d been caught in a snare, glancing at Godfried, both of them trading one of those damned walking on eggshell looks of theirs.

      “Go!” she cried at them, springing forward from her chair and waving her arms like the bloody madwoman they thought her to be at that moment. “Go! Go! GO!”

      The door thudded shut behind them, and Blackthorne collapsed back against her high-backed wooden chair with an explosive sigh, staring with unseeing eyes at the mess of her chambers. Smelling her own unwashed stink.

      How long had it been since she’d slept?

      Weeks now, probably, if one were to rule out the occasional restorative trance—as one very might well should in any sleep deprivation case ranging into the territory of weeks now, probably.

      She looked down at her notebook and sighed again at the sight of the dark glob of ink oozing across the page from the pen she hadn’t noticed cracking on impact. Her last words were lost to it, but she didn’t have to look far to imagine what they might’ve been about.

      It would do no good, she reflected, taking any of this out on her beloved little Belfric and her strapping Godfried. But they simply didn’t understand, she told herself, reaching for a cloth to begin wiping up the mess. How could they understand, those poor, dear mortals?

      Wrong, is what it was. So much wrong. Lifetimes of wrong, rendered in blind faith to the force that’d been supposed to guide her. Supposed to bring them back together, after all these years.

      “Supposed to,” she muttered, pausing with the bloody ink mess of her notebook. “Supposed to.”

      She sighed and threw the cloth down with another sigh. It was pointless. All of it. The Knights. The Beacons. The bloody Synth, and those infinitely damned Ooperians.

      “Why do I bother?” she asked, rising stiffly from her chair, knees popping from the prolonged disuse. She stretched her arms high, eliciting a chain of similar pops throughout her body, then turned for the humming grav slab that rested beside her bed—doubtlessly the prime source of her beloved crew’s suspicions that she’d truly gone and lost it properly this time. Far more concerning than any tantrum she might throw. But what was she to do?

      So much wrong.

      Lifetimes of it.

      And all of it for this body of ash and dust, held in place by little more than a humming containment field.

      Alive? Not by any conventional meaning of the word. But he had been a Knight, once upon a time. Just as the Lady had once been kind.

      Blackthorne didn’t know what else to do. She only half-noticed the flickering buzz as she reached her fingers carefully through the containment field, occupied entirely by the frail black form she reached for. She shuddered as her fingers delicately traced the ashy edge of a bracer. Choked on a quiet sob as her fingers hovered over the charred remains of that black helmet, blood red plumage burned to dust, face sunken and obliterated in the few horrible slices she glimpsed through the cracks.

      So much wrong.

      “I’m sorry, my love,” she whispered, tears forming in her eyes as she bent her head down, leaning in until the containment field crackled against her wetting face with an electromagnetic tingle. “I’m so sorry.”
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      What fresh hell is this? Nate Arturi couldn’t help but wonder, as he turned away from the hazy swirl of crusher space in the Camelot’s viewport, thoroughly flummoxed.

      “She wants to do what now?” Jaeger asked, before Nate could open his mouth.

      “Uh, pick… asteroids?” Over at the bridge entrance, Snuffy scrunched his face up, like he was questioning the accuracy of his own report. “She wants to go pick some asteroids. Sir. Demands it, actually.” He dropped Jaeger’s gaze to frown at his feet instead. “She called me an Yggdrasian slum monkey. I don’t even know what that means.”

      Neither did Nate, exactly. Even if the general sentiment was easy enough to intuit. Either way, though, that pretty much settled it: He was never escorting Eldari royalty again.

      So long as good Master Priatus doesn’t yank the leash and MAKE us, Ex muttered in Nate’s head. Which, much as he would’ve liked to argue, was probably more than fair, considering just how much he was starting to feel like the shiniest lapdog in the Alliance Council’s yipping menagerie.

      “We’re not stopping,” Jaeger said, before kicking his feet off the control consoles and shooting a surly frown Nate’s way across the bridge like he’d forgotten whose ship this was.

      “We’re not stopping,” Nate confirmed.

      “That’s what I told her,” Snuffy said. “Tried to tell her, I mean. It’s just that—”

      “Just that your blubbering slum monkey fails to understand that this is not some whimsical request,” came the elegantly frosty orator’s tone of Princess Elsavataryllianna Priatus as she strode in for a grand entrance behind Snuffy, shadowed as always by the two Eldari merchants of death that were her bodyguards. She’d changed outfits. Again. Though, to her credit, this one seemed at least marginally functional—either some kind of base layer or maybe even a survivable space suit in its own right. Nate couldn’t tell. Like everything else she wore, it was still plenty shiny, and probably worth more than pretty much anything else aboard, save for Ex and Cammy themselves.

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d stop calling my crew monkeys,” Nate said.

      “As would I, if only I could do so honestly.”

      Nate just happened to meet Tessa’s eyes in time to catch the full quirky payload of the pilot’s reaction. He suppressed a grin. Just over a year holding the fort in Alliance space, waiting to be called up to the Big Leagues culling Synth protoswarms on the outer rims, and yet here they remained, pampering hoity-toity royalty like a bunch of interstellar chauffeurs.

      At least they still had their humor.

      “I require a sample of that celestial belt,” the princess said, with just slightly less acid. She shifted in her glitzy space suit, looking almost vulnerable for a moment. Almost. “It is of great personal importance, and I will likely not be passing through this system again anytime soon.”

      It wasn’t exactly an apology, but something about her tone sparked a tiny bit of empathy in Nate. Personally, he would’ve sooner dived into the nearest star than be betrothed to Prince Phaldissus Kelkarin, and in what limited interactions he’d had with their royal passenger, he kind of got the impression the princess might’ve felt the same way. But still…

      “Be that as it may,” he said, gesturing to the golden-armored Hurch and Lurch behind her in a gentle appeal for some backup, “I think all of us here can probably agree that stopping anywhere short of Vanaheim is an unnecessary risk to your safety, your highness.”

      “We exist to serve her royal highness,” growled the Hurch of the pair, in a way that made it clear he would’ve gladly thrown down with Nate for his insolent tone alone, Excalibur Knight or not, had his lady willed it.

      “Fine. I agree it’s an unnecessary risk,” Nate amended. “And—”

      “And doth my brave Knight truly doubt his ability to protect me?” The princess’ demeanor was positively vampish as she leaned in, all arched brows and pouty golden lips, slender neck angled just so, and—

      Keep your squishy human hormones to yourself, will you?

      Nate hoped his irritated grunt was quiet enough to go unnoticed. Judging by the looks around the bridge, it wasn’t, but most of them—the old hands of the 501st Space Aggressor Squadron, at least—were fairly used to him making odd noises at the voice in his head by now. If any of the “new” crew hands—those few Council reps and Terran specialists he hadn’t managed to refuse outright—had anything to say about his Knightly quirks, they’d kept it to themselves.

      “I doubt the wisdom of willingly stepping into a situation where anyone needs protecting,” he said, carefully slipping his composure back on. “Accidents do happen, even to brave Knights.”

      In truth, stopping for some impromptu asteroid mining was probably about as risky as trusting Cammy with the toaster—or to not scare the crap out of a new crew member in the bathroom at some point, either literally or metaphorically. It was more just that he didn’t want to stop. Didn’t want to drag out this “mission” any longer than necessary. On some level, he supposed some part of him just wanted to see their royal Princess Elsa not get her way, for once.

      Or so he thought, as he began, “And seeing as we’re aboard my ship…” only to find himself trailing off at the look in those damned puppy dog princess eyes and shifting to a reluctant, “How long would you need to… pick your rocks?”

      He should have known better by now.

      “Celestial bodies,” she corrected evenly, that soft vulnerability evaporating from her eyes with disturbing speed, replaced by some predatory pleasure—like he’d given her everything she really wanted just by simply confirming she was indeed still the master of her own little galaxy, and of all the poor peons roaming within. “And what does it matter, what time I require? My father bade you—”

      “Your father asked me to see you to Vanaheim unmolested,” Nate shot back, insides curling at the smug look on her face, and at the memory of the Supreme Chancellor’s exact choice of words. “He didn’t say a thing about stopping for souvenirs.”

      He was being petty, he knew, and almost certainly inviting more long-term headaches than this was worth. But dammit, he was tired of being yanked around like a freaking prize pony. Tired of being nothing but a shiny errand boy while his fellow Knights—if they’d even allow him the use of such a level word as fellow—were out there doing their duty. Doing something, anything, that actually mattered.

      “Maybe once you’re Queen, you can send a nice armada of cargo haulers out here to cart the whole damn asteroid belt back to you on Vanaheim,” he continued, earning himself a fresh layer of serpentine ice from those royal golden eyes. Hurch and Lurch actually reached for their lances. Nate didn’t give a shit. “But until then, I’ll ask you to kindly return to your quarters and—Oh, what the shit…”

      The words were still leaving his mouth as the raw data came pouring into his head from Cammy’s sensors, shaping answers to the still-forming questions rattling up his nerve endings from underfoot, where the Camelot’s decks had just shuddered like…

      Like they’d fallen out of crusher space. Yanked clear by—

      “Pirates,” Tessa said, just as Nate felt the ship register on Cammy’s sensors. An ID-scrambling corvette slinking around out in the belt coverage, waiting to see what booty fell into the grav traps they’d apparently sprinkled across the system.

      “Goddammit,” Nate muttered.

      “Oh, protect me, Ser Knight,” the princess cooed, her face deadpan, practically bored half to death as she turned to glide off the bridge. “I shall return to my quarters and await news of your pending heroics like a good girl. My poor heart simply cannot handle the trepidation.”

      They watched her go in silence, Hurch and Lurch backing off the bridge at her flanks as if they expected one of them might actually open fire or something. And that could’ve been that, if her royal highness hadn’t insisted on pausing just long enough to add over her shoulder, turning to show Nate the upturned razor’s edge of her devilish smile: “Do my father proud, Ser Knight.”

      She glid off down the corridor in all her Eldari grace, not bothering to look back and gauge Nate’s reaction. Instead, that honor was left to all the other sets of eyes on the Camelot’s bridge. He let out a slow, calming breath, trying to play his quick, customary round of What Would Iveera Do?

      Well, I doubt even an Eldari princess would dare to show Ser Katanaga such flagrant disrespect, Ex pointed out, in a tone that suggested he was genuinely trying to be helpful. Somehow, it only made the point burn that much deeper.

      “I need a new job,” Nate muttered. Then, just to get the bridge moving again: “Can someone please shoot them, by the way? I mean, not them,” he added, glancing after the princess and her bodyguards, then back to the others. “You know. The pirates.”

      “Why not both?” Tessa murmured, still frowning in the general direction of Princess Elsa’s royal departure as her fingers began to dance across the Camelot’s controls. At an unimpressed frown from Jaeger, she shrugged and turned back to her task.

      “You know the drill, people,” Jaeger said, slipping easily into his usual role as battle commander. “Slag the engines. Cue the stern warning message. Yada yada.”

      “Love to, Boss,” called Ramirez over at one of the gunners’ bays, “but—

      “They’re being coy out there,” Tessa finished for him. “All up on that belt. Pilot knows what they’re doing.”

      Nate sighed, calling his armor down from Ex’s e-dim stores. “I’ll go say hi, then.”

      “Wait.” Jaeger caught him by the shoulder. “Something’s off.”

      Nate looked at the hand on his shoulder, maybe a tad more aggressively than intended. “What’s off?”

      Jaeger frowned at the displays, shook his head, and focused back on Nate. “Could be more ships drifting dark out there. I’m not sure. Maybe we just blow the traps and get a move on.”

      It sounded much less like an order—much more like a suggestion—than it would have a year ago, when they’d just been getting their start as the Council’s prolific errand squad, post Avalon shit storm. Nate shook his head anyway. “They’ll just try again later. It’s not like it’s any secret where we’re headed. You remember what happened back at Triton?”

      “Ah, Triton,” sighed Snuffy, who’d just so happened to have found himself locked planetside during that particular mishap, passing the time with their three Atlantean charges in what he’d later called “life-changing sexcapades.” The frazzled mechanic returned from his fond memory to realize they were all staring. “What a shit show, right?” he added, quickly pretending to busy himself on his tablet.

      The rest of the present bridge crew—namely, the two UN science officers who’d returned from Earth with the first Atlantean outreach a few months ago—looked a lot less certain about all of this, but no one spoke up.

      “So, let’s just put the old fear of god in ’em here and be done with it, right?” Nate concluded.

      Hear, hear, Ex chimed.

      Jaeger didn’t quite look convinced, but Nate didn’t dwell on it. The grumpy old bastard never looked convinced anymore. And much as Nate knew Jaeger was probably just doing his best to help him along, he still couldn’t help but get a touch more annoyed each time the colonel second-guessed his every decision. He was the Knight here, after all.

      So, he phased his way smoothly through the Camelot’s hull, gunned his gravitonics, and set out across the vast blackness of space to go show them.
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      Nate was pretty sure he’d never forget his first solo dive into an asteroid belt.

      It’d been about a month after Mordred LeFaye’s defeat and their so-called victorious return to Forge Station—back when Iveera had still been flying with them. They’d been hunting a group of suspected Blackthorne cultists, hoping to shake lose a lead about the mad Atlantean pirate queen herself—or, at the very least, some clue as to what the hell she’d done with Iveera’s stolen Knightship, the Kalnythian Wilds. Instead, they’d gotten one holy hell of a smuggling ring mess, and little in the way of answers, but Iveera hadn’t missed the chance to find a nice “teachable moment” in sending Nate racing straight through a densely packed quagmire of speeding rock, ice, and debris into the cultists’ cleverly hidden outpost cache.

      “Just don’t lose your head, Nathaniel,” she’d told him. Which had almost felt like words of encouragement, until Ex chimed in.

      Literally. I’m reasonably certain that’s the only bit I CAN’T regrow.

      As was often the case, Ex’s pep talk had left something to be desired that day—as, admittedly, had Nate’s own resolve and focus whilst drifting into the swirl. The first moments had been more or less controlled, albeit tensely. A wild gravitonic dance that rode the knife’s edge between jubilation and sheer panic. For a minute, he’d managed to sit back and simply marvel at his and Ex’s combined motor reflexes, and at just how far he’d come in a few short months. On some level, it’d even felt silly and irrational that the same dude who’d faced down Troglodan armadas and the Black Knight Mordred LeFaye (twice) should still find himself quaking in his space boots at the sight of big, speeding rocks at all.

      But then, it was kind of hard to overstate just how damned big and speeding those rocks had felt as they’d whipped by in person, dwarfing him and the horse he’d rode in on. He remembered nearly shitting himself as two small mountains of ice and rock collided nearby, practically detonating in the eerie silence of space. Silent, at least, until the resultant cloud of debris had come pelting over him like a crack-crack-cracking choir of supersonic hail.

      Thoroughly distracted by the mess, he’d made his first real navigational blunder and found out what it felt like to be struck by a speeding skyscraper. He’d come back to consciousness still pinned to the asteroid’s surface some indeterminate blink later, Iveera waiting patiently on comm standby to offer her detached input, as was her way.

      “Do not let fear defeat you even before your obstacle has had its chance,” she’d said.

      “Pretty sure it had its chance just fine,” Nate had groaned, peeling himself painstakingly off the craggy face of said obstacle and trying not to pass back out as Ex made some casual comment about how most of his internal organs were only partially liquefied.

      “Some obstacles you may not dodge. Some fights you may not win. Yet countless paths will always remain, so long as you do not allow fear to strike down your first steps.”

      Nate had scoffed it off at the time, dismissing it as the arm-chair quarterbacking of the Gorgon Knight who’d already had a good six-hundred-plus years to conquer such petty chestnuts as the fear of speeding, giant-ass rocks and couldn’t possibly be expected to empathize with his headspace. And maybe that last bit was true. He didn’t especially get the feeling that Iveera remembered what it was like, to be where he was now. But her words had still echoed back to him in the weeks and months following that lesson. Because he had been afraid that day, soaring into that asteroid belt. He’d been terrified. Terrified of what would happen if he crashed. Terrified of what he’d find on the other side if he didn’t. Terrified of pretty much everything, looking back on it.

      He wasn’t terrified any longer.

      If anything, he was probably too eager as he tore out of the Camelot in the present, racing for their coy pirate friends—more than a little ready, after tiptoeing around Elsa Priatus for the past few days, to rev the engines and give someone else a proper bad day for a change. He shattered through the first few truck-sized asteroids like brittle sugar candy. With the lance-shaped barrier charge Ex was putting off, he barely felt it as anything more than a spot of in-flight turbulence. He could’ve been more agile, as he’d tried to be on that day back in the Separuu system, under Iveera’s watchful eye. He could’ve sought to match their coy sneaking with his own cunning maneuvers to catch them unawares.

      Bursting through the drifting wall of ice and rock seemed to work just fine, though.

      Countless paths, and all that.

      Nestled away as the pirates were among the belt, they didn’t see him coming. Not until it was too late. The ID-scrambled corvette barely had time to fire its thrusters before Nate caught its slender nose with a furious plasma blast and punched right through the slagged hull. He hit the bridge deck like a vengeful god. Or so he imagined, as the pelting bits of decompression debris and the howl of venting atmos gave way to the sharp clap of activating hull sealant and a chorus of spat curses. He rose to his feet, fixing on the few pirates fleeing the bridge for the short shot back to the corvette’s cargo hold, and to the escape pods contained within. He actually felt a small rise of satisfaction at the sight.

      Wait, Ex snapped, quite unexpectedly. Nate was already most of the way through the connecting corridor, soaring on a hard gravitonic burst. He hit the cargo hold deck at speed, skidding to a halt, discordant details slamming into place even before Ex could explain himself. A pair each of black-clad Hobdans and Atlanteans, scrambling into escape pods across the bay. The fact that those fleeing pirates wore Blackthorne insignias in plain sight, and that there weren’t nearly as many of them aboard as there should’ve been for a corvette of this size. The conspicuous emptiness of the cargo hold, and the way the scarred Atlantean in the leftmost pod smacked a raised middle finger to the porthole, grinning a shit-eating grin as the pod jettisoned.

      The crusher drives, Ex growled, right at the same time Tessa’s voice burst into his helmet with something of concern in her tone, something about more ships powering up out there. Inverted. Nate’s mind was scrambling, trying to weave the pieces together, parse it all out through the filter of Jaeger’s bad feeling.

      Crusher drives. Inverted. Turned inward on—

      He started to move. Felt the charge already building, cresting.

      Unbidden, Nate’s mind flashed to the scene in Watchmen where Adrian Veidt had lured Dr. Manhattan into his Machiavellian intrinsic field subtractor.

      Think big thoughts, Ex snapped.

      Bastards just Dr. Manhattaned me, was about the only thought Nate managed.

      BIG thoughts, Nathaniel.

      Then the crusher drives engaged, and space itself collapsed.
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      “Did… Did they just…?”

      Back on the Camelot, no one seemed willing to even try to fill in the blank of Snuffy’s reaching question. The answer was at once blatantly obvious and totally mysterious. All they really knew, staring at the suddenly crumpled shell of the unmarked pirate corvette, was that Kalders had still been mid-sentence with Nate when the whole damn ship had spiked off the gravitonic charts and started going all… all wobbly before their eyes, like the freaking thing was melting in the quantum microwave even as something at its center was trying desperately to hold it all together.

      Nate, Jaeger felt them all hoping, right up until reality reasserted its control, and the entire ship imploded like a Coke can in the hand of god.

      Jaeger pried his eyes away from the dead ship, forcing himself to compartmentalize the internal explosion of questions and focus instead on the most pressing concerns that lay within their control—namely the eight ships that’d been running dark until the moment their corvette friend had sprung its trap.

      Told you so, Jaeger thought bitterly at the darkness.

      The kid better have survived out there, dammit.

      He opened his mouth to start doling out engagement orders and ask Cammy for a sit rep. An alert pinged on the displays before he could: “Escape pod launched.”

      “What the piss?”

      Jaeger took in the bridge crew’s reactions and found nothing but more questions in their collectively confused expressions. His gaze drifted aft, thoughts churning from malfunctioning pods, to pirate sabotage, to…

      Son of a—

      “Cammy, tell me you have eyes on the princess.”

      The ship’s response was immediate, scrolling across his display in blocky green text.

      “Princess Elsavarataryllianna Priatus - last seen boarding Escape Pod 7.”

      Jaeger didn’t need to look—he did anyway—to confirm that it was indeed Escape Pod 7 currently drifting across the tac display, bound for that damned asteroid belt.

      “I’ll be damned,” Ramirez said over in his gunner’s bay, connecting the dots himself. “She must really want those rocks, Boss.”

      “Goddamn royalty,” Jaeger muttered.

      The first targeting lasers swept over the Camelot’s hull, the full brunt of their pirate ambush swooping in to do their worst.

      Jaeger traded a grim look with Kalders, and they went to work.
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      Shit got weird.

      That was about the only solid fact the diverging branches of Nate’s brain were willing to agree upon for the next few… however longs, once the crusher drives fired. The rest was left to a chaotic maelstrom of impossible dualities. The pain, he’d expected. It seemed to go without saying. But it was kind of shocking, how much that pain didn’t seem to matter. He was a mountainous colossus, orbiting the nucleus of a single atom—limbs stretched for kilometers, smashed down to a vacuum-pressed blob. Time rushed by, creeping like molasses. A voice shouting in his ear. The faintest whisper, booming like a cannon.

      Focus.

      Iveera?

      The world rippled with sight and sound across a pulsing web of nanoseconds condensing down to eons.

      Bigger, Nathaniel.

      The words struck him like a tsunami of existential realization, from somewhere beyond the overwhelming crush of it all. Part of him, a part that couldn’t seem to recall the meaning of such words, latched onto them all the same. Latched on and believed. Strained against the unrelenting rush of expansion and collapse.

      Bigger.

      A flicker of something else. Something far removed from the pressure. Something almost peaceful. Soothing, unassuming music. A rustic yet shimmeringly sophisticated place, endless and not, stretched out behind—

      “No, not here, Nathaniel,” growled the silk-vested, severely mustachioed man suddenly staring him in the face with wild eyes, jabbing a finger. “Out there!”

      Something shoved him as he turned to follow that finger. Shoved him straight back into the shit. Howling expansion and collapse. Crushing pressure. He saw some distant flicker of Todd Mackleroy’s sneering face staring down at him on the floor of a Penn State gym. Felt something tearing.

      Push, damn you.

      He did, as best he could without knowing which way was up or down.

      Then, with a world-wrenching rush, disparate realities all collapsed into one smoking wreck of a cargo bay—head spinning, nose burning with the acrid bite of scorched electronics. The lazy hiss of the last venting atmos, giving way to the still silence of vacuum.

      —ot so bad, see? Ex was saying.

      “’The fuck just happened?” Nate groaned.

      Spacetime hiccup, in simpleton speak. As I was saying. Credit where it’s due, though: that WAS a borderline competent use of your full gravitonic suite. Well done, Nathaniel.

      “Was that…?” Nate started, grasping for some coherent replay. All his spinning head could manage was the stark afterimage of the mustachioed man shooing him out of what could’ve been—must’ve been…?

      Yes, and no, Ex said. And also—

      “You… have a mustache?”

      He wasn’t sure why those particular words came tumbling out. He hadn’t meant to say them, and couldn’t quite seem to understand them, even as some part of Ex’s exasperation made itself clear. Reality wobbled like a drunken mess, blurring the twisted cargo bay and Ex’s reply about sad monkeys and pertinent details.

      Speaking of which, Ex was saying, as the world lurched and buzzed back into something like focus, it appears our wayward princess has been captured. The horror.

      Nate blinked a few times, waiting for those words to make proper sense, then gave up and shook his head, reaching for the Camelot. He felt her out there, dancing through the asteroids by some loving combination of Tessa’s hand and Cammy’s will, trading fire with six—no, seven—pirate vessels that must’ve been lying in wait all along. Clearly, Jaeger’s gut had had a point. But as for the princess… He tracked Cammy’s report, felt the unexpected launch and subsequent capture of her seventh escape pod by an eighth pirate vessel, which was currently…

      “Shit,” Nate grunted, setting aside the long string of hows and whys for the moment in favor of screwing his head on tight and getting a move on.

      “Guys?” he asked over the comms, as he dropped out of the nearest rupture in the cargo hold’s hull and took off after Pirate Ship 8.

      “Nate?” Tessa’s voice was momentarily tight, like she was mid-maneuver. Then she let out an even breath. “Nice of you to join us, Mr. Knight. What the hell happened over there?”

      “Spacetime hiccup,” Nate relayed, trying to comprehend the course and intercept times Ex was throwing up on his HUD. His tongue felt funny. Christ, his everything felt funny. “Long story,” he added. Or tried to. His lips didn’t quite seem to comply.

      Ex? Something was wrong.

      Just some minor hemorrhagic aphasia. Nothing to worry ab—

      Wait, some WHAT?

      Well, YOU try keeping a squishy noodle bowl in one piece through catastrophic spacetime warpage, Nathaniel. You mightn’t believe it to listen to you speak, but your brain tissue is rather complex.

      Nate wrinkled his nose, smelled light tingles up his spine, corroded batteries on his tongue. Outside, space wobbled strangely. Inside, on the oddly distant ringing of the comms, Jaeger was doing his unimpressed Jaeger thing and wrangling them all back to the point.

      “—need to get her royal highness back here before she gets us all in deep shit.”

      “Thought you were gonna say before she gets hurt,” Tessa chimed in, sounding a tad amused despite everything.

      “Well, that too.”

      “I’m on it,” Nate said, pushing the gravitonics a bit harder, and feeling the sizzle more than he should’ve. “And what the hell was she doing, leaving the ship like—”

      “Going to pick her damn space rocks, for all I know,” Jaeger cut him off at a low growl. He didn’t sound too happy about any of this. Nate could practically taste the colonel setting aside the looming I told you so for the after-action report. “Doesn’t matter now. Just—”

      “I’ve got it,” Nate said, firmly enough to send an unpleasant ripple through his aching head. His gravitonics sputtered like they felt it too. Minor brain bleed. Jesus Christ. “You guys just keep those ships busy and worry about yourselves over there.”

      Jaeger was conspicuously silent.

      “Sounds like my kinda party,” Tessa filled in, half-heartedly.

      Nate didn’t have time to dwell on it. A minute later, he was closing on Pirate Ship 8, a mid-sized, heavily modified Seventh Star frigate, ID-scrambled like the others. This time, he at least waited for Ex to complete an initial scan, determined to stick with a cautious approach. Determined, that was, until Ex’s efforts revealed a spectral outline of the cargo hold, where a dozen-plus well-armed killers were taking aim as the lead pair slapped breaching charges on the captured pod’s hatch locks.

      Shit.

      No Crusher Drive Surprise, was all Ex needed to say.

      Nate gunned it. But he was already too late.

      The charges must’ve detonated at the same moment he breached the frigate’s hull. He came down in a confusing mess of smoke and weapons fire—plasma bolts and a few slugs splashing against his armor as Ex modulated the HUD spectrum to something a bit more smoke-friendly. Nate moved without hesitation, thrusting his hand toward the first foe… only to watch as his wrist cannon sputtered and died mid e-dim deployment.

      Ah, Ex said, like he genuinely hadn’t seen that one coming. Damned hiccups. Just a moment.

      Nate was already leaping forward to do the job the old-fashioned way. He caught the unfortunate Hobdan with a chest kick that cratered his armor plating, then sprung right and brought an Excalibur-powered fist down on his friend’s head. He launched for the next target, trying not to think in terms of killing blows or otherwise. He’d tried for his stunner. No time to worry beyond that. Not as a heavy plasma bolt punched into his side past the barriers he’d thought he’d raised, sending him staggering for balance. He spun and tore the offending weapon free from the Troglodan shooter’s grasp, distantly aware that his ribs were on fire, then grabbed the stunned Trog by the arm, and flung him at the densest cluster of enemy tags on his HUD, not stopping to watch, already whirling at incoming on his left.

      He drew up short, fist cocked, as one of Princess Elsa’s guards came charging through the smoke, lance raised. They both froze. Then a ghostly violet tracer tore through the Eldari’s chest armor, and he collapsed in a slack heap. Nate turned to follow that tracer, raising energy barriers and a physical shield even as recognition dawned and he realized it didn’t matter. The next three disruptor rounds tore through him, connecting the fiery dots from thigh to chest. He hit the deck on hand and buckled knee, free arm raising toward the threat of its own accord.

      This time the wrist cannon didn’t fail, nor did Nate hold back. His shot bore a smoking half-meter hole in the fully-armored shooter and passed on through with enough fury to scorch the arm off the Atlantean behind him and leave the bulkhead behind an oozing red-hot mess. Nate turned for the next mark on his HUD, grunting through the pain. Both Eldari guards dead, he dimly noted. Most of the pirates, too. And the princess…

      There. Right at the leveling end of the last pirate’s gun. An Asgardian, some corner of Nate’s brain registered with a flicker of surprise. Too late, he reached for his gravitonics, thinking to throw himself forward, or yank the shooter closer, or maybe to even full-on flash step like Iveera did. He wasn’t sure.

      Then Princess Elsa caught the Asgardian’s gun hand like a striking viper and came off the deck, twisting around her attacker with a dancer’s grace. Twisting until the towering Asgardian—who must’ve outweighed her by at least two-fold—went flying across the deck like a lawn chair caught on the wind. He hit messily, clearly having not expected a fight from her highness, but came up neatly enough as his training took hold. Nate was already there, close enough to have reached out and knocked him back down for good, but some part of him was too captivated as the furious Asgardian rounded back on the princess, realized too late that he’d lost his weapon in the fray. Realized a second later that their shiny, fashionable Eldari princess had in fact stripped it from his hand mid-throw.

      Her royal highness shot him dead without a shadow of hesitation. One ghostly violet disruptor round, straight to the pale golden forehead.

      Silence settled through the bay, broken only by the crackling rush of the spreading fire, Princess Elsa glancing curiously at the weapon in her hand before tossing it aside. It clattered to the deck as she looked around the hold, presumably for her guards. Her gaze only found Nate instead.

      “You good, Nate?” Jaeger’s voice crackled over the comms.

      Nate held the princess’ golden eyes, panting harder than he should’ve been as Ex began knitting his injured flesh back together. Too close. Two Eldari royal guards dead. The princess alive only by a lucky shake and her own intervention. Way too fucking close.

      “All good,” he lied evenly, positive that good was about the last thing they were.

      For once, the look in Princess Elsavarataryllianna Priatus’ eyes said she couldn’t have agreed more.
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      Whatever else one wanted to say about the Eldari, there was no denying they were fiercely diplomatic.

      Almost lethally so, Nate couldn’t help but think, as Prince Phaldissus Kelkarin and his band of well-groomed sycophants approached, glaring daggers at him from across the golden architectural wonder of the landing platform causeway.

      Warm and friendly, or anything else of the sort? Hell no.

      But diplomatic? No doubt.

      Nate breathed steadily, focusing on the itchy heat of his freshly healed gunshot wounds and resisting the urge to make like a hermit crab and call the Lady-blessed cover of his helmet back down from e-dim. The city of Vanaheim (capital, vainly enough, of the planet Vanaheim) had really rolled out the welcome mats for the triumphant arrival of their soon-to-be princess.

      Tired as Nate was of feeling like nothing but the shiny stamp of Alliance power that the Council loved to smack down here and there, it actually had been kind of gratifying, to see such a vibrant welcome parade massing on the Camelot’s descent like, at least to the people of Vanaheim, this escort mission had been more than just another pointless Council-mandated errand.

      Of course, after everything that’d happened out there, it felt like more than that to Nate, too. It was hard to imagine how it couldn’t have, with two dead Eldari royal guards stashed in the cargo bay freezer and an unreadable princess locked away in her quarters, quite possibly ruminating on just how close her brave Knight had come to letting her die. Not that she would’ve needed any saving at all if she’d just stayed aboard the damned ship. Still, there was no getting around it. He’d overextended himself. Dismissed Jaeger’s gut feeling and rushed in too carelessly. And much as he wanted to blame it all on the princess’ rash actions, not to mention the fact that those “pirates” had been suspiciously well-prepared for a Knight, and had exhibited far too many signs of being an orchestrated hit squad rather than opportunistic kidnappers—and a hit squad eager to lay blame at the feet of an easy target like the Blackthorne cultists, at that…

      But that was all beside the point.

      At the end of the day, there was just no denying it. He’d fucked up. And now he didn’t know what the princess was going to do about it.

      You worry too much, Ex said. Do you think Iveera would sit around fretting over what some Eldari princess might say about her?

      Of course she wouldn’t have. But that was kind of the entire point, wasn’t it? He wasn’t Iveera. Wasn’t Zedavian, or Dalnak, or Viktos. Not yet, at least. And they all knew it, just like the Council knew it. Which was exactly why he was here playing Shiny Errand Boy, and they were out there beating back Synth protoswarms from civilized space. And what were the chances anyone was going to ask him to step up and go join the real fight once they found out he’d nearly been bested by a few petty criminals?

      I’m more interested in the chances that we can skip the sniveling and get on with our lives, Ex grumbled. You must learn patience, Nathaniel. You’ve barely been Knighted for a year, and the Synth threat is not going anywhere. This is part of the journey.

      Coming from Ex, they were unusually restrained words. He tried to take them to heart. But he still couldn’t help but worry about what havoc Princess Elsavataryllianna Priatus, daughter of the Supreme Chancellor of the Alliance, might wreak on his life should she choose to make a point of it. He caught Tessa studying him from where she’d gathered with the crew at the base of the Camelot’s ramp, and for a moment, he forgot about the rest. For a moment, he could think only of the way she’d looked at him in the aftermath of the battle, as the others had all been busy thumping backs and carrying on. That vivacious energy he’d all but felt bouncing along the uncanny bond between her and his ship, spilling over to him in the light of her eyes. Bright and alive. Inviting him to join the party.

      He dropped her gaze back in the present. Did his best to focus back on the flashy welcoming march of the Eldari.

      He hadn’t told the crew about their close call back on that pirate ship. Hadn’t even let on that the crusher drives had been more than just a minor hiccup. At first, he’d told himself it was just that he didn’t want to diminish their high at having won out over seven enemy vessels while he’d been busy “saving” Princess Elsa. But it was more than that, if he was being honest. Because, even if no one would’ve said as much out loud, he’d felt the changes in the way they looked at him in these past months. Somewhere along the way, they’d actually started to believe he was the Knight he still felt at times he was only pretending to be. They’d started believing in him. Trusting in his growing power.

      The last thing they needed now was to know how nearly that power had failed in what should’ve been the equivalent of a routine traffic stop.

      So, he’d let them focus on their victory, kept things vague when the subject had turned to the deaths of Elsa’s royal guards, and hoped the princess herself would stay locked away in her quarters with no need to correct him. Soon enough, they’d arrived to Vanaheim and to all the welcome distraction of pomp and circumstance awaiting them there. And what an impressive display it’d been.

      With the exception of Old Man Jaeger and their medic, Carter, who as a rule seemed to be emotionally pair-bonded with whatever the colonel felt and thought, they’d all gathered around to gawk like children at the grand reception marching out to meet the Camelot.

      Without even counting the hundreds of guards now lining the grand causeway, sporting pulse lances and royal banners, it was clear there must’ve been at least four- or five-thousand Eldari out there. Maybe more. Definitely more than Nate had ever seen gathered in one place. Most of them dressed in rich silks, ancestral treasures, and expressions that conveyed some masterful balance of jubilant reverence and dignified reservation, like they wanted to make it clear that, while they were happy to greet their soon-to-be crown princess, they weren’t really beholden to anyone.

      Classic Eldari, Ex said. Natural politicians.

      It wasn’t a compliment.

      Nate continued scanning the oncoming procession, noting the various furry familiars that accompanied many of the nobles, including a few big, fox-like kitsunes like the one that’d taken a meaty bite out of Jaeger’s arm back at Zedavian Kelkarin’s home palace on the Forge. Judging by the frown etched across the man’s brow, Jaeger must’ve been recalling the same episode. Throughout the procession, a few of the Eldari were mounted on large, vaguely equine creatures Ex identified as sleipnir. Others were accompanied by more sentient familiars, aides and servants, scampering faithfully along beside their masters. Hobdans, Androtta, the odd Atlantean, and even a few Gorgons and Svendarians—though the latter were hardly capable of scampering with their seven sturdy legs and powerful upright torsos. And as for the mighty Prince Phaldissus himself…

      “I still can’t believe that’s a thing,” Snuffy whispered, echoing Nate’s own thoughts rather astutely.

      “Man, you’ve met space vampires,” Ramirez said, equally quiet.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Space goblins,” Ramirez added, like he was ticking off fingers. “Atlanteans. Asgardians. Freaking space centaurs, man.”

      “Still…” Snuffy mumbled, frowning at one of the Svendarians in the crowd.

      Nate couldn’t really blame the mechanic. Even with the prior knowledge of their allegedly rare (but extremely real) existence, even after everything they’d seen in their travels so far, it was still pretty damn bizarre to watch Prince Phaldissus Kelkarin marching down the causeway astride an honest-to-Christ griffin—its gleaming white wings tucked back along its muscular sides, nestling the prince’s golden-armored legs in place. Nate considered the sharp beak and feline eyes, wondering whether the creature was more or less sentient than Ser Zedavian’s kitsune, Zartan, whom the First Knight had somehow taught to speak.

      Unbidden, he thought of Copernicus back home, corgi tongue lolled and panting, and felt a rare pang of homesickness. The thought of Gwen wasn’t far behind—of her ever more distant looks and elusive smiles. Of hers and Marty’s decision to suddenly join the fledgling Earth Defense Force—or the EDF, as they’d taken to calling it—without so much as a heads up. Acting out their frustrations at having been left behind? Maybe. Probably. He still wasn’t sure. Still wasn’t sure how he felt about any of it.

      How long had it been since they’d last spoken?

      He shifted his weight, telling himself he’d call them soon, and tried to focus back on the welcoming party. Somehow, his gaze found Tessa near the base of the Camelot’s ramp instead. She wagged her eyebrows and tipped her head front and center, like pay attention, Mr. Knight. He nodded acknowledgment and glanced over to check on Princess Elsa, who awaited her incoming procession with a kind of grim dignity, standing close to Nate and his crew, but also unmistakably apart from them.

      The absence of her towering twin shadows tugged at Nate’s conscience. Hurch and Lurch, his mind provided, accusatorily. Haughty as the two royal guards might’ve been, it didn’t seem to make up for the fact that he hadn’t even bothered learning their names. If the princess was thinking similar thoughts, she didn’t show it.

      Hopefully, the good people of Vanaheim didn’t find out how very close she’d come to joining her loyal guards.

      Hell, he would’ve preferred they didn’t learn of the attack at all, but that was almost certainly too much to hope for.

      News had yet to hit Vanaheim’s channels. That much, he already knew thanks to Ex’s background monitoring. There was nothing of the attack on the local bands, and the princess herself hadn’t contacted anyone, her father included. But it was only a matter of time.

      You did nothing wrong, Ex reminded him, as the royal vanguard drew to a halt ten meters out.

      Nobles, aides, pets, and assorted royal posse all waited in brimming silence—the city bustle below only a distant hum up here in the rarefied air of the palace landing pad—as Prince Phaldissus dismounted from his majestic griffin and strode forward to greet his betrothed. They met with a bow on his part, and a kind of curtsy on hers. For a species that was arguably the central foundation of the entire sprawling, hyper advanced Galactic Alliance, the whole thing felt rather medieval.

      “Princess Elsavataryllianna Priatus,” he said, taking her hand and drawing it smoothly to his lips. “Your beauty and grace are just as I remember. I trust you were well-tended on your voyage to Vanaheim?”

      The question set Nate on edge, but it was nothing compared to the look on Elsa’s face as she turned from her dashing prince to look straight at Nate, a cold smile etching its way across her lips.

      “Quite well-tended,” she finally said, after an uncomfortably long pause. Phaldissus definitely didn’t miss the way her gaze lingered on Nate, nor did he especially seem to like it, but the Eldari princess remained calm as she turned back to him and added, casually, “I only wish my brave companions needn’t have perished to see it so.”

      Murmurs and whispers dancing on the Vanaheim wind. Nate tried to relax suddenly tensed shoulders.

      The prince’s voice was tight and demanding. “Explain.”

      Behind him, his pet griffin scratched curiously at the pale causeway stone, then inspected its foreclaws.

      “We were set upon just shy of your kingdom borders, my prince,” Princess Elsa said, like she was a little surprised he hadn’t already somehow heard the news. “By Asgardian assassins, lest I miss my guess.”

      Gasps and sharp curses, spreading like wildfire.

      Prince Phaldissus sucked in a long breath through gritted teeth, then finally blew it out, turning to look for someone among the crowd. One of the Eldari that’d walked in by his side—a slightly older, rather grim-looking fellow with tightly-braided hair and more than a few scratches and dings on his heavy golden armor—straightened to full attention at the prince’s gaze, like he expected he’d be called upon. Nate was still busy wondering when Elsa had hatched this pet assassination theory of hers—not to mention whether she’d been planning to tell him at all—when the prince’s boiling attention strayed from his approaching man to spill over and address the crowd instead.

      “Assassins and treachery, here on our very doorstep!” he cried. “Is it not exactly as I have warned you, my beloved people? Symptoms of an ailing kingdom. Of hands grown too old, too weak and cautious to wield the lance and the shield at a time when it is clear that strength, above all else, is what we require.”

      The words stirred more than a few whispers and looks.

      The prince’s enraged eyes rounded back on Nate.

      “And you. Where were you whilst my lady was set upon by these cursed fiends, Excalibur Knight?”

      “Well…” Nate glanced at Elsa, uncertain about the dynamics at play here. Not sure whether to start with what he had done right, or with the fact that she’d been the one who’d gone and willingly jettisoned herself away from the safety of the Camelot.

      “He saved my life, my prince,” the princess said before he could make up his mind. “I owe him my highest gratitude.”

      A natural diplomat, Nate most certainly wasn’t, but in the past year, he’d at least learned how to keep a steady face when the shit was going quietly sideways. His Iveera Face, he’d taken to calling it. It almost failed him now, shocked as he was by the conviction in the princess’ tone. Her sticking up for him had been about the last thing he’d expected. So much so that, amidst the rest of the rabble-rousing, it immediately raised his hapless political hackles.

      The look Elsa shot him, as Phaldissus gave an unprincely scoff and stormed off for his mount, seemed to confirm that those hackles weren’t completely off base.

      Nate barely even registered what the next few Eldari nobles said, as they stepped forward to fill the empty space and shower their new princess-to-be in all manner of official, high-tongued greetings and compliments, only slightly deterred by the sudden and awkward need to add their condolences and righteous outrage to the list. He was too busy watching Prince Phaldissus pause beside his restless griffin, one hand on the saddle, to have a word with that grizzled Eldari warrior, who nodded gravely along. Both their eyes flicked back to Nate, wary and—

      “Ser Arturi.”

      Nate pried himself back to the moment to find an Eldari waiting for his attention. A herald, he thought, eyeing the man’s high quality but comparatively simple robes, and the meticulously silken-stitched emblem at his breast. Nate was pretty sure it marked the ruling house of Vanaheim—which was apparently not the same as the Kelkarin family crest, despite the fact that they’d allegedly been more or less running the planet since their great-great-great-great-to-the-nth-degree grand-relative Zedavian had ascended to Excalibur Knight some 3,000 years ago.

      “The gratitude of the Eldari people cannot be overstated for your aid in this matter,” the herald was saying, with about as much apparent gratitude as a tired scribe reading back another’s words. “Especially in this time of war, when so much weight lies on the conscience of your order. Accordingly, High King Phallinor has decreed that you and your crew shall be welcome guests and recipients of any hospitality you desire of Vanaheim, for so long as you choose to remain.”

      The words struck him as decidedly disconnected—maybe dangerously so—from the sentiments of the High King’s own son, Phaldissus. Nate laid a flat hand across his abdomen and bowed his head in the customary Knight’s salute anyway, in no rush to spit upon the good graces of the first person to be courteous to him, even if it was only at his king’s royal behest. Phaldissus and his wary friend were still watching.

      “Your generosity is much appreciated,” Nate said to the herald, glancing at Princess Elsa and wondering if maybe they shouldn’t just make like a tree and blast the hell out of here anyway, before things went any more sideways. The small question of how the King had even known to extend such gratitude alighted in the corner of his mind like an irksome butterfly. If Vanaheim hadn’t yet heard the news of the attack… Probably, it was just standard boilerplate hospitality.

      “It is also my duty,” the herald continued, in a voice like drying paint, “to inform you of your invitation to the official welcoming ceremony of Princess Elsavataryllianna Priatus this afternoon.”

      Nate, as he so often regretted doing, reflexively glanced a question at Jaeger. The colonel, as he so often was, was wearing one of those expressions of his—professionally attentive with a strong undercurrent of personal boredom. The man might’ve made a decent Eldari, if he hadn’t been lacking their smug superiority. Nate looked back at Elsa to find her watching him with an inscrutable expression, and made up his mind.

      “We’d be honored to attend.”

      He needed to have a word with her before they left this planet.

      Ahead of him, the Eldari herald bowed his head and spread his hands, managing to look both gracious and also just a smidgen like Nate had gone and spiked a rancid ham at his feet.

      This was going to be great.

      The nobles were swarming forward en masse now, several of those who hadn’t yet kissed Elsa’s royal cheeks—posteriorly speaking—all vying for their chance to do so. Several offered gifts, or invitations to their respective estates for tea and other more foreign recreations. Nate scooted closer, intending to get her attention before she was ferried off on a wave of superficial adoration. He caught himself just shy of reaching for her arm. Causing a stir was the last thing they needed here. And yet, whether he liked it or not, he had a feeling that was exactly what he’d already accomplished. Especially as Prince Phaldissus appeared above the swell, climbing atop his restless griffin, angry eyes sweeping the crowd to land back on Nate.

      Nothing for it now.

      “May I speak with you in private, your highness?” Nate asked the princess, as quietly as he could.

      Somehow, the question seemed to make it to every golden ear on the causeway. Princess Elsa made no effort to hide her demure surprise, which itself wasn’t much of a surprise, considering he was pretty sure it was a complete act anyway. Whatsoever would you need to speak to me about? that look said. Almost like she was enjoying this. He thought of the two men—her men—who’d died protecting her back on that ship. Behind her, Prince Phaldissus the Indignant was approaching by griffin, paying no attention to the startled nobles scrambling hurriedly out of his way. He kept his glare fixed on Nate, looking about as affronted as if Nate had just loudly and publicly asked his betrothed for a pre-wedding roll in the hay.

      “Jaltethen will show you to your quarters, my princess,” Phaldissus said as he drew up to them, his eyes never leaving Nate’s. He tipped his proud golden head pointedly in the direction of the grim-faced warrior who must’ve been Jaltethen, his griffin mount shifting anxiously beneath him, like it was eager for flight. “Do not leave the palace without adequate protection. Not until I have unraveled the mystery of your attackers.”

      The order might’ve seemed a bit more genuine on the concerned fiancée front if Phaldissus had bothered to even look at the princess as he spoke. It did, however, succeed at shifting something in the calculus on Elsa’s face, momentarily clouding her sweetly demure smile before warping it into something sharp and dangerous.

      “Come then, Ser Knight,” she said, turning back to Nate as if the prince hadn’t even spoken. “Let us speak privately in my quarters. I trust you’ll protect me.”

      That, at least, finally earned her the prince’s full attention.

      Nate could only watch the drama unfold, wanting to wash his hands of the princess then and there, but painfully aware that—even if he could’ve comfortably left Vanaheim without worrying about what Princess Elsa might tell her father—there was nothing he could say right then to disperse the cloud of righteous, princely rage that Elsa was weaving him into here. Probably deliberately. There seemed to be very little about Elsavataryllianna Priatus that wasn’t deliberate.

      Deliberate or not, though, Prince Phaldissus looked about one twitch shy of slapping Nate with a golden glove and demanding a duel as he recovered from Elsa’s comment and remembered that half of Vanaheim’s nobility were staring at them with rapt attention.

      “I will defend your honor, princess,” he practically hissed, leaning down from his griffin to enunciate the point. Then, straightening and crying out for the whole crowd to hear: “This attack on our kingdom shall not go unpunished. This, I promise you all. Be they the lowest dregs of pirate scum, or the ill-tempered machinations of Asgard itself, the culprits will pay.”

      For a fleeting moment, Nate couldn’t help but think the prince looked very small up there, atop his mighty griffin. Somehow, it only made the silent threat in Phaldissus’ narrowed golden eyes that much more poignant as he looked back down to Nate and Elsa. He glared at them both until his betrothed gave him a stiff curtsy. He waited a moment longer—probably for a Knight’s salute, Nate realized, in hindsight—then he spoke a scowling word to his mount, and the crowd watched in their dispassionately superior Eldari admiration as the creature bounded forward and leapt from the high causeway, mighty wings shooting wide to carry their golden prince off into the rising Vanaheim sun.

      Or off to wherever Eldari princes went to plot the murder of those who’d slighted them, possibly.

      “Well, then,” Princess Elsa said, all of her cavalier chipper returning like sunlight after a passing cloud. Around them, the Vanaheim nobility continued watching breathlessly, like they hadn’t seen such delectable drama in years. Elsa held an expectant hand out, utterly unconcerned, waiting, it seemed, for Nate’s arm to be offered. “Shall we, my brave Knight?”

      Nothing for it, eh, Little Hobbit?

      With a stiff jaw and one last glance back at his crew, Nate offered out his arm and set off uneasily down the causeway with the princess, moving under the weight of a thousand gawking eyes and one very determined resolution.

      He was definitely never escorting Eldari royalty again.
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      “Okay. What the hell was that?” Nate growled the moment the golden doors of Princess Elsa’s royal bed chambers clacked shut behind them. He shook his arm loose from her warm grasp, scowling at the obscenely decadent living quarters, letting go of the polite composure he’d held under the watchful eyes of Jaltethen and the rest of the Phaldissus Posse that’d followed them through the palace like angry shadows.

      “Are you trying to get your husband to kill me?”

      I’d like to see him try, Ex said.

      Truth be told, much as Ex’s big-dick battle lust might’ve exasperated him in a past life, Nate kind of would’ve liked to see the same. Not that that made it wise to speak to the current crown princess of Aesirheim/soon to be crown princess of Vanaheim as he was now. But it was kind of hard to care right that moment. Especially as the princess studied him, maddeningly unimpressed by his words, then turned instead for the neatly arranged stack of belongings the palace servants had hurriedly delivered from the Camelot ahead of their arrival.

      “He’s not my husband, technically speaking,” she said over her shoulder, stooping for one of the blocky containers from the pile. “And no,” she added, her voice slightly strained as she hefted the container up and turned for the wide table beyond the entryway, “not particularly, to answer your question.”

      Lady curse his misguided sense of chivalry. He was rushing forward to help the pretty golden damsel with her heavy object before his brain could step in and remind him that she was at least a little bit terrible, and definitely manipulative ad infinitum. Still…

      “Here, let me—”

      But she shouldered off his reaching arm with a flash of contempt like he’d never seen. For a moment, an odd silence stretched between them, like she was as surprised as he was to realize there was in fact a living, breathing reactionary person beneath her carefully controlled exterior. Then she pulled it together, and he was staring at The Princess once again.

      Nate watched her cart the heavy crate the rest of the way over to the gleaming onyx table, not really sure what to make of her reaction other than that, for a split second, he was pretty sure he’d glimpsed something of Elsavataryllianna Priatus that she hadn’t meant to show him. That was definitely a first. He followed her into the lavishly adorned living room, looking around without really paying attention to anything he saw. Mostly, he was trying to figure out how to quickly get to the point and get out of here.

      Curiosity brought his attention back to Elsa’s box as she cracked the seals and lifted the lid. He watched with a deepening sense of uncertainty as she began to unpack her precious asteroid samples with careful, almost reverent movements.

      She’d ventured back out without a word in the aftermath of the pirate attack—or the assassination attempt, if that’s what it’d truly been. Either way, with her two loyal servants dead at her feet, mere minutes past her own brush with mortality, the princess had gone out to pick her rocks. By that point, with the rest of the enemy vessels either destroyed or fled from the system, and with Nate floating patiently at her royal side, no one had bothered to argue.

      “I don’t get it,” he said, taking one of the smaller rocks from the table. It was dark and porous. Rough against his fingers. “What’s so important about these rocks? Seemed like pretty much any other asteroid belt in the galaxy.”

      “Celestial bodies,” she murmured, plucking the dark porous body absentmindedly from his hand, like she might’ve been irritated about it if she hadn’t been so distracted with her work. “And just so. Perfectly ordinary.”

      He watched her methodically organize her samples, trying to parse it. Was this merely some eccentric hobby? Or maybe some kind of grounding practice. The highest of all royal highnesses, so bored with her eminent wealth and power that she’d moved on to collecting perfectly ordinary space rocks just to feel… what? Normal? He didn’t know. But two Eldari were dead because of these rocks. Not to mention Lady knew how many of their unlucky attackers. And Nate… Nate still wasn’t sure where he stood.

      “About what happened out there…”

      He waited to see if she’d step in and fill the blanks with whatever she was thinking, but she just carried on, drawing some kind of handheld magnifying device out of the box and settling in on one of her samples. All things considered, it kind of irritated the shit out of him.

      “What were you thinking, leaving the Camelot’s protection?”

      She didn’t look up from her lens. “Perhaps I was thinking my brave Knight would protect me.”

      Nate felt his jaw muscles clenching. Felt the sudden, overwhelming itch to call on Ex’s power and incinerate the damned table out from under her precious rocks. Instead, he listened to the voice of cool reason in the back of his mind. The one that sounded oddly like Iveera’s. That voice dispassionately pinched the head of the rage slithering its way to the surface, and let the tension out on a slow, quiet exhalation. He unclenched his jaw, releasing the rage along with the indignant urge to point out, yet again, that she never would’ve been in any danger at all if she’d just been reasonable and stayed on the damn ship.

      “I’m sorry about your guards. I… should’ve been there sooner.”

      That caught her attention for sure, but there was no flash of self-righteous damn right, you should’ve as Nate had half-expected. Instead, it was just a kind of tired assessment. “You wish to know whether I intend to tell my father what happened. That I would’ve died if not for taking matters into my own hands.”

      He tried to match her detached air. “What is it you want, Elsavataryllianna?”

      She showed him a pale ghost of that predatory smile. “Very good, Ser Knight. You do begin to learn.”

      He said nothing, pretty sure he’d only dig himself deeper into her machinations if he spoke before knowing her game. She watched him for several seconds, waiting, perhaps, to see if he would anyways. Finally, she nodded her quiet approval.

      “I wish to come aboard the Camelot. Permanently.”

      That, of all things, he hadn’t seen coming.

      Blackened hands, Ex agreed.

      “I… doubt Prince Phaldissus would be pleased to hear that.”

      “Mmm,” she agreed, her smile coming forward, going a touch feline. “You also presuppose that I should care what would and would not please such a man.”

      “He is your betrothed, isn’t he?”

      “A sacred bond,” she agreed, nodding with dramatically grave reverence. “One that is nigh unbreakable for Eldari of our respective stations, but for a few esoteric exceptions.”

      “Exceptions?” he asked, before he could stop himself.

      This was it, he was suddenly certain. The grand scheme she’d been stoking since they’d touched down.

      “I assume, despite your lack of any such allies, that you are at least aware of the politically privileged station of the Knight Envoys.”

      “You… can’t be serious. You’re—You’re royalty. That’s not—”

      “Ah, but it is,” she cooed, waving away his protests. “It is, and I am. And you, my brave Knight?” She set down her magnifying lens and rock sample and turned to face him in full. “You would do best to simply go along with it. Unless, of course, you’d rather continue this dance and explore with me what would happen were my father to learn of our… close call aboard that shit-stain of a pirate ship.”

      You ARE still alive, he wanted to point out. Shortly followed by, I thought you said they were assassins, and about a dozen other protests.

      “And what would your father say,” he finally went with, “if he were to find out his daughter had stooped to trying to blackmail an Excalibur Knight?”

      Her lips quirked. “‘That’s my girl,’ I’d imagine. Or something to that effect.” Her golden brow creased delicately. “Though I do expect he will be slightly… dismayed by your decision to take his eldest daughter as your shipmate.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’m sure as shit not doing that, then.”

      He glanced toward the door, thinking that might as well be his cue. It wasn’t like he’d be all that missed at the welcoming ceremony. Before he could say a word, though, a holo pane winked to existence in front of him. His stomach sank as the footage began and he recognized that shit-stain of a pirate ship approaching the recorder—or the other way around, he realized, as he got his bearings. He watched the camera perspective approaching the ship’s cargo bay magseal, noting the log record details set in green text in the corner of the holo pane. She must’ve grabbed the footage from the escape pod’s automated launch records.

      Maybe don’t let strangers access your system records in the future, he thought irritatedly in Cammy’s general direction, trusting Ex would make sure the message got there. It did, judging by the mournful touch of acknowledgment he felt from the ship at the edge of his mind, but he was a bit too distracted watching the shit show of Elsa’s holo vid unfold.

      It hardly painted Nate in the best light as he blew into the cargo hold and lurched about like a drunken bull, looking even more unsteady than he remembered feeling in the aftermath of the crusher drives. He flinched as that hulking armored shooter—probably another Asgardian, now that he got a closer look—put three disruptor rounds through him, his mostly-healed wounds aching in sympathy. And then the crowning moment: Nate, fresh off of coring his shooter with a brilliant lance of energy, just kneeling there dumbly, watching as the last Asgardian leveled his gun at the princess, offering no more than a helpless reach of the hand and then a drunken stagger to his feet as the Princess of Aesirheim went to work defending herself and dispatching her attacker.

      Elsa paused the holo vid, watching him.

      “No one ever needs to know.”

      His jaw was clenching again, reaching for every logical argument only to draw up short each time. It was preposterous. Just downright shitty. They both knew he hadn’t done anything wrong—both knew she’d been the one who’d thrown herself into the crosshairs to start with. And yet, he’d seen enough of the way the Council operated to know those details would hardly matter. Because adept as they might’ve been at holding the Alliance together, keeping trade routes functioning, and even quelling the odd uprising here and there, when it came to things like reputation and nepotism, the Alliance Council was worse than a group of gossiping school children.

      The Supreme Chancellor would not be happy about this. And as much as Nate wanted to believe that that shouldn’t matter for a Knight of the Order Excalibur—which was technically supposed to be a free agent where Alliance power hierarchy was concerned—he knew it’d be naive to think Priatus couldn’t make his life a living hell. More bullshit errands. More Council bureaucrats “requesting” assignment to the Camelot, watching his every move. He doubted the Merlin would intervene on his behalf. Not when he was preoccupied thinking about the real war facing the Alliance.

      Elsa had moved closer, snaking around his frozen ruminations. She raised one elegant golden hand and touched his cheek.

      “Your secret is safe with me, Ser Knight.”

      He stared numbly into her eyes, his mind riding the similarities to Zedavian Kelkarin, imagining how the First Knight would scoff at Nate’s amateur errand boy cock-up here.

      “Provided I say yes, you mean?”

      She just smiled and slithered off, letting her fingers trail across his cheek. They were warm and smelled irritatingly sweet. She stalked across the room and waved up the wall holo display beside what appeared to be a walk-in closet—shopping for a welcoming ceremony outfit, he assumed, either from the room’s current armaments or for short order delivery. An unpleasant thought occurred to him.

      “Did you hire those pirates?”

      She paused from her browsing to look back at him for a stretch, her golden face unreadable. “I assure you, there is no shortage of those who would delight to see my violent demise. Such is the blessing of royalty.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      She smiled. “No. I suppose it doesn’t.”

      With that, she turned her attention back to her holo dress shopping. Nate watched for a few more seconds, somewhat sickened as she apparently reached the end of the on-hand items and he saw the exorbitant price tags begin to appear beside each new scrolling item.

      “I’ll talk it over with my crew,” he said, turning for the door.

      He needed time to think. Maybe even time to bounce this off Jaeger and Amelia.

      But the princess fired back before he’d taken two steps. “Splendid. I’ll talk it over with my father. Meet back in five?”

      For the first time since he’d met her, the smile she shot him might’ve actually been genuine. It made him want to spit more than a few hot words at her, none of them kind. He reined the scalding emotions in, trying to think. This was exactly the kind of shit Iveera had tried to warn him about—the never ending game of political cat and mouse that no one ever mentioned when they talked about the glory and might of the Excalibur Knights. The sickeningly petty game that should’ve had no place in a galaxy at war. And he was pretty sure he’d just lost this round.

      You could do worse than to have Eldari royalty for an envoy, Ex pointed out, in his version of a supportive tone. Even if she IS a conniving pixie of a bureaucrat.

      It wasn’t the worst point. Even if it did make them both want to punch a hole through the carved onyx wall art.

      “Fine.”

      She watched him evenly, perfectly nonreactive. “Fine?”

      Nate shrugged, feeling sick. “Fine. I mean, not fine. But fine. For now.”

      “Oh, but Lady’s Light,” she said, pleased as goddamn punch as she glided forward to take his hands in hers. “What fun we are going to have together, my brave Knight.”
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      “She wants to do what now?” Snuffy coughed out, looking up mid-slurp from his ampule of liquefied Eldari children’s candy with a horrified expression.

      Nate couldn’t really blame him. It seemed to be a recurring question wherever Princess Elsa was concerned. But that didn’t make it any less exasperating as he pinched his brow and restarted from the beginning. Again. Luckily, the crew was mostly gathered by that point, so he figured this would be the last time he had to walk through the spiel.

      “But she’s, like—”

      “Royalty?” Tessa offered.

      “That’s what I said,” Ramirez said.

      “That’s what I said,” Pierce muttered, from over in his usual brooding corner.

      “That’s what we all said,” Nate confirmed. “But that’s”—he took in their expressions, feeling dirty for what he was about to say—“also kind of the point. She’s royalty. She gets what she wants.”

      Which was more or less the truth of the matter, even if he had left out a few of the awkward details in his spiel—like the fact that, in this case, the princess was getting what she wanted because she was royalty and because he’d screwed the pooch back on that pirate ship. And that this wasn’t really a team meeting to discuss the decision so much as it was a triage to cover up the fact that he’d already been blackmailed into saying yes.

      Nothing like a good lie for team morale, I always say.

      Ex’s comment settled like bad sushi. It wasn’t that it was any more catty than usual. Just more below the belt.

      Maybe this had been a mistake.

      “So the chancellor’s on board with this?” Jaeger asked, too astutely, from the battered orange armchair where he sat in his classic grumpy colonel pose, arms crossed, boot heels kicked up on the center table. In the chair beside him, Emily Carter mirrored his crossed arms and resting skeptic’s frown.

      Nate glanced at their two Council reps. Amelia Sundercaste showed him a supportive smile, polite and disconcertingly gorgeous as usual. Nepotism or not, he was glad their mutual friend Calum Statecaste had managed to pull his limited weight and get the Council to grant Nate at least one friendly-faced watchdog out here. Gendra the Gorgon, on the other hand, was distant and impassive as ever, though the flittings of her jin expressed hints of doubt.

      “I get the impression it’s a bit of a contentious point with the chancellor,” he admitted, “but…”

      “But Elsa’s got daddy wrapped around her little golden finger?” Tessa suggested.

      Nate shrugged, figuring that excuse was as good as any. Then, feeling the need to add something more: “It’d only be for a little while. I think… I think she just wants to see the galaxy through our eyes for a bit. Maybe do some good out there before she returns to take on the burden of leadership here.”

      Laying it on a bit thick now, aren’t we?

      It could be true, Nate mentally replied, remembering the way the princess had obsessed over those perfectly ordinary asteroid samples of hers. Maybe she really did just want a chance to be a part of something that she’d chosen for herself—something that wasn’t forced upon her by the mere fact of her royal-blooded existence. Maybe deep down, she actually had a heart to match that fine golden skin of hers. But then again, maybe not.

      He felt another wave of the bad sushis as he looked around at the crew—his crew—processing this new development. Elmo and Ramirez shooting each other thoroughly unimpressed looks. Tessa looking much the same as she met Nate’s eyes like Why now? Why her? Even the two newish brainiacs they’d been leveraged into taking on from the UN a few months back—Drs. Friedrich Lundquist and Anitha Ramachandra, PhDs to the infinity power—seemed to have found their crew-status footing enough to look politely mournful about the news. And then there was Hannah O’Sweeney, their third Terran add-on. She’d never introduced herself as “doctor,” despite carrying multiple PhDs in economics and political science. As far as he understood, she was mostly there thanks to her rugged track as a wartime journalist. Maybe that’s why those icy blue eyes of hers made him want to squirm. Cool, and collected, and—he couldn’t help but worry—thoroughly immune to the thick slice of liar’s pie he’d just tried to feed them all.

      And here he was, pretending like the Council were the school children.

      “Does anyone have any thoughts they’d like to share before we do this?” he asked, against his inner dictator’s better discretion.

      There was something almost comforting about the way everyone in the room automatically looked to Pierce on that one. “What?” The moody pilot asked, looking around like he couldn’t imagine why anyone would possibly expect him to be anything but a ray of sunshine. “I’ve got nothing.”

      The room pondered that for a silent moment.

      “You think she’s hot,” Tessa declared.

      “She is hot,” Pierce said, glancing sideways at Amelia as if the Atlantean would’ve cared on account of the fact that they’d been casually coupling each other for months now. “But mostly, I just don’t give a shit.”

      Nate looked around the room, waiting for anyone else to speak up, but no one did. His gaze settled on Jaeger. The colonel met his eyes, quietly assessing, then finally shrugged.

      “Your ship, isn’t it?”

      That seemed to settle it for the moment, albeit uncomfortably.

      The conversation turned more casual after that, bouncing around from the golden splendor of Vanaheim and what to expect of the welcoming ceremony that afternoon back to all the things they hadn’t yet had time to unpack in the after-action scramble of what the crew—or Snuffy, at least—seemed to be settling on calling “the attack of the pirate-assassins.”

      Nate had half tuned out—was beginning to feel like he was somehow intruding on the gathering—when the sound of his name drew him back to the room, where Snuffy had just asked him something.

      “Hmm?” he asked, looking around.

      “He asked—” Ramirez started.

      “Indelicately,” Tessa added.

      “Indelicately,” Ramirez agreed.

      “They say,” Pierce muttered, loudly, “preparing to ask the same damn thing.”

      Nate tried to shake himself loose from his haze, searching their faces for some hint. To his surprise, it was Dr. Lundquist who spoke next.

      “I think we are all very curious,” he said, in his pleasantly Swedish accent, “what it was like, being, how do you say…”

      “Crushered, or whatever,” Snuffy finished. Delicately.

      Nate looked around again, realizing Jaeger had done his Jaeger thing and excused himself from the room, as he usually did once the proper business was taken care of. Carter, as she often did, had gone with him. The room was still waiting for his answer.

      “Kinda like having an underwater city collapsed on my head, I guess.”

      “Hmm,” Snuffy said, nodding sagely, like that actually made perfect sense.

      Over in his brooding corner, Pierce just waggled his fingers like oh, look at me, I’m so tough.

      Nate wasn’t sure he blamed the pilot. It wasn’t much of an answer—not where factual accuracy was concerned—and he supposed it had sounded like something of a humble brag. He found himself standing, closing the door on the topic. No reason to start kicking any other troublesome stones loose. Especially not after he’d just spent so much effort lying to them like he hadn’t almost lost control of the situation back there at the Attack of the Pirate-Assassins.

      “I’m gonna go workout,” he supplied to their questioning looks.

      “Yeah, I think you’re starting to shrink,” Pierce said, pointedly eyeing Nate’s arms.

      Nate glanced down and felt a familiar ripple of disorientation, like some part of his brain was still attempting to reject the fact that the body it found there was indeed his. Understandable enough, in his brain’s defense. The feeling had come less and less frequently as the months ticked by, but it was still frankly a bit ridiculous how quickly Ex had helped build him up from the scrawny Penn State senior he’d been a scant year ago. Now, half a meter and some hundred-plus kilos of solid muscle and bone later… Hulkish was the word Snuffy kept using.

      Nate would’ve been lying if he said he hated the feeling.

      Unbidden, his mind flashed to thoughts of Todd Mackleroy. Gwen was only a moment behind, right along with the whole confusing doom spiral of his friends’ EDF enlistment. Freaking Earth Defense Force. He realized he was watching Tessa, some part of him half—or maybe fully—expecting she’d ask if he wanted a spotter. Practically speaking, the idea of a spotter had become somewhat superfluous ever since he’d started counting his gravitonic resistances by metric tons. And Cammy could always kill the loads anyway, if anything ever got out of hand. It’d simply become something of a customary routine for him and Tessa to hang out during his training—the only time that really felt safe and above the table for them to hang out anymore, even if some part of him knew damn well he was becoming more attached than he should’ve, considering the situation at home.

      Tessa didn’t seem to notice his gaze, anyway, caught up as she was in some thought of her own.

      “I’ll catch you guys later,” he said, turning for the door.

      A workout did sound good right about then. Anything to clear his head, get him centered. Except he’d barely made it a step into the corridor before he found Jaeger and Carter waiting nearby, talking in that sort of arms-crossed, unfocused way that made him think they’d been waiting for him.

      “What’s she got on you, Kid?” Jaeger asked, before Nate could drop so much as a my, what lovely weather we’re having.

      He sighed, first at the question, then at the title of address. Jaeger hadn’t called him that—kid—in a while. Under normal circumstances, it might’ve simply irked him. Now, though, coupled with the discerning look in the colonel’s eyes, it just made him feel like his act had fallen completely flat.

      “Just a long list of my father this and my father that,” Nate said. “Didn’t seem worth the political capital to fight it.”

      “C’mon”—Jaeger was watching his face for some reaction—“I recognize the look of a man who’s got his balls caught in the vise. I’m sure you noticed that that prince was sporting some serious murder wood for you back there.”

      “Elsa says she’ll handle it. After the ceremony, once things have had a chance to cool down.”

      Carter’s face didn’t hide what she thought of that. Nor did Jaeger’s mouth.

      “Elsa,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Nate, if this is some kind of puppy dog, butterfly bullshit…”

      “It’s not.” Frustrated and sickened as he was with the entire situation by that point, Nate more than resented the implication.

      “Fine,” Jaeger said, spreading his hands like he was washing them of the whole deal. “Your ship, your headaches. You decide you need a hand prying those sad little raisins of yours loose, though…” He cupped his hands back toward himself and Carter, as it to say we’re your people.

      Nate regarded the two of them, a flicker of amusement pushing up against his irritation. “Got a lot of experience extracting balls from vises, do you?”

      The colonel huffed one of those black chuckles of his. “Not enough, apparently.” His gaze darted briefly to Carter before settling back on Nate. “Just check my first wife’s mantle.”
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      That afternoon, on the way to the welcoming ceremony, they had the delightful misfortune of stumbling into Elsa’s royal entourage. At least fifty or more extravagantly-dressed Eldari, many accompanied by pets and servants. The sight of her serpentine smile fixing onto him from across the open courtyard turned Nate’s stomach a bit, and a bit turned to a lot when she made a point of stopping the entire procession just to come greet Nate personally with a warm embrace and a royal kiss on the cheek—a funny little bit of Terran culture she’d picked up from the archives, she laughingly informed the gawking crowd.

      Even after having gotten everything she’d claimed to want, Nate still couldn’t help but think the princess simply enjoyed stirring the pot. His pot, he amended more precisely, as he somehow managed to wiggle his way out of escorting the princess on his arm again.

      Still, by the time they were marching down the illustrious path toward the cathedral-esque hall of ceremony and the deepening roar of the crowds, some part of him was also starting to wonder if maybe this whole arrangement wouldn’t be so bad after all. Occasionally annoying, maybe. Okay, probably—and frequently, to boot. He doubted Princess Elsa was going to be winning any popularity contests aboard the Camelot. But the benefits wouldn’t be entirely nonexistent, either.

      The Excalibur Knights weren’t exactly chop liver to the worlds and people of the Alliance, but it did get kind of tiring, having most of those people treat him like the Council’s personal lawman—or their dread executioner, come to collect on debts owed. And while there had been a fair share of mythic awe and Knightly ass kissing worked into the mix as well, that attention always seemed to come with its own set of problems. Ambitious assassins, he’d quickly come to learn, were only the tip of the iceberg. Far trickier were the non-lethal complications. Disingenuous supporters hoping to win a questionable favor. Shameless opportunists willing to do anything—and he did mean anything—to get some juicy (and profitable) dirt on a Knight.

      Amelia had taken great care to warn him of the prevalence and resourcefulness of such reputational predators—nearly as often as she’d reminded him, in just the kindest, most friendly-natured way he could’ve imagined such an invitation being made, that he was not only welcome but highly encouraged to use her to keep his baser needs in check, whenever and however he so desired.

      Atlanteans and their freaking coupling…

      Those were usually the moments he found himself running to go crush himself with a workout—or calling home to see Gwen, back when that hadn’t felt so… he didn’t know what. The word estranged felt too stuffy and legal for people of their age. Too severe, as he pushed the thought aside to focus back on the here and now, and on all of the vibrant, ceremoniously dignified culture around him, marching beneath the grand palace arches to the pace of Princess Elsavataryllianna Priatus’ royal grace.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, having an Eldari princess around to divert the attention away from the Council’s Dread Errand Boy. Hell, maybe her presence would even convince some of the more uncertain worlds to roll out the royal welcome mat instead of the cautionary tarp. Garner them the royal treatment, so to speak. That actually sounded kind of nice, right up until they reached the edge of the covered section of corridor, and Nate got a good look at that royal treatment in all its manifest glory.

      It all seemed so unnecessarily big.

      Maybe grand was the word. Opulent. Freaking majestic. The golden causeway stretched ahead into open sky. Huge, periodic arches of intricately-carved crystal running the rainbow gamut, gleaming in the bright sunlight above all the proud royal jewels that’d gathered to bear witness to their march. All of it framed by the pulse pike tips of the guards lining the way behind them. The entire palace perched upon its mountain base, bolstered through past generations by permanent gravitonic engines and other additions, all seemingly intent on reminding the “commoners” of Vanaheim of their collective station below the Lords and Ladies of Vanaheim.

      Those Eldari commoners—who themselves would’ve been treated as something close to royalty throughout much of Alliance space—roared on below anyway. It was at once the most- and least-dignified behavior Nate had ever seen from the Eldari. On the way down, the view of the palace from the Camelot had been breathtaking enough, but now, standing there at the edge of that gleaming skyway, listening to the crowds chant for their new princess…

      It was impossible not to feel the power in that place. The ancient roots of wealth and strength and pure pride that’d slowly stretched their way out to the stars from this very spot. Suddenly, it wasn’t so hard to understand how the Eldari had come to practically rule the galaxy.

      And there, at the far end of the grand skyway, stood the focal titans of all that majesty—the High King and High Queen of Vanaheim, unmistakable even to an outsider in all of their golden splendor. Their royal children lined the dais behind them, all proud and regal in their own rights, but none quite so bright and towering—albeit largely thanks to his ceremonially gilded griffin mount—as their brightly-bristling crown prince.

      Nate didn’t need Ex’s optical magnification to feel Prince Phaldissus’ eyes lock onto him. He felt it like an inky weight settling across his chest. Instant low-grade nausea, tinged with a chaser of deep dread. It was startling, how heavily it hit him—a sudden, grave certainty that Nate had stepped out of his galactic lane, fucking with Eldari royalty, and that the prince would do everything in his considerable power to…

      Blackened hands, Ex murmured, right about the same time that that nausea spiked, sending Nate clutching at his knees for support.

      Ex, what the hell is… he started, mind flicking from secondary strokes, to poisons, all the way to focused sonic weapons. But he felt it there, at the edge of his mind, even as Ex came to the same impossible conclusion.

      “Nate.”

      Tessa sounded concerned beside him. But not for him, he realized, as he glimpsed her wide-eyed fix on her omni tool and felt Cammy’s message.

      “Kid?”

      “Get back to the ship,” Nate hissed. “Now.”

      To his credit, Jaeger didn’t waste more than a single uncertain glance with Carter before he turned and barked the order to the crew. Nate was already calling the rest of his armor down from e-dim, rushing forward into the bright sunlight. He cleared the shadows of the underpass right as the first alarms rang out over Vanaheim, confused Eldari all looking down to their omni holos for answers. Nate looked skyward, to the true source, mind reeling, grasping for answers that wouldn’t come.

      Be careful what you wish for, I think is the imperative lesson here, Ex growled.

      Right as the first tendril of a Synth protoswarm came bursting through the clouds, racing for the city.
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      As fast as Nate could fly these days, he was no match for the devastatingly brilliant lances of Vanaheim’s massive anti-aircraft batteries. Pristine as the Eldari gunners’ reaction speeds were, he wasn’t at all surprised to watch the leading tendril of the protoswarm vaporized from existence well before he was even halfway there.

      The surprising part, after a long minute hanging near the top end of the troposphere, was that the rest of the swarm was nowhere to be seen.

      He waited there, feeling Vanaheim’s bated breath far below. No dense, swirling heart of the swarm descending from the heavens. No racing tendrils of inorganic death. Even for a larger protoswarm, the leading edge shouldn’t have been more than a few klicks—maybe even a few dozen—ahead of the pack. And yet…

      I don’t feel them near, Ex confirmed, in answer to his unformed question. But there is… something.

      Nate felt it too, even if he couldn’t quite put a finger on what the hell it was. An amorphous, sickening darkness nursing on the edge of his mind. More Synth presence scattered throughout the system, maybe—or maybe even farther out, in nearby systems. He couldn’t tell. Iveera would’ve scolded his dull senses.

      He needed to go have a look.

      He felt Ex’s unspoken agreement and was already reaching for Cammy when the rest of his brain caught up and reminded him it’d probably take Jaeger and the crew at least another ten minutes to make it across the palace and back to the Camelot’s landing pad on foot. Briefly, he thought about calling Cammy up to meet him anyway. But he’d already lied to his people once today. He wasn’t in any hurry to add abandonment and involuntary bench-riding to the list of his transgressions.

      Plus, he might end up needing them out there.

      Whatever was happening, something sure as shit didn’t add up.

      So, he sent a concise update to Jaeger and Tessa, acknowledged their recommendations to be careful, and leaned on the gravitonics. A quick in-flight mind-clearing exercise to focus his senses, courtesy of Iveera. A double-check with Ex to confirm they had the e-dim oxygen stores for an extended scouting flight, just in case. And then they were clearing Vanaheim’s atmosphere, the hissing rush of altitude-thinned air giving way to the perfect outer silence and the cold, vacuous embrace of space.

      No Synth protoswarm.

      He drifted there for a moment, allowing Ex to complete his system sweep, pulling—either politely or not—from the Eldari fleet ships and outsystem colonies as needed. There was something calming about facing the situation now that he was out here removed from Vanaheim, staring down the void that once would’ve sent him into a panic but now just felt an intoxicating paradox—at once infinite and yet somehow also close enough to touch. He felt more connected out here, his senses sharper. He felt that oily presence fading from their proximity right about the same time that Ex started talking, and a burst of powerful plasma flares lit the darkness out near Vanaheim’s moon.

      No Synth protoswarm, but the fleet was still tracking a few unidentified, tendril-sized masses throughout the system.

      How the hell did they get this far into Alliance space?

      Ex was too occupied chewing on the local and Alliance networks to bother with an answer. Nate wasn’t really expecting one anyway.

      It should’ve been impossible. Was impossible, according to anyone with any say in the matter.

      Zedavian and Dalnak, out there on the outer rim, striking at the heart of the enemy force. Viktos on the way to join them. Wave after countless graduated wave of Alliance warships pushing out to reinforce their efforts, adding as they went to the already breathtakingly elaborate gravitonic detection system that was demonstrably able to track, quite accurately, the flow of any swarm-sized mass throughout most of the settled galaxy, and much of the outer regions as well. The detection system that absolutely would’ve seen a protoswarm coming light-years before it reached Vanaheim.

      That was the entire point. The mere fact of the detection grid’s continued existence was proof enough of its efficacy. Without hard evidence that it worked, the grid surely would’ve long ago fallen to the vocal Synth skeptics among the Council, who’d apparently been lobbying for generations to recoup the considerable upkeep costs and just let the damn thing die once and for all. Even with hard evidence of the Synth resurgence staring them in the face, a few of those stubborn bastards had held onto their beliefs, muttering into their hats that the grid was an unnecessarily expensive use of resources. But Nate had noticed that even those councilors had stopped using words like pointless and waste. Even Zedavian and the Merlin believed in the system’s efficacy.

      The Synth couldn’t be here.

      Another onslaught of Eldari dreadnought fire made it’s disagreement known somewhere off the dark side of Vanaheim. In the back of his mind, Nate fleetingly pictured Eldari children looking up to the distant fireworks in the night sky, pointing and asking their parents what that was. Fair damn question. It idly occurred to him he hadn’t seen more than a handful of children since they’d arrived on Vanaheim.

      They must’ve been there, right?

      There, but out of sight.

      Hidden.

      How?

      One last flash of heavy artillery fire, deep outsystem, and that foul presence at the edge of his mind evaporated from their proximity, lingering only distantly. Almost like the swarm had somehow been scattered not just throughout the system, but across the entire sector.

      It didn’t make any sense.

      And yet here lay the vaporized micro-remnants of at least part of a Synth swarm.

      Nate eyed the darkness warily, wondering about the threat of reassembly, half-expecting to see the heart of the swarm simply appear out of thin air.

      “Where the fuck did they come from?” he heard himself whisper.

      This is not an isolated incident, Ex said, finally rousing from his dive into the nets.

      Where else? Nate wondered, stomach sinking. How bad?

      Unclear in total, at present. Updates are all preliminary, and quite scattered.

      A slight pause.

      It seems there were casualties in the Endarion system, most notably on one of the outer colonies. Details are sparse, but I gather the fighting is still underway.

      Nate flexed his fingers, itching for something useful to do. The Endarion system was close, relatively speaking, but it was still over half a light-year away.

      A quick jump for the Camelot’s q-drives.

      He was reaching for the comms to check on his crew’s status when Ex’s systems chimed with another incoming request. He almost brushed it away reflexively. Then he registered what channel it was coming by, and accepted the request with a silent curse.

      “Supreme Chancellor.”

      “Ser Arturi.” Priatus said the name like he was testing the edibility of decidedly spoiled meat. He looked… not quite ragged. Outwardly, the Eldari looked as well-groomed and put-together as ever. But there was something in the lines of his face. Something fraying. “Well, what do you see out there? Report.”

      What do YOU see in THERE, asshole? Nate wanted to fire back, glancing beyond the overlay of Ex’s HUD to the gold-blue glow of Vanaheim below, painfully aware that every second he floated here waiting for the Camelot was potentially another life lost in the Endarion system. Maybe more than that. He thought uneasily of the Beacon relay there—the sole gateway from Eldari space to Forge Station and the rest of the Alliance.

      “I don’t know how,” he said, “but it sure looks like a fragmented protoswarm just dropped into the sector out of nowhere.”

      “Impossible.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “You are certain this is not some… misunderstanding?”

      “Uhh… Yes?” Nate’s mouth replied slowly, his mind elsewhere, tugging at its own threads. Maybe the detection grid couldn’t have missed an entire protoswarm slipping by. But fragments of a swarm?

      Priatus was speaking to someone off camera, looking irritated.

      Nate was opening his mouth to ask what else they’d heard on the Forge, and where in the sector his help was most needed, when the Merlin butted into the holo frame, eyes a bit squinty, like an old-timer trying to figure out if the webcam was on. Or like he was drunk off his ass.

      The wizard sniffed a few times. Wiggled his nose. Probably drunk. Squinted again. Definitely drunk. He’d started drinking again. Not that he’d ever really stopped, as far as Nate knew. But started drinking heavily again, by the looks of it. That didn’t bode well.

      “Nathaniel?” For a second, the Merlin looked genuinely confused to see him. “No, that can’t be…” Then something seemed to occur to him in a rush, and he staggered back out of view like he’d just realized he’d left the oven on. Gone, just like that. An extremely sour-looking Priatus replaced him a moment later, muttering something about confounded this or that.

      “Is he…?”

      “Irrelevant,” Priatus snapped, before regaining his usual composure. “At any rate, that will be all. You are to aid the Vanir in cleansing the system and then return to the Forge for debriefing.”

      “What?” The word fell out of Nate’s mouth before he could think better of it, but once it was out there, he didn’t see any reason to stop. “With respect, Supreme Chancellor, I think it’s prudent I—”

      “Prudent?” Priatus drew fully upright, composure slipping again, catching fire. “You wish to speak to me of prudence and respect after your behavior with my daughter?”

      Nate froze, mind blanking to short circuits. Had Priatus already heard about their agreement? Had she told him? Or could it be that he’d somehow found out about—

      Is this REALLY what we’re worrying about right now? Ex asked. Synth sneak attack? End of the world? No?

      Fair point. Not that Supreme Chancellor Priatus looked all that likely to care.

      “Clear that system and get back to the Forge, Ser Knight,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Ser Katanaga will be dispatched to handle the proper investigation once she’s returned from her current duties.”

      Some part of Nate wanted to point out that, technically speaking, he took his orders from the drunk-ass wizard in the corner—or, failing that, from Zedavian Kelkarin, or any of the other senior Knights of his Order. But he knew it was pointless. Especially as a message pinged at the corner of his HUD from Tessa via Cammy, flagged urgent: “Griffin Boy’s giving us trouble at the landing pad.”

      Goddammit.

      Phaldissus, Ex muttered with distaste. Then, with a bit more cheer: More like Phallic-ssus, am I right?

      On the in-helmet display, Priatus killed their connection with a prickly scowl and a pointed lack of polite farewells.

      Cute, Ex. Really cute.

      He felt Ex’s mental equivalent of a shrug and let out a sigh. “Just once, it’d be great if someone trusted me to do my actual job out here.”

      Blackened hands, how do you think I feel?

      Again, probably a fair point.

      Nate looked from the vast expanse of suddenly not-so-safe space down to the brilliant gold-blue stretch of Vanaheim, thinking of that confused look on the Merlin’s face. Not for the first time, he wished the wizard would just get his shit together and tell them all what to do, as it’d so seemed like he would back in those first weeks after they’d returned from their clash with the Black Knight on the ruins of Avalon. Apparently, even the resurgence of the Synth wasn’t sufficient incentive to keep the wizard off the sauce for long. Ex bristled at Nate’s train of thought, just as he always did at any critique of his precious Merlin. At least they’d gotten past the point of bickering about it.

      As far as the Knights were concerned, the Merlin did what the Merlin did. Apparently for reasons no one understood. Reasons that often looked like drunken annihilation but very, very occasionally somehow ended up yanking the whole of the goddamn galaxy back onto its axis. And that was pretty much that.

      But none of that could seem to wipe the wizard’s confused look from Nate’s mind, or quell the inky unease resting at the edge of his senses.

      Something was going on here. Something they needed to get to the bottom of. Whether that was his off-the-books concern or he was going to go slinking back to the Forge with his tail between his legs like a good boy while Iveera swept in to take over, he wasn’t yet sure.

      Either way, they probably weren’t going anywhere until he’d dealt with Prince Phallic-suss.

      Catchy, right?

      Nate shook his head, refusing to concede the point.

      Just give me a flight solution, will you? he asked, reaching for the gravitonics.
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      Much as Jaeger balked at the thought that he would, or even could, ever feel bad for Princess Elsa Priatus (AKA “that glitzy, stuck up space fairy,” in the words of Lt. Tessa Kalders), he had to admit, standing there at the heart of the royal peep show: If ever he was going to feel bad for Princess Elsa, it was probably right then.

      The woman’s fiancée was, for lack of a better word, a raging cock head, and a domineering tyrant, to boot.

      Maybe there was a better word for it in Eldari. Whatever it was, though, the palace court was absolutely eating this shit up. They watched like starving wolves. Riveted. None of them saying a word to help. All of them just watching their new soon-to-be princess face down Prince Phaldissus. Or vice versa, considering the noble prince’s sizable griffin-mounted height advantage.

      Jaeger wondered if it was time to step in. The fact that the royal A-hole even had the time to come swooping in on them in person seemed to suggest that the initial surge of the Synth attack was at least somewhat under control up there, but that didn’t really change the fact that they had less than zero time for this bullshit. Then again, it also didn’t change the hard fact of the several dozen lance-happy royal guards currently caging them in. Or the additional waves pouring out onto the landing platform behind them at a brusque, boot-smacking march, stern glares and humming pulse lances at the ready.

      It felt like they’d found themselves in a freaking episode of Cops: Royal Eldari Edition.

      He wished to high hell the princess would’ve just stowed the my fathers and listened to reason when they’d tried to quietly slip back to the ship without her. He still wasn’t sure why she’d gotten it in her head that now was the time to come racing for the Camelot alongside Jaeger and the rest of the crew, stirring up all the gossipy palace hens in their wake. Then again, considering how Prince Phaldissus was taking the news, even here in the middle of a potentially world-ending attack, maybe it wasn’t such a mystery.

      Princess Elsa was afraid they might leave her here. With him. With the man who hadn’t even bothered dismounting his prized space griffin to address his betrothed. The man who’d in fact seemed to derive some sick pleasure in letting the big cat-bird thing prowl in closer and inspect the princess with its sharp-looking beak as she spoke. In her defense, Elsa hadn’t so much as flinched. Or didn’t, at least, until Phaldissus spoke up again.

      “No,” his royal highness finally said, breaking the stark silence that’d been stretching too long.

      Elsa’s posture remained strong. Defiant. But Jaeger could see the fine cracks spiderwebbing through her psychological armor. “No?”

      “No. You are never to set foot on that filthy Terran’s ship again.”

      That was as good a cue as any.

      “Well, pardoning that filthy Terran’s friends, your highnesses,” Jaeger said, keeping his hands where the guards could see them, “but maybe you can let us pass while you two discuss this matter. Ser Arturi has urgent need of his ship up there. Order Excalibur business, I’m sure you understand.”

      Christ, now who sounded like a cock head?

      “Think Nate’s on his way,” Kalders whispered at his ear. Jaeger wasn’t entirely sure whether that was good news or not, given how few fucks Phaldissus Kelkarin seemed to give about their Order Excalibur business. The prince didn’t make any sign he’d even heard Jaeger speak.

      “Well,” Jaeger replied quietly to Kalders, eyeing the guards’ tense stances and thrumming pulse pikes, and settling tentatively on the good news column, “maybe tell him to hurry his ass up.”

      A freaking Synth sneak attack in the heart of Alliance space, and this was what these people chose to focus on.

      “My fleet has already crushed the invaders,” Phaldissus said, with a dismissive glance in Jaeger’s direction. Maybe he had heard, then. “Vanaheim has no need of your aid, Terran.” He focused back on the princess before Jaeger could offer so much as a fuck you kindly, then. “You may go. Go, and tell your Knight he may hereby consider Vanaheim’s hospitality revoked, and his invitations rescinded.”

      “My lord?” murmured one of the royal ass-kissers—or heralds, or whatever—who waited at the griffin’s right flank, nervously drumming downward-steepled fingers beneath his flowing robe sleeves.

      “Phaldissus,” Elsa added, in the kind of be reasonable tone that set the prince’s hackles on edge about as fast as a good slap right to the face.

      “I will not have my bride”—the prince’s mouth gave an ugly twitch searching for the words, practically frothing—“spoiled by some dirty, unchaste Terran boy whilst I labor to lead this kingdom.”

      For the first time, Elsa broke stares with the prince to take in the gawking crowd. She seemed to shrink a little as she remembered where she was, and to whom these royal gossips had all sworn their oh-so-loyal allegiance.

      “I am not your property Phaldissus,” she said quietly, focusing back on the prince. “You have no right to govern me so.”

      The sneer that twisted the prince’s lips was as ugly as it was familiar. There was hatred in that look. Hatred that transcended species lines. The same kind of vain, poorly directed vitriol Jaeger had observed in the worst, most self-aggrandizing of dictators back home.

      She was his property, as far as this haughty bastard was concerned.

      Jaeger didn’t mean to step forward, then. He certainly didn’t intend to open his mouth and point out that he’d absolutely known pig farmers back home with better manners and nobler hearts. Somehow, he found himself several steps closer to Prince Cock Head anyway, the crew tensing behind him, three thrumming lance tips leveled warningly in his face. He couldn’t bring himself to care.

      Beside him, Princess Elsa was shooting him a look he couldn’t make heads or tails of.

      Then someone cried, “Look!” and after a wave of rustling fabrics and courtly gasps, Nate came slamming down to the landing pad with all the grace and poise of a full-grown Newfoundland who still thought itself a lapdog. Fancy stones cracked. Eldari recoiled. Nate’s expression—doubtlessly surprised or apologetic—was mercifully hidden behind his emotionless faceplate as he straightened and looked around, taking in the situation.

      “We have a problem?” he asked, fixing his attention on the prince.

      Maybe it was the helmet filters talking, but he didn’t sound like some meek Terran tourist anymore. Lingering rough edges aside, Jaeger had to give it to him: the kid really had come into his own out here. At least compared to the whiny shit he’d been back when all this had started on Earth. Jaeger found himself relaxing just a tad, shoulders easing, like some undisciplined part of himself figured the day was saved.

      Probably, he was just relieved he hadn’t gone and blown diplomatic relations himself.

      Not that that outcome looked any less likely, as Phaldissus set his snarl on Nate.

      “You,” the prince growled. The griffin flexed its claws as if acting out its master’s barely contained rage, leaning in, threatening—

      Only to recoil with a strange, mewling yip as one of Nate’s unseen energy barriers crackled and singed its probing beak. A smell like badly burnt hair filled the air. Several things happened at once, then—all in about the time it took Jaeger to mutter, “Oh piss.”

      Prince Phaldissus Kelkarin leaping from his affronted steed on a wave of pure, indignant rage.

      Princess Elsa, attempting to put herself between them.

      The beak-singed griffin, giving over to its primal instincts, lunging forward to attack.

      A gray-blue blur of motion later, Nate was in front of the princess, one arm thrown protectively out, the other extended outward to where Phaldissus’ griffin had just cannon-balled into the raised lip at the edge of the causeway twenty meters away, leaving a trail of dazed Eldari guards and noble scattered on the ground in its wake. And there, right in front of Nate and Elsa, sat Phaldissus, gaping up in disbelief at the brazen Excalibur Knight who’d just knocked him on his royal ass.

      “Sssorry,” Nate said slowly, showing his open armored hands to the rest of the guards with even slower motions. “Let’s all”—stepping toward Phaldissus like molasses, offering a hand up—“take a breath and reset?”

      Phaldissus’ lips curled with more of that vitriol, rising with his visible shock at having been unexpectedly pushed—unexpectedly assaulted—maybe for the first time in his proudly gilded life. Jaeger was certain the prince would start spitting insults and threats. A you’ll pay for this, maybe, or an I could have you killed for that. For a second, it seemed Phaldissus would, at the very least, scream for the guards to seize them. Then something strange happened. A sudden, disconcerting dampening of the rage in those golden eyes, almost like someone had slid a blinder over the open flames.

      It was freaky in a serial murderer sort of way.

      The prince stood without a word, straightening his armor.

      “We need to sweep the entire system for any trace of Synth presence,” Nate said, tentatively seizing the opportunity to move on. All around him, the royal guards waited with lances primed, waiting to see what their venerable prince would do, but Nate paid them no mind. “If we can establish the trajectory of their appearance throughout the system, we might be able to—”

      “As I already told your servant,” Phaldissus interjected, expression flat, “your aid is not required here, Knight. No more than it was required to deal with these invaders.”

      Something about the way he said that last word. Invaders.

      “There could be more where they came from,” Nate said, “which—”

      “Which, as you can plainly see, is not an issue for the people of Vanaheim. I’m told my fleet eradicated the entirety of the threat before you cleared atmos, Ser Knight.”

      “Your fleet destroyed a fraction of a protoswarm,” Nate corrected, a bit stiffly. “And we have no idea how it got here, or where the rest of it might be. That’s a problem.”

      “Then I trust you’ll see to it your masters hear of this problem,” Phaldissus said, turning as if he intended to mount his griffin, which was only then beginning to stir over by the parapet. A brief flicker of irritation crossed the prince’s face, then he gathered his royal dignity and turned to depart the old-fashioned way. “Until our next meeting, Ser Arturi,” he added dismissively, not bothering to look over his shoulder as he gestured to his guards and royal posse to fall in with him. “I have important matters to attend.”

      And for one hopeful moment, that really did seem to be that. Then Phaldissus paused beside Princess Elsa, not directly looking at her either, but clear enough in his intent as he offered her his royal arm. Elsa looked from Phaldissus to Nate, expression guarded, eyes racing. Something seemed to pass between them. Then, to Jaeger’s surprise, she bowed her head and took the prince’s arm.

      “Wait.”

      Nate’s voice, like the first ominous crack of pond ice underfoot.

      Phaldissus paused but didn’t turn.

      “If it’s your decree that I should leave Vanaheim, I’m afraid I’m going to have to finish my business here first.”

      Jaeger swore he saw a few courtly onlookers licking their lips, like they sensed delectable gossip nuggets were imminent.

      “Princess Elsavataryllianna Priatus of Aesirheim, Daughter of Selvondar Priatus, Supereme Chancellor of the Galactic Alliance…”

      Elsa’s lips quirked almost imperceptibly at Nate’s formal words, Phaldissus turning just enough to glare at her. Jaeger couldn’t decide whether to groan or smile. His insides tried both.

      “… I hereby request your presence aboard the Camelot as an acting envoy of the Order Excalibur.”

      Almost sweet. Mostly incendiary.

      The crowd was stunned. Phaldissus stood frozen, shoulders tensed like a jungle cat. For several mute seconds, no one seemed certain what to do, where to look. Then all eyes turned to Princess Elsa.

      “I accept,” she said, quietly, her eyes never leaving Nate’s.

      This wasn’t how Jaeger had seen the day going.

      Phaldissus’ jaw worked its way back and forth, lips parted, like he’d momentarily forgotten how to speak. For a few seconds, Jaeger half-thought the prince would snap under the clear blood lust boiling beneath his surface and challenge Nate to a duel right then and there. But even riled as he was, the prince wasn’t that stupid. Royalty or not, mortals didn’t challenge Knights to fair fights and expect to live.

      Of course, that didn’t really preclude unfair fights.

      Maybe that’s why Nate looked as oddly calm and collected as Jaeger felt at that moment. They both knew the knife would come later, in the dark, and probably when they least expected it. Beside him, Carter also seemed to intuit as much, as did Ms. Hannah O’Sweeney, interestingly enough. Or Dr. O’Sweeney, he mentally corrected himself. He still didn’t know what to make of the guarded journalist. But their little island of calm did nothing to stop the rest of the crew from tensing up again, or the guards from shifting yet again—almost tiredly this time—to more ready combat stances, all of them preparing for the shit to hit.

      “Very well,” Phaldissus finally said, sliding his arm free from Elsa’s hand and taking a pointed step back from the princess. “I shall see to it the contracts are liquidated.”

      “My lord?” asked the same herald who’d questioned the prince earlier.

      Phaldissus waved down the protest, but the herald was adamant.

      “My lord, your father will not—”

      “My father will not care which Aesir whore opens her legs to this kingdom, so long as the deed is done.”

      The words hit like a sobering slap of ice water, drawing a sea of gasps from the crowd, some as seemingly horrified as others were delighted. The herald fidgeted beneath his robe sleeves, looking mortified. Elsa stood unmoving, chin held high.

      “This one has several sisters,” Phaldissus forged on, pretending not to notice—or maybe just completely oblivious to all of it. “Perhaps one of them might possess a scrap of dignity.” He started to turn with all the airs of a man who didn’t give half a shit how his words landed, only to falter when it seemed they hadn’t landed at all. “Perhaps next time you might consider the consequences of your inane whimsies, Princess,” he added over his shoulder, “before you bother wasting the time and resources of an entire kingdom.”

      “I shall take that to heart, Phaldissus,” Elsa said, touching lightly at her breast to emphasize the point. “More so than I ever would’ve taken you, I suspect.”

      This time, the giggles and chatter of the crowd felt decidedly at the prince’s expense.

      Phaldissus’ strong jaw worked, his eyes searching for something—probably a viable, dignified exit plan—and settling, finally, on Nate.

      “Vanaheim will not forget this day, Knight.”

      This time, the prince didn’t wait for cheeky remarks. He spun with a whirl of his short, silken cape and marched off, golden boots stomping across the stone with purpose as a cadre of royal guards fell in around him. The crowd made way, those closer bowing and otherwise genuflecting while those farther away chatted animatedly on, some behind raised hands, others quite openly. Back toward the ship, a commotion over on the periphery of the causeway drew Jaeger’s attention—the griffin finally shaking itself off from its tumble and padding after its master. It snorted at Nate as it passed, then hurried along, beak held high, claws clacking all the way.

      “Sooo, what just happened?” Jaeger heard Snuffy ask quietly behind him.

      “Pretty sure our boy just started himself an itsy-bitsy galactic blood feud,” Ramirez said.

      Jaeger was pretty sure Ramirez was right. The real question was just how far Prince Phaldissus would be willing to go, and at whom he’d take aim when it came time to avenge that smarting ego of his. Maybe Vanaheim would simply issue a stern poo-pooing at Nate and the Knights. Or maybe they’d erupt into a new era of bloody war with Aesirheim, right smack in the middle of everything else going on.

      He glanced at Princess Elsa, read absolutely nothing from her expression, and decided they’d better figure this out elsewhere regardless. Nate turned to them, helmet peeling back from e-dim to show his face. Jaeger met the kid’s gaze, half-expecting him to spout a stupid grin, all giddy at having held his ground against a prince of Vanaheim. But Nate just looked tired, and more than a little bit concerned. That was good.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Nate said, just loud enough for the crew to hear over the chatter of the slowly disbanding crowd.

      “Amen,” Kalders said, giving his armored shoulder a friendly knock-knock as he passed, like well done.

      Princess Elsa traded a few private words with Nate before turning and drifting after the crew toward the Camelot’s ramp, moving with a kind of somber grace that somehow looked as light as it felt heavy. Nate looked equally heavy as he glanced back toward the palace and Phaldissus, like he was wondering if this had all been worth it. Not for the first time, Jaeger wondered what had transpired between the two of them on that pirate ship, and then again in the princess’ short-lived quarters here on Vanaheim.

      The thought faded to background as his senses pinged incoming in his peripherals.

      Two broad, towering figures dressed in dark armor half hidden beneath woolen travel cloaks, stepping forward from the milling crowd. Atlanteans, Jaeger was pretty sure, though they were bigger and far less aesthetically perfect than the average Atlantean fare. Almost like whatever Castors had coded this pair’s genetics had deliberately intended for their faces to be as forgettable as their bodies were built for war.

      A strange tension stretched the air as Nate turned to face them. It built, the silence lasting too long as the Atlanteans squared off with Nate, eyes held conspicuously low beneath their woolen hoods. Then the two warriors dropped to their knees, cast off their hoods, and bowed their heads at Nate’s feet.

      “My lord,” they both said in unison.

      “We are Tristan and Tor,” the male boomed, indicating first himself then his partner.

      “We have come to serve, my lord,” Tor added, her dark eyes fixed somewhere below Nate’s knees as she rifled in her pack for something.

      Understanding dawned on Jaeger right about the same time Nate shot a sideways glance his way. It was plain enough in the kid’s face that he’d forgotten all about their planned rendezvous with everything else going on. In his defense, though, so too had Jaeger, right up until the moment Tor bowed her head again and offered up a battered but well-serviced shield bearing elaborate runic designs of copper and silver hues that flowed into concentric circles around a roaring dragon’s head.

      “Please accept this token of the Round Table’s fealty, my lord,” she said, as a stupefied-looking Nate accepted the shield from her hands, “and know that I hereby swear to serve you by my life and death, in whatsoever manner you should require.”

      “As do I, my lord,” Tristan said, head still bowed.

      “That’s not—I didn’t—” Nate eyed the shield distractedly, still trying to process, then finally looked up to the sky and back to the palace, like he was remembering everything else. “Ah, why the hell not?” he murmured to himself. He waved a hand toward the boarding ramp, beckoning to the two kneeling Atlanteans. “Welcome to the Camelot, Tristan and Tor. You picked a hell of a day to join the party.”
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      “That was incredibly stupid.”

      Back aboard the Camelot, with Vanaheim safely behind them for the moment, Nate set his frown on the princess who was either their newest resident time bomb or, thinking bigger, the striking spark of a whole new era of Eldari civil war—or hell, maybe both—and tried to parse that.

      “I thought this was what you wanted,” he finally said.

      “I didn’t say otherwise.”

      “So you’re saying it was incredibly stupid and welcome?”

      Her lips—still silvered in keeping with the rest of her ceremonial makeup—twitched. “Perhaps I merely seek to fulfill my duties as envoy and inform you of the political yield of your recent decisions.”

      “Clearly we’re lucky to have you.” Nate considered the room, thinking of the palatial living quarters she’d so abruptly left behind. “Hope you can get used to living in squalor, Princess.”

      She followed his gaze absently around the tidy-but-small quarters and finally wrinkled her nose at the thought of living here for more than a couple of days. “It was refreshing, though,” she said, “seeing Phaldissus Kelkarin knocked to his insufferable ass.”

      Nate grinned a little at the memory despite himself. At least until the second half of the thought caught up. Refreshing… and potentially catastrophic—at least where that political yield of theirs was concerned. Luckily, Ex chose that moment to speak up and declare that he’d finally collated enough data from the aggregated Alliance reports to begin calculating likely origin points for their mysterious protoswarm attackers.

      He turned to go, reaching out to Cammy’s awareness to locate Jaeger.

      “Ser Knight.”

      He paused at Elsa’s tone and looked back to find an uncharacteristic hesitation etched across her brow.

      “Thank you,” she finally said.

      They didn’t sound like words she said all that often. At least not in earnest. But he was pretty sure that’s what they were now, despite the near-death-blackmail mess and the rest of the collective dumpster fire that’d led them to this moment. Maybe it wasn’t as simple as the binary question of whether he was being manipulated or not, used or not. Maybe, setting all the rest of the politics aside, along with the fact that she was probably rich and powerful enough to buy an entire civilized planet… Maybe he really had done something to help the woman in front of him escape a life she hadn’t wanted. Maybe that was worth something on its own. He filed the thought away in the ever-growing it’s complicated drawer of his mental galactic hierarchy, nodded his quiet acknowledgment to Elsa, and turned to leave.

      The Atlanteans were waiting in the corridor just outside. Tristan and Tor, he reminded himself, after the initial jolt of surprise settled. They stood at passive attention like a pair of meaty sentry bots.

      “You two don’t have to follow me, you know. Especially not on the ship.”

      “It is our duty, my lord,” Tor said, not quite meeting his eyes.

      It was the oddest thing, having someone that big and clearly deadly avoid his eyes. Then again, after a year of Ex’s tweaks and his own rigorous training, Nate did stand level with the hulking, genetically-engineered Atlanteans—equally massive, and probably about ten times as strong, even without his battle armor. Still. He’d gotten somewhat used to the covert stares and rubbernecking attention of the crowds. But this? This was something different. A loosely centered attention that was somehow almost more intense than any open stare could’ve been. Almost reverent.

      “Can I get you two anything?”

      He couldn’t quite decide how their attention made him feel, but he was pretty sure he didn’t need it right just now—as emphasized by Ex’s pointed throat clearing and the waiting data map he jangled at the periphery of Nate’s mind. The Atlanteans just looked a little uneasy at the question. Warriors of the freaking Round Table.

      “Would you like to eat or sleep?” he tried again. “I’m sure it’s been a long journey from Olympus.”

      “In shifts, my lord.” A moment of hesitation on Tor’s face, like she was thinking about adding something more. “One of us will remain by your side—”

      “Within convenient proximity,” Tristan amended, in his deep voice.

      “—At all times,” Tor finished.

      That probably explained why they’d wanted to send more than two of their warriors for this little… whatever it was. A trial run, Nate had thought, back when he’d given in and agreed to Calum and Amelia’s prolonged urgings to take these two on. But maybe sworn guardians and sacred oaths didn’t mix all that well with trial runs.

      “You needn’t concern yourself with us, my lord,” Tristan added, in what was probably supposed to be a reassuring tone. It fell kind of flat in the wake of all the by your side business.

      What the hell had he agreed to, here?

      He didn’t know. On some level, he was still just trying to wrap his head around the idea that there was apparently an entire small academy’s worth of Round Table acolytes back on Olympus who, just like Tristan and Tor here, had spent their entire lives training to serve Arthur Pendragon’s successor, just as their ancestors had been doing for generations, on the off chance that that successor might happen to be Atlantean (or Terran, as it were) and to come along in their lifetimes. He didn’t really want to think about how many generations of Tristans and Tors had lived and died waiting for someone to take up Ex. And now that he had taken up Ex, it kind of felt ungracious not to welcome these Round Table people with open arms. But there was good reason he and Jaeger had done their darnedest to keep the crew small.

      It certainly hadn’t been for lack of options. In the past year, they’d turned down hundreds of requests from all manners of world governments, private militaries, public charities, and more than a few eccentric sole proprietors. Whether it was political leverage, Ex-level tech secrets, or just Nate’s favor, everyone wanted something. Most of them packaged their requests behind diplomacy. Some even claimed simple and innocent desires to fulfill childhood dreams of Knighthood. But it was impossible to vet them all, and given how many times he’d already been stabbed in the back out here—both literally and metaphorically—it just didn’t make sense to take on the additional risk.

      The decision to refuse additional personnel from the newly-christened Earth Defense Force had been a particularly contentious point with his friends back home. Marty and Gwen had taken it as a sure sign he was never going to let them join him on the Camelot. And maybe they were right. He still didn’t know. But, with the exception of a couple of Council reps and three of the brightest scientific minds Terra had to offer, they’d kept the Camelot’s roster as tight as possible. And now, in a single day, they’d gone and added a shiny envoy-princess and two Round Table… acolytes.

      The huge Atlanteans were still watching him with those off-center stares—waiting, he guessed, for some command.

      Still not the worst situation he’d stuck his foot in today.

      “Maybe we should lay down some guidelines, here.”

      Honestly, that probably went for the whole damned ship right then. They’d spent the past few hours cruising outsystem from Vanaheim on the sublights, all earlier urgency having evaporated along with any evidence of the Synth swarms. Or swarm, singular. Nate still couldn’t tell. All he knew was that something was seriously off about all of this, and that Supreme Chancellor Priatus was expecting him back at the Forge anyway—where Priatus would no doubt be thrilled to learn about his daughter’s recent life decisions.

      The Atlanteans obediently fell in step with him as he set off for Jaeger’s quarters on the upper deck, trying to lay a few basic ground rules while also skimming through the data Ex had collected. News was still trickling in at a frustratingly slow pace. The attack on the Endarion system had been quelled by the time they’d made it off Vanaheim. A few neighborhoods beyond that, Asgard had apparently come under moderately heavy attack but had routed the enemy with exactly the kind of brutal fury that everyone seemed to expect from a planet of ex-Atlantean war mongers.

      The hiss of an opening door drew him out of his walk-and-talk multi-tasking in time to see Amelia striding out of Pierce’s quarters, looking vibrant and rejuvenated. Inside, a thoroughly ruffled Pierce practically limped out of the shower unit, a towel wrapped at his waist, and scowled at Nate before waving the door shut. Amelia just smiled and raised a hand as she passed by, greeting them without a single iota of awkwardness on account of her tousled hair or reddened throat.

      Atlanteans.

      “So, uh, how was the flight to Vanaheim?” Nate asked his hulking shadows, partly to fill the silence that was probably only awkward in his mind, and partly because he hadn’t yet managed to coax more than a Yes, my lord from either of them.

      Tristan gave a rumble of a grunt as they began to move again. Then, seeming to realize that wasn’t quite a full answer, grumbled, “Civilians.”

      “The journey was sufficient,” Tor said, like that was all there was to say about that.

      In their defense, Nate hadn’t heard the most glamorous things about traveling by Alliance passenger liner.

      “Though we did not expect our services might need be rendered upon Vanaheim itself,” Tor added unexpectedly, with another one of those hesitant non-looks.

      Nate blinked. Had that been a joke?

      I do believe she’s joshing you, yes. Now, if we could focus on the potential collapse of civilization…

      “Right,” Nate said, half to Ex, half to Tor.

      The Atlanteans took up posts nearby as Nate approached Jaeger’s door a short way down the corridor from the bridge. Not for the first time, Nate wondered if he shouldn’t move his own quarters to the upper deck, too. It wasn’t like it was much of an issue for Cammy to shift things around, and the spatial distinction from the rest of the crew on the lower deck seemed somehow significant to Jaeger, though not at all in a lording, upper class passenger sort of way. And now that they were starting to look at Nate as something more than just the de facto owner of this ship…

      Again, he was drawn up short from his thoughts, Jaeger’s door hissing open even as Nate reached out to sound the chime. Jaeger stood inside, leaning on the door frame, arms crossed like he’d been waiting for Nate all along. Or not, Nate realized, as he took in the rest of the room and spotted Carter sitting on the edge of Jaeger’s bed, sliding on her boots and pulling back her dark hair like she’d just been getting ready to leave. She met Nate’s stare like she would’ve loved for him to say a damned word about any of it.

      Mostly, Nate was just busy wondering if he was the only person not having sex on this ship.

      I feel like you DON’T want me to answer that question.

      I feel like you shouldn’t be ABLE to answer that question.

      Yes, well that’s probably because ONE of us is clearly being playful and coy, while the other is poorly attempting to conceal his longing to accept the pilot’s standing invit—

      That’s not—

      Is—

      Isn’t—

      Isn’t NOT—

      Why don’t you go—

      “You talk to Ivy yet?” Jaeger’s voice broke in back in the real world, where he was still watching Nate with that air that seemed to suggest that Nate was here at the colonel’s orders, rather than of his own volition.

      Nate declared truce with Ex long enough to frown at the colonel. The routine air of authority, he was pretty much used to by now, but it always chafed a little, hearing Jaeger call Iveera by that little nickname of his. Probably because Nate had a pretty strong feeling that the Gorgon would never have stood for him calling her anything so casual, despite her not seeming to care when Jaeger did. But regardless.

      “Not yet.”

      He couldn’t say exactly why he suddenly felt so reticent to reach out to the Gorgon Knight. Something in his gut, he supposed. He couldn’t help but think she was somehow going to sniff out everything that’d happened between him and Elsa the moment she saw his face. Or maybe it was just that some part of him balked at being ordered by the Council to call anyone.

      Probably, he was just pissed that they were flying in the A Team—and flying out their shiny Terran errand boy—in order to deal with “the incident,” as everyone seemed to be unanimously agreeing to call it. Even after the trouble he’d taken to confirm it with Nate directly, the Supreme Chancellor was being oddly reticent in officially placing a proper name on what had happened out in Y-Sec. The net feeds had willingly taken up the slack and produced their own explanations. Spontaneous asteroid events. Mysterious radiation storms and unidentified celestial phenomena. They’d even seen one particularly colorful feed line claiming it to all be some backhanded wartime land grab attack by “those damned dirty Svartalfs.”

      It was a problem. Maybe a serious one. But right now, he needed to focus on the task at hand.

      “Ex has something to show us,” he said, waving for Jaeger to join him as he turned for the bridge. He felt Jaeger’s side-eye, that odd look he still got from most of them whenever he mentioned the voice in his head, but the colonel fell in step with him. It was different with Cammy, who at least communicated with the crew indirectly via her scrawling green letters on the displays. Ex, though… Nate still didn’t quite understand the full extent of the communication embargo between an Excalibur and anyone else but their beloved Knight, but the fact remained—

      I only have words for you, my sweet.

      And aren’t I a lucky lass for that, Nate thought back, waving a hand toward the forward displays as he and Jaeger marched onto the bridge. Ex obliged wordlessly, projecting the fruits of his data mining labor up for the rest of the crew to see.

      Clear directionality, Ex said, as a speckled nebula of protoswarm bits lit up the Y-Sec map, stretching from Vanaheim to Asgard, with the densest cluster focused toward the latter. And the entire spread seems to have appeared almost simultaneously across systems, based on transit-corrected timing of reports from q-adjacent worlds. As for the projected origin, though…

      Snuffy’s voice broke in.

      “Am I the only one who thinks that sorta looks like—”

      “A reaching arm?” Tessa offered from her flight rig, hammering home the strange feeling in Nate’s gut.

      Ah, Ex said, like that meant something to him, as well.

      Snuffy, meanwhile, looked dismayed. “Well, I mean, I was gonna say a flipper. But I guess an arm works too.”

      Ah, WHAT? Nate thought back, as the bridge collectively set in on Snuffy about how in the hell he’d gotten flipper from that bundle of dots.

      Anthropometrics.

      What?

      No, you’re right. It seems unlikely.

      That’s not what I—Look, maybe just pretend for a moment like I don’t know what you’re talking about.

      A hand, Nathaniel. A reaching arm. Follow the proprioceptive chain. If I were a vast, system-sprawling synthience, reaching out with my giant arm-flipper…

      Then… where’s… my brain? Nate hazarded.

      Rest assured, I wonder the same thing every day, Ex replied, chortling to himself as a new region of space came alive with a gently glowing highlight on the map.

      “What’s that?” Jaeger asked.

      “Uhh,” Nate started, still trying to process. “Working theory. Anthropometrics.”

      “Sure, sure,” Tessa said, drumming on her console. “Sooo, we gonna go check this out, then, or what?”

      As one, the entire bridge traded a look. They all knew about Priatus’ orders to return to the Forge. Jaeger, especially, looked less than thrilled by the prospect of so openly defying the chain of command—even if that chain was admittedly more of a leash on a rope on a rubber band, and rife with gray zones and technicalities to boot.

      “You assume handedness?” asked a lightly-accented Indian voice they weren’t used to hearing. They all turned to Dr. Ramachandra, who was still staring intently at the star map. “And, well, anthropometrics?” She looked to Nate, and seemed to wither a little as she realized the bridge’s collective attention was now fixed on her. “You’re looking for the reaching arm’s head, yes?” She glanced at Snuffy. “Or the dolphin’s.” That got a few snickers. “But why assume any particular morphology to this… spatial entity?”

      “It’s a, uh, proprietary algorithm,” Nate said, roughly translating Ex’s resultantly indignant outburst, sans the select curses and rather extensive jargon. “Just a ballpark guesstimate, really.”

      Guesstimate, Ex growled, disgusted. Bah.

      “I see,” said Dr. Ramachandra, nodding like that was good enough for her just now.

      “It seems quite thin,” Dr. Lundquist said, stirring beside her like he felt some pressure to contribute. “But I like it.”

      For some reason, that drew eyes to Hannah O’Sweeney, like everyone expected their third Terran genius might as well take her turn to weigh in, too. “Don’t know what you’re looking at me for,” she said. “I’m just here to write it all down.” She tapped her pen thoughtfully on her thigh, only drawing attention to the fact that she hadn’t actually seemed to have written a single word since coming aboard, despite always having a pen handy.

      “That said,” she added, “if we’re all set on the Giant Reaching Flipper hypothesis, I will say I can’t help but wonder what the hell it was reaching for.”

      They all turned back to the display, lost in their own silent thoughts, the strange feeling that’d been creeping through Nate’s gut finally climbing up to the surface as they considered O’Sweeney’s words. It set him on edge. Because whatever their it was, and wherever it’d come from, it seemed to have been reaching straight for something on Vanaheim.
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      Nate’s fears about Iveera, it turned out, were absolutely warranted.

      He barely made it through his cordial, “Hey, how’s it going?” before her serpentine Gorgon jin took critical poise in the comm holo, like he’d just confirmed everything she’d already suspected.

      “What have you done, Nathaniel? What leverage does she hold over you?”

      As it so often did, that piercing electric blue stare left him fumbling for words.

      I’m fine, by the way, thought some sarcastic corner of his brain, thanks for asking.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” his mouth said instead.

      Merciful Sith, he sounded like a child, caught at the scene of the crime.

      “And yet something did go wrong amidst the ambush, did it not?”

      “Well, I was a little stroked out after getting caught in a—”

      “Crusher drive trap,” she said, supremely unimpressed. And that’s when it clicked. It wasn’t just her freakishly acute perception at work here. Someone must’ve told her at least part of what’d happened.

      Freaking Jaeger.

      “You should have seen that coming, Nathaniel,” she said. “So, what was it? A moment of primal weakness after sweeping in to the rescue?”

      “What?”

      “No. I thought as much. You nearly got her killed, didn’t you?”

      He sputtered through a few choice starts and stops, let out an irritated hiss. “She nearly got her killed, Iveera.”

      “Royalty,” she murmured, like she understood perfectly well. “Nonetheless, it would be extremely unwise to engage in any sexual recreation with Princess Elsavataryllianna, Nathaniel.”

      “Well, I wasn’t planning on it, so you don’t have to worry about… you know, that.”

      “I do not worry. Only advise. You’ve placed yourself in a very precarious position, agreeing to take on the crown princess of Aesirheim as an envoy.”

      “Well, I didn’t exactly have a—Look, can we just focus on the actual news here?”

      Her jin remained poised with skepticism a moment longer, then rippled into a thoughtful pattern as she considered his question.

      “What can you tell me?”

      He hesitated, suddenly reticent to give up what little they knew—or what little they hypothesized, at least. Apparently, he hesitated a moment too long.

      “Where are you bound right now?” she asked, like she already knew it wasn’t the Forge.

      “We have a rough idea where the swarm might’ve snuck in from.”

      “Snuck in,” Iveera echoed, like she was trying the words on for size.

      “Originated,” he said. “Freaking teleported. I don’t know.” He studied her non-expression. “What the hell is this, Iveera? How did they get here?”

      Her jin swirled, calm and thoughtful, and just a little uneasy. “I don’t know.”

      “It’s… I mean, I thought this was supposed to be—”

      “Impossible,” she agreed. “As far as the civilized galaxy is concerned.”

      Silence stretched between them.

      “So, is this the part where you tell me to hand over whatever I know and get back to the Forge like a good boy?”

      “There will be consequences, should you choose to ignore a direct request from the Supreme Chancellor.”

      “That’s doesn’t sound like an order.”

      “I needn’t remind you from whom we truly take our orders, nor by what channels that authority flows.” She watched him for any reaction. He watched right back, until she finally tipped her head, like maybe he’d passed some test. “It is not my place to tell you what you must do.”

      “Only to advise?” He felt his lips pulling into a shallow grin. It wasn’t the answer he’d expected.

      She didn’t deign to respond verbally, but there was definitely a flicker of amusement from her jin this time.

      “Are you already on your way out here?” he asked, eyeing what little of the Crimson Tide’s interior he could make out through their connection. “How’s Malfar doing?”

      “He remains…”

      “Malfar?” Nate offered.

      Was that a flicker of amusement in her jin? Or affection?

      “Very much so.”

      Something about the way she said it made his insides wriggle a little, but he was ashamed to find that the words also brought him a touch of peace. It wasn’t that he’d enjoyed seeing Malfar continue to struggle with his new identity as the Sixth Excalibur Knight—and as direct successor of his bastard broodfather, Ser Groshna—in the months since the Merlin had finished cleansing the corruption from Groshna’s old Excalibur and cleared Malfar for his Knightly duties. It was more just that it was kind of nice, knowing he wasn’t the only newbie the rest of the Knights were snidely scoffing at any chance they got.

      He actually kind of liked the Troglodan, as abrasive and impossible as Malfar could often be. It seemed like maybe Iveera did, too.

      “Nathaniel.” The tone in her voice brought him back to reality. “Whatever you do, do not underestimate our foe.”

      He studied her grave expression, nodded his acknowledgment. “Talk soon, then?”

      She just gave him one of those unreadable looks and signed off with a farewell flick of her jin.

      He was quiet for some time after that, staring through the bulkhead.

      You wonder if we should not wait for Ser Katanaga, Ex observed.

      I wonder a lot of things.

      I’m painfully aware.

      “Ex,” Nate whispered aloud, mind churning. What are we dealing with here?

      He didn’t bother giving voice to the rest of the questions bouncing around his head. Didn’t need to. Ex could feel them there, just as surely as Nate could feel his companion’s lingering uncertainty. Neither of them knew for certain whether they should call Zedavian, or maybe even try to contact the Merlin again. Either way, it would probably be a humiliating report. Maybe Jaeger was right. Maybe they should just head straight back to the Forge like they’d been ordered to do.

      But not ordered, he thought, remembering Iveera’s words. Asked. A direct request. Probably, the distinction didn’t make a single lick of difference. But if the entire front line was somehow compromised out there… if this was merely the prelude to something bigger…

      The Synth didn’t do sneak attacks. Didn’t employ clever tactics. If they possessed any true synthience at all, as Ex liked to call his own inorganic sentience, that intelligence seemed thoroughly consumed with the quest to devour anything they could and proliferate their swarms across the galaxy.

      And yet here they were, scrambling in the wake of a… a what? If not a sneak attack, then at least a sneak appearance.

      Keep it up, Ex said, and you’re going to begin infecting me with your squishy superstitions.

      Nate blew out a long breath, easing his racing mind. For the first time in a while, he felt the urge to call his friends back home. But what was the point? He wouldn’t find answers there. Marty and Gwen were probably busy with their EDF duties, anyway. They’d been considerably harder to reach ever since joining up. Or maybe it was him who’d been less apt to try. He thought of Copernicus sitting in the Penn State house with Kyle, both of them together alone.

      Maybe he should’ve requested Marty and Gwen be transferred out to the Camelot, as they’d clearly both been hoping for. But then again, he thought, as he checked in with Cammy’s sensors, maybe not.

      They were about to arrive at the outskirts of the Asgard system.

      And according to the chatter on the net, they weren’t the only ones.
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      “What the piss,” Jaeger was muttering, as Nate stepped onto the bridge.

      A few of the crew turned to look his way before directing their attention back to the main displays, which were currently telling an interesting story of a coming galactic shit storm.

      Two sizable fleets squared off a few light-minutes outside of the distant traffic and chatter of Asgard’s main planetary perimeters. One plainly Eldari by the prevalent gold hues alone, and the other Asgardian. Nate had never actually seen an Asgardian warship in person, but he recognized the builds easily enough—some hard, mildly frightening cross between Atlantean ingenuity and Troglodan brutality. They stood in stark contrast to the slender thrust and elegant curves of the Eldari hulls. The fleets themselves looked to be about evenly matched from Cammy’s and Ex’s initial assessments.

      As to what the hell they were all doing out here, on the edge of Asgardian space…

      “Maybe our boy Phaldissus sent his goons to find out who took a shot at his bride?” Snuffy suggested.

      “Doubt it,” Tessa said. “In no small part because—”

      “Because I am not his bride,” Elsa interjected, from where she’d just appeared in the bridge entryway behind Nate. “And because those are not Vanir ships. They hail from Aesirheim.”

      “Right,” Tessa said, jutting a thumb in Elsa’s direction without looking. “As I was saying.”

      “Any idea why they hail?” Nate asked the princess quietly, his mind grasping almost hopefully for several interesting possibilities before settling down to worriedly gnaw on the two most likely answers: Either the Supreme Chancellor had found out about his daughter’s recent life choices and had somehow divined where he should send the fleet to head them off and bring her home, or he’d learned of their Asgardian pirate-assassin run-in and had sent in the troops to demand answers—or blood.

      “I expect my father is less than pleased about the recent attempts on my life,” Elsa was saying. Nate only half-heard her, occupied as he was trying to recall what it was Priatus had said when they’d spoken just after the attack on Vanaheim: something about speaking of prudence after what had happened with his daughter—which… shit, but—

      “Did she say attempts, plural?” Snuffy asked.

      That got Nate’s attention. Right along with everyone else’s on the bridge.

      “It’s complicated,” Elsa said, as the looks all turned her way.

      Somehow, the answer didn’t seem to satisfy.

      She looked to Nate. “You honestly believe my father would’ve conscripted an Excalibur Knight to escort me for naught but pomp and circumstance?”

      “Yeah,” Nate answered, before he could filter himself. “I guess I kinda did.”

      He wasn’t sure whether she was telling the truth, or even how he felt about the revelation that maybe Priatus actually did consider him something more than a shiny errand boy. Mostly, he was just wondering how the hell the Supreme Chancellor had forgotten to mention that shots had already been fired. Except, thinking back, maybe it was Nate who’d failed to listen. Maybe he’d just been too miffed after all that “see my daughter to Vanaheim unmolested” business.

      He DID say there were many who would not wish to see the Crown Princess of Aesirheim delivered safely to Vanaheim, Ex pointed out.

      Christ, how vague could you get? Would it have killed him to just say A-holes already tried to kill her once?

      Politicians, Ex grumbled in agreement.

      “So what do we wanna do about them?” Ramirez asked, tilting his head in the general direction of the squared-off fleets.

      Tessa looked from Jaeger to Nate and back again. “You want me to tell ’em we’re looking for the dolphin’s head?”

      Nate was just busy wondering—pretty much for the first time—if maybe Priatus hadn’t actually had damn good reason to recall the Camelot to the Forge. If he was willing to play his cards that close to his chest with his own daughter…

      “I’d rather we didn’t tell them anything at all,” he said, pulling himself back to the bridge and setting the rest aside for now. “We’re cloaked?” He could feel through his bond with Cammy that they were, but he still liked to ask, even when he wasn’t just stalling for time.

      “Aye aye, Mr. Knight. Shall we slip on by?”

      Jaeger was watching him like this was one of those test moments of his. Or maybe like he should’ve just left well enough alone and gone back to the Forge in the first place. Sometimes it was hard to tell.

      He turned back to Elsa. “Does our new envoy have any strong reason to believe these fleets won’t just compare dick sizes and walk away?”

      It was only as the words left his mouth that he fully remembered that he was speaking to a princess of Aesirheim, and that such potty-mouthery might be frowned upon. But Elsa didn’t bat an eye. Just fired back, deadpan. “That depends. Have you ever seen Asgardian genitals?”

      “Unfortunately,” Jaeger muttered, rubbing at the kitsune scars on his forearm in memory. “I think the more pressing question is whether we should risk stirring the pot at all. We don’t know what’s happening here. And unless you want to uncloak and ask…”

      “So we slip by,” Nate said. “We sweep the area quietly and go from there.”

      “That’s a lot of area to sweep.”

      Nate was opening his mouth to point out that it was a good thing they had a pretty big broom when a cold wave washed over him—through him—electric sensations crackling from his insides to his fingers and toes. For one infinitesimal moment, space—reality itself—seemed to flicker.

      “Maybe we could get those fleets to come help us look,” Snuffy was saying, like he hadn’t noticed a thing.

      “Yeah,” Ramirez chimed in. “Giant angry genitals, and all.”

      No one had noticed the flicker, Nate realized, as the rest of the crew began adding in their collective two cents.

      Probably just some lingering effects of his minor little stroke.

      It wasn’t, Ex said, already tapping every system-wide telemetric he could find.

      No one but Ex, then. And maybe Gendra the Gorgon, whose jin warily sampled the air as she looked around the bridge like she’d felt a disturbance in the Force. Finally, though, she gave it up, crossed her arms, and settled her attention on Nate.

      “I would be remiss were I not to reiterate that, in the interest of maintaining healthy Alliance relations and, ultimately, serving the mission of your Order—”

      “We should get back to the Forge,” Nate finished for her. It came out sounding a bit less fill-in-the-boring-blank and a bit more tense than he’d intended. Confused looks turned his way. He crossed his arms to match Gendra’s, still trying to shake off the disorientation, and forced some calm into his tone. “Duly noted. And we will. But first, we’re gonna have a look around and make sure the sky’s not about to come falling down on Alliance heads.”

      Which sounded well and good, apart from the prickling edge of intuition now whispering that whatever he’d just felt was most certainly not nothing, and that he’d best pump the brakes before they found themselves walking into another crusher trap, so to speak.

      “Tess,” he heard himself murmur. She was already watching him, the faintest hint of concern touching at her usual cavalier expression. The rest of the crew was watching, too. Gendra looked less than pleased but wasn’t going to argue.

      I think maybe we should get out of here, some part of him suddenly wanted to say. But that was just nerves talking. He pushed the jitters aside, reminding himself that this was exactly what they’d come here for, exactly what he’d wanted—a chance to actually do something. Something more than chasing pirates and escorting royalty.

      “Take us into the dolphin’s head,” he said.

      Or was in the middle of saying, at least, when something happened that no one missed.

      Mysterious radiation storms, that prickling corner of his mind suggested sardonically. Unidentified celestial events and damned dirty Svartalfs. Whatever it actually was, it was big—a raw, incomprehensibly enormous crash of energy that left Nate hunched over, staggered for balance, senses making a loop-the-loop back to reality, where the bridge had gone dark, lights and critical systems sputtering, unharnessed crew suddenly floating in the air, scrambling for purchase in the sudden absence of Cammy’s gravitonics.

      Nate reached instinctively for his own gravitonics in the darkness, thinking first and foremost to get the crew safely down to the crash couches. Then the Camelot lurched back to full power, and the crew hit the deck with an extra g and a chorus of curses and indignant groans.

      “Whaaat the fuck,” Tessa breathed over at her pilot’s rig, right about the same time Nate’s brain caught up and started making sense of what he was feeling from Cammy and Ex. Except sense wasn’t quite the right word, because they’d definitely just jumped halfway across the system without so much as an extra push from the main engines.

      That wasn’t a jump, Ex said. More of a transdimensional, um…

      If you say hiccup…

      A transdimensional kerfuffle, then. We didn’t move.

      Nate gaped at the displays, silently daring Ex to explain that one.

      Fine. We didn’t move EXCEPT in every four-dimensionally measurable meaning of the word.

      What the fuck does that even mean?

      I’ll be sure to let you know when I figure that out.

      Tessa was staring at him with the kind of open-faced shock he’d only ever seen from her a handful of times, the rest of the crew scrambling to order around them, strapping into their couches, snapping harried updates back and forth. Nate was stuck just swiveling his dumb stare back and forth from Tessa to the displays to the viewport beyond—which he only then noticed was peppered with faint cracks. He dimly noted the ship’s cloaks had failed. Dimly noted Princess Elsa gaping at the small celestial body she wore as a pendant like the thing had just sprouted two heads. The consoles pinged with incoming comms requests—likely of the what the fuck variety, Nate figured, as he realized how close they’d just not-jumped next to those two bristling fleets. But pissed off Asgardians and Aesir hardly seemed the most pressing of their problems at the moment.

      Something had pulled them.

      The thought struck like a sledgehammer, knocking the rest into place. Something was nibbling at his side like an army of angry fire ants. Elmo clutched at a bloodied shoulder, Gendra at her leg. Nate looked down at his burning side, brain stutter-stepping to connect the dots between the cracked viewport and the blood welling beneath his torn tunic. Like someone had fired off a flechette cannon through the bridge.

      His eyes snapped back to Tessa—that shocked look of hers clicking into final, horrible place in his mind—just in time to see her sag in her pilot’s chair like she was going to sleep, eyes half open and unfocused, face too pale.

      “Tess,” he gasped, starting forward.

      Then another wave hit, and reality disappeared again.
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      When they blinked back to existence, they’d moved again. Nate couldn’t quite register where, in the mash of things. Only that Asgard was nowhere to be seen, and that a vast, dark planet filled the viewport, and that—

      “Tessa,” he hissed, the rest rushing back with cold horror.

      Jaeger was already springing from his crash couch, snapping for Pierce and Cammy to take the controls. Nate hurried to Tessa’s side, calling down his armor, bidding Ex and Cammy to prep the first aid. Cammy was already on it, setting aside many of her other processes with a kind of fierce, maternal urgency that made Nate’s stomach ache for both of them.

      “Hey,” Jaeger said, as they reached Tessa on opposite sides, her pilot’s chair morphing under Cammy’s care, gently leveling her out onto something more like a bed. Tessa didn’t seem to hear him. “Hey come on, Kalders.”

      Nate reached for the bloody shreds of tunic just below Tessa’s sternum, mind racing, howling, not at all liking the tone in Jaeger’s voice. She caught his wrist quite suddenly, her grip surprisingly strong for the state she was in. Something passed through her expression as her shocked eyes found Nate—something he couldn’t understand.

      “Should’ve…” she whispered weakly. She almost looked like she was trying to smile.

      Then she flopped back to the gurney with a wet-sounding sigh.

      “Shit,” Jaeger hissed, so softly Nate barely heard.

      Carter was there the next second, elbowing the colonel aside.

      “Guys.” Over at the secondary pilot’s rig, Pierce’s voice was tight enough to tell Nate pretty much everything he needed to know. They weren’t alone. Not if the resumed pinging on the comms was any indication. Nate kept his focus on Tessa, carefully peeling her bloodied tunic aside, distantly aware first of Carter’s iron-clad stare then of the medic’s skilled hands moving in to help, clearing the blood, guiding his hands as he and Ex began to fill Tessa’s wounds with enough regenerative biofoam to at least tamp down on the internal bleeding. He prayed to the Lady it’d be enough.

      “Guys.”

      They turned at Pierce’s tone, biofoam still flowing, and Nate realized he hadn’t gotten the full extent of it. They weren’t alone—that much was true. At least a few Asgardian ships seemed to have been yanked cross-system along with them. But that wasn’t it.

      Something was coming. Not plainly visible to the naked eye against the dark side of the planet below, but clear enough on Cammy’s scanners—a roiling cloud of mass and motion, rushing toward them from the planet. A swarm.

      The air hissed and hummed beside them as Cammy shifted the gurney’s structure yet again, sealing Tessa into an improvised hermetic med pod, vital displays winking into existence, ticking orange. Nate’s gaze flicked back to the main display, grim and vacant.

      A swarm—but not like any swarm he’d ever seen. It was finer. More like a wild desert sandstorm than the bulky churnings of ice and rock he’d come to expect.

      It vanished without a trace.

      “What the—”

      And reappeared a moment later, closer, coming in at a new angle.

      “Light it up,” Jaeger called, stone-faced as he rose from Tessa’s side and moved for his rig.

      Ramirez and Elmo must’ve been sitting on the triggers. The words were barely out of Jaeger’s mouth before the viewport blazed to life with a hail of plasma fire and the deck vibrated with the whoomph whoomph whoomph of launching torpedoes. Jaeger was snapping at Cammy to get their uninvited Asgardian neighbors on the horn when the swarm vanished again. This time, Nate caught the fine misting across the mass scanners, like it wasn’t actually disappearing so much as rapidly dismantling. Untold trillions of extremely fine particles, dispersing like a pressurized gas to the vacuum. Controlled by what?

      He had no godly idea. Distantly, he heard Jaeger conversing in rapid fire on the comms with whoever else had gotten yanked along with them—something about unexplained shrapnel and systems down. It hardly seemed to matter as the Camelot’s opening salvo tore on through empty space, and the unharmed swarm reassembled itself, coming for them with a cold, mechanical vengeance.

      “Say again.” Jaeger’s voice was tight at the comms.

      Nate didn’t catch the full reply, but he picked up the only three words that seemed to matter.

      “—drives are dead.”

      For some reason, Jaeger looked to Nate at that. “Well, shit.”

      Outside, the swarm rushed on.

      No commands were needed. The Camelot unleashed hell, deathly quiet gripping the bridge as they redoubled the onslaught. Jaeger kicked loose the antimatter munitions. Nate had Cammy open up with the point defense lasers. The Asgardian ships, the ones that could, opened fire. Thousands—maybe millions—of Synth particles annihilated in the space of seconds. But it was futile. Whatever the hell this was, it was too fast, too impossibly numerous, and diffuse.

      It kept coming. Exploding out and collapsing in on them, unrelenting.

      Nate looked around the bridge. Everyone’s faces, tight with concentration or outright fear. Allied ships dead in the water. Unknown enemy closing. Amelia gripping hands with Lundquist and Ramachandra. Elsa was wide-eyed, still holding that pendant of hers. Gendra the Gorgon, hand-to-chest, jin pulled in like a too-tight hoodie. Hannah O’Sweeney surveying it all with that freaky, almost bored calm of hers, like she was just trying to think of a good headline. She caught him looking and raised a questioning eyebrow like well, are you just going to stand there?

      Fair point.

      “Get those ships back to Asgard,” he called, turning for the bulkhead. “Tell them what’s happening here, and—”

      He drew up short as he nearly ran straight into Tristan and Tor. He’d forgotten they were even shadowing him. They held their ground. It occurred to him they might try to stop him.

      “Protect the crew,” he said, as his helmet unfolded down from e-dim, cradling him for what came next. “Colonel Jaeger’s in command.”

      The hesitation was barely perceptible. “Yes, my lord,” they said in unison, stepping aside with heads bowed.

      Jaeger was less convinced. “Nate, you don’t know what—”

      “We don’t have time,” Nate snapped. “We can’t let these things slip away, and apparently, we don’t have the firepower to stop ’em, so get those ships out of here, rally those fleets, and call Iveera. Tell her we found our Synth leak.” The first edge of the swarm swatted against the Camelot’s prow with a crackle-hiss of foreign matter on energy shields, drawing all eyes forward. “And that I might be needing help,” Nate added, considering the thickening Synth sandstorm.

      “Nate!”

      But he was already darting past the Atlanteans, launching for the bulkhead, phasing neatly through the solid hull. He plunged out into too-turbulent space with something considerably less than a plan. Felt those things harassing his shields the moment he left the Camelot’s protection—a thousand-thousand imperceptibly tiny fire ants, dinging against him like a full-on sandblasting in the middle of empty, airless space.

      And that was just the leading edge.

      He angled into the coming storm and blasted away from the Camelot and their vulnerable allies, keeping his speed moderate, raining what he hoped was sufficient plasma fire to catch the swarm’s so-called attention. His mind was churning, comms pinging, side throbbing where he only then remembered he’d taken a hit back on the bridge.

      It’s nothing, Ex said. The particles passed straight through. I’ve already closed the wounds. But Nate was stuck on that word. Particles. Stuck on the mysterious flechette fire that’d raked the bridge—and apparently other bridges, too—in the wake of whatever had yanked them cross-system. The look on Tessa’s face. The look on Elsa’s. Celestial bodies and—

      Might I recommend we circle back around to this later?

      It was more than a fair point as the swarm thickened around them, ripping like a tornado, Nate’s heart pounding in the muffled suit interior even as his mind frantically attempted to jump ship, like maybe it could escape even if he wouldn’t. Still.

      Did you just become a ‘let’s circle back around to this’ guy?

      The swarm enveloping them.

      I don’t know what that means, Nathaniel.

      A giant, silent storm swallowing them whole, to the steady crackle-hiss of laboring energy shields. The Camelot barely visible behind, angling toward the first listing Asgardian cruiser.

      Seems kinda like bureaucrat talk, Ex.

      I hope you get eaten.

      Nate waited until that seemed all too likely, insides bubbling with some wild mix of sheer panic and terror giggles…

      Then he made like a Super Saiyan and unleashed everything he had in a full spectrum, multimodal blast that must’ve atomized everything within several hundred meters, at least. He didn’t stick around to see. He jetted off on tightly-clenched gravitonic thoughts, trailing plasma fire and leading the way through the undulating storm with a shimmering, lance-shaped energy barrier.

      He tore free with a gush of relief, angling toward the light side of the unidentified jungle planet below, praying to the Lady the swarm would simply follow him away from the Camelot and her allies. As long as he could keep their attention. As long as they didn’t catch him in full.

      He wasn’t sure what came next. Maybe he could whittle this nanoswarm down, blast by blast. At least hold it at bay until Jaeger got those ships clear, or more firepower arrived. Assuming it was even close enough to arrive, he realized, noting the clear absence of Asgard on the visuals. He felt from Ex that they still seemed to be somewhere in the ballpark of the Asgard system. But even then… He didn’t know what. Wasn’t even sure whether destroying this swarm would be the end of it. What would happen if these things just started showing up all across the Alliance?

      He didn’t want to think about it.

      Circling back to how I hope you get eaten… Ex murmured.

      Nate checked the tac display on his HUD, saw with some easing in his chest that his brash move seemed to be working, the swarm by and large forgetting about the larger ships to chase the tiny little bugger who’d just gone off like a small sun and slipped their squirmy clutches. He loosed a bright column of plasma back at the leading edge of the swarm, along with a few antimatter torpedoes for good measure. The swarm ate the losses, no longer seeming to care—seeming, somehow, to be growing despite the damage. Nate kept moving, keeping the fire up.

      He didn’t know how they were going to solve the mystery of where the hell this thing had come from, or how it had managed to scatter its friends clear across the sector. For now, it was enough to just survive and—

      “Shit!”

      The course correction was so sudden, so violent, that he almost didn’t have time to register what his eyes had seen. A double-take verified what Ex’s sensors were already telling him. A solid wall of swarm had appeared out of thin vacuum right in front of them—almost like their pursuit had pulled a teleportation act to jump ahead.

      The swarm was on him before he could begin to wonder how, leading edges sizzling at his shields like so many flies to the zapper, the more substantial roots closing in, driving him back toward the main mass of the swarm they’d left behind, like an ocean-sized nutcracker.

      A Knightcracker, Ex declared, sounding entirely too pleased with himself. What? he added, when Nate—veering onto the only clear course left to them, toward the planet below—proved unamused. You should just be happy I’m warming to these ridiculous puns of yours.

      Nate flew on, blasting away any tendril that came too close, trying to keep his cool and weigh his options. Trying not to panic as the far edges of the closing swarms began to curl in like a closing fist—or to falter at what he saw below. At first he thought he was imagining it, but the dark side of the planet was definitely coming alive with a faint sheen of reddish energies, and whatever it was seemed to be growing, swirling with a kind of bioluminescent vitality.

      Well, that doesn’t seem normal, Ex said.

      Nate’s half-hearted quest for a suitable no shit died as the growing storm began to shift more rapidly, the diffuse energy suddenly coalescing into an erratic network of glowing ruby nodes that stretched across the planet, huge brilliant arcs crackling back and forth like some giant, arcane circuit.

      Nate, having been thinking of dropping into the atmosphere in hopes of burning off his pursuit, slowed to reconsider, searching for the Camelot.

      Any idea what the hell we’re looking at? he thought at Ex, as he spotted his ship tethering to the first stranded Asgardian cruiser.

      Well… Ex started thoughtfully.

      Then the planet burst with a thrumming rush of light and energy—that arcane circuit discharging, firing off enough electromagnetic flux to scramble Nate’s HUD and, and—

      He gasped as the force of gravity took hold of his stomach, the sudden sound and tug of rushing air where before there’d only been cold vacuum.

      Atmosphere, some shocked observer pointed out from the back of his mind, right as his eyes and clearing HUD caught up and he registered the twisted treetops of an alien jungle racing up to meet him.
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      I think we might have a problem, Nathaniel.

      Nate grunted his general aching agreement and pushed himself up from the respectable little crater they’d just punched in the damp jungle soil.

      Might that problem have something to do with why the hell you just cut the jets and let me eat dirt?

      It might.

      He waited for more, but Ex seemed to be crunching something or another. He cupped his ringing head in his hands, beckoning the tac display up on the helmet HUD. Nothing but static. No sign of the Camelot, no sign of anything, except…

      He turned, following some flutter of intuition, and frowned in the general direction of the distant, mountainous blip he’d caught on the dark horizon, just before the gravitonics had kicked out completely. Nothing to see now but shadowy jungle all around—yet some dark weight hung there in the distance, on the edge of his senses. Dusk was falling, he noted, trying to parse the fact against where he’d been relative to the planet’s dark side when that last strange wave had hit and… and what? Plucked him straight out of space on another transdimensional hiccup?

      Ex, he thought, resisting the urge to speak out loud. Something about the silence of this place. He waited for his companion’s explanation, mind churning with questions, grasping for any clue as to where the hell that swarm might’ve gone—not to mention the Camelot and the rest of the Asgardian ships.

      Was this even the same planet he’d been flying over a moment ago?

      He waited for Ex to chime in with an obviously, or an it stands to reason, Nathaniel, or even a calm your squishy superstitions, will you?

      Ex? he wondered again, starting to worry now.

      I’m… rather maddeningly blind, here, Ex finally admitted, plainly still distracted by whatever he was up to. This entire planet is… do you feel that?

      Nate frowned at the growing darkness pressing in from the tangle of spongy foliage and strange trees. Pressing in all around. An emptiness. An eerie stillness in the air. Like someone or something had sucked the life out of the place. And that’s when he understood.

      The Light. He looked around, heart beating faster now, some useless part of his brain hoping he simply wasn’t looking properly, even as the rest of him accepted the cold, hard truth.

      So, it’s not just me, then, Ex said, sounding about as barren as Nate suddenly felt. There was a long moment of silence, both of them unpacking the full implications of this development.

      What have you gotten us into this time, Nathaniel?

      Nate thrust his hands wide at the darkening jungle. How is this MY fault?

      Well, you were the one who was all, ‘Get those ships back to Asgard,’ and ‘Tell Iveera we found our Synth leak,’ and ‘Let’s go defy the Council and run off on the Quest for the Holy Dolphin’s Head’ in the first place.

      That last bit felt especially rich, coming from the synthient companion who’d spent their first several months together doing nothing but goading Nate to step up and take the bull by the horns, but Nate was caught on the one word Ex had just said that sounded remotely like hope.

      Iveera.

      We can’t reach anyone, Ex replied, before Nate could even ask. This entire planet is…

      Is what?

      Cut off, somehow. I’m not yet certain what we’re dealing with.

      A distant howl split the night, sparking at the growing tightness in Nate’s chest. Where the hell’s the Light, Ex? Where ARE we?

      I JUST said I’m not certain. Pay attention, Nathaniel.

      The familiar scolding was oddly comforting. More comforting than anything else out here in this foreign, possibly hostile landscape, at least.

      How bad is it? he wondered more calmly, trying to recall Jaeger’s limited lessons on wilderness survival situations as he looked around at the ominous jungle. It’d been hard to imagine he’d ever need such lessons, with Ex on his side. And now… Was he imagining the subtle movements, the uneasy feeling of being watched? He couldn’t help but wonder what kind of beasties might’ve made their home in this place. What am I working with if it turns out we’re not alone out here?

      Only the most powerful weapon ever known to mankind, Ex grumbled.

      “Batteries not included,” Nate muttered aloud, then wished he hadn’t as another howl answered the first, closer this time.

      I have other methods of energy production, Nathaniel.

      Comparable methods?

      Other methods, Ex said carefully. Then, quicker, half under his breath: Most of them currently tied up in e-dim to be called on in emergencies, but that’s neither here nor there. And need I remind you that you’re not exactly a defenseless little Terran anymore? I think you can handle a few wild predators.

      Nate didn’t disagree, per se, but that didn’t stop the sudden trapped rat feeling from closing in around him. He needed a breath of fresh air. Even if it was a bit thin by the HUD readings. He started to release his helmet back to e-dim, then realized that even that functionality might be lost to them without the Lady’s Light.

      Not lost, Ex corrected. Just… Oh, I’m working on it. So boo-hoo, you’re stuck in the finest power armor ever—

      Ever known to mankind or to anyone else, Nate finished for him, pulling the manual seals and yanking the helmet free the old-fashioned way. Yada freakin’ yada. Can we fly?

      Ex hesitated. How far?

      Nate frowned at the darkening jungle foliage. I don’t love that that’s your first question.

      Well, perhaps if…

      Nate didn’t need to ask what’d caught his companion’s attention as Ex trailed off. He caught it himself through the tangled mess of strange branches, there in the night sky—the ruby flash of something like the arcane pulse that’d pulled them down, momentarily illuminating the clouds in the distance. He gaped at the spot as the light vanished, scared to even ask, senses straining until his brain caught up, and he jammed the helmet back on, coaxing the optics out to their max.

      There was something wrong with the air here. Some unnatural thickness that hung like an oily film, thwarting any attempt to see much of anything at distance, even with the helmet’s extended spectrum. But there. The faintest blips of red, trailing lazily down in the distance. Flares, maybe. The Camelot’s?

      I don’t know, Ex replied, before he could even consciously ask.

      Well can you—

      I’m trying, Nathaniel. I’ve never experienced so much interference on a habitable planet. I think maybe…

      A burst of static filled his earpieces, broken by staccato syllables, like a poorly tuned radio. Jaeger’s voice? Maybe. Too distorted to tell. Whatever it was, something told him it wasn’t coincidence that the lightshow seemed to be headed in the direction of that mountainous darkness he’d glimpsed from above.

      You asked how far, Nate thought, sealing his helmet back on and preparing for flight. How about that far?

      Ex sounded grim. I’ll see what I can do.
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      They crashed about five minutes in.

      Come now, Ex grumbled, as Nate picked himself up for a second time. That was hardly a crash. I’d barely even call it a patchy landing.

      Pretty sure my wrist is broken, Nate noted, resisting the futile effort to brush his armor free of the clodded mud and silt that would only smear anyway.

      BARELY broken, Nathaniel. Barely. And I’m working on it. So, you know… Cool your jets.

      Interesting choice of words from the guy who just dropped me out of the sky for the second time.

      Ex just grumbled something about appreciation and working with what he was given—and what exactly had Nate accomplished in the past five minutes, anyway?

      Smarting wrist aside, Nate didn’t see much reason to push the matter. For one thing, Ex had a point: He hadn’t done jack shit throughout their short flight, aside from confirming the location of that foreboding mountain a few hundred klicks away. There’d been no more arcane flashes, no sign of anything. And while he should’ve been busy taking the lay of the land—searching for water and distinguishable landmarks, or attuning his senses to the mysteriously absent Light—he’d mostly just wasted what precious airtime they’d had, uselessly fretting about the Camelot and her crew.

      Of course, he hadn’t known their airtime was precious. And the unnaturally thick darkness hadn’t exactly helped on the scouting front, either, even if the visibility had been markedly better up above the stifling jungle air.

      Ex, to his credit, had tapped what sensors and systems he had available to draw up a limited map of the surrounding terrain as they went.

      You’re welcome, Ex chimed, rather pointedly.

      But still, even with a map of sorts, this was thoroughly uncharted territory. No crash survival courses on what to do when the Light dried up. Because it didn’t. The Lady’s Light was ubiquitous. Everywhere. Freaking all-pervasive.

      Except here.

      Wherever the hell here was.

      About that, Ex said, offering up a new suite of data on Nate’s HUD. After parsing what I borrowed from the Asgardian fleet and cross-referencing against what little I was able to see of that dreadful sun and our surrounding stars before we fell into this… muck, I BELIEVE we may be on the lost planet the Asgardians once referred to as Ginnungagap.

      You believe?

      I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you over the sound of my doing everything, Nathaniel. Triple-star systems are a bit tricky.

      Triple-star systems. Nate tried to imagine what that would look like for planetary orbits but didn’t get far before his head started spinning. He felt his cracked wrist warming with the itchy flurry of Ex’s accelerated healing. Point taken. But a lost planet? How’s that even…?

      As I said. Tricky. The planet’s been unobservable from Asgard for over a thousand years. I take it it’s become something of a legend.

      All right. That’s… something, Nate thought, still trying to wrap his head around the basic mechanics, and the more troubling question of how the hell they’d ended up here. Wait. Why a legend?

      Probably largely on account that its actual location seems to have been deliberately expunged from all records.

      Creepy. So, what do we actually know about Ginnungagap, then?

      Only that it’s absolutely forbidden and allegedly extremely dangerous.

      Nate eyed the surrounding jungle, suddenly and acutely aware of the feeling of being watched. You might’ve opened with that.

      This place was too quiet.

      Ex gave a noncommittal grunt. It’s probably nothing. The mandates were issued over a thousand years ago, back when Asgard was still recognized as belonging to the Atlantean Empire. And besides, such classifications are often nothing more than heavy-handed ploys to keep the Little People away from juicy discoveries—rare resource deposits and such.

      Except when they’re not?

      Except when they’re not, Ex agreed. The exact details ARE conspicuously absent, even from the classified records. But let’s not assume the worst until—

      Until a freak energy storm kidnaps us from across an entire solar system?

      A TRI-solar system, Nathaniel. Pay attention. But also, yes.

      Nate let out a long breath, mind turning with mythic legends, mysterious forces, and vengeful gods. He found himself staring in the direction of that damned mountain again, gauging distances, weighing options, wondering what had become of his people. Maybe they’d gotten those Asgardian ships clear. Maybe even now, they were rallying Iveera and a whole fleet’s worth of reinforcements to come find him and exterminate that bizarre nanoswarm, wherever the hell it had gone. He and Ex weren’t even really sure those had been flares they’d seen earlier—much less that it had been the Camelot in the sky, or Jaeger’s voice on that burst of static. All he really knew was that, whatever it had been, it seemed to have been drawn toward the mountain, and that for some reason—probably just some stupid human instinct to steer toward the big and mighty—he was, too.

      Off in the brush, something cracked. The first sign of life he’d heard. He didn’t realize he was holding his breath until Ex cleared his throat.

      It IS a jungle, Ex pointed out, though he didn’t sound so certain himself.

      Nate took the point anyway. They needed to move. Needed to find the Light. Find his people. Maybe, with a little bit of luck, they could even figure out what the hell was going on here—and what the Synth had to do with it.

      There’s one more thing.

      Something in Ex’s tone.

      It’s probably nothing, Ex added quickly, in a way that made it sound like anything but nothing. Just a choice curiosity I happened to stumble across in an archaic Asgardian data log. A note, as it were. One that seems to have slipped the black bars of whomever wished to keep the affairs of Ginnungagap quiet. He hesitated. It was a warning, of sorts, he finally said. A warning penned, oddly enough, by someone claiming to be ‘the last LeFaye.’

      Nate stiffened. What?

      I don’t know, Ex admitted. But it’s dated right around the time the Asgardians put the kibosh on the planet, and whoever wrote it seemed to be under the impression that this place was damned.

      Damned?

      Oh, you know. Prowled by terrible beasts. Haunted by tortured, misshapen souls. So on and so forth.

      Sure, Nate thought. That old chestnut. He could hear it in Ex’s voice—there was something more. What is it, Ex? What else?

      Well, whoever this last LeFaye might’ve been… they called this place New Avalon.

      The words hung in the unnatural darkness, ringing with the echoes of memories Nate had tried to set aside. Cold ash and the thunderous crash of titans. The ruins of Avalon. The ghost of Mordred LeFaye hovering over his shoulder, suddenly here, staring alongside him at this void of a planet. The shadows watched them right back. A cold sheen of sweat had appeared on Nate’s brow.

      What the hell was this place?

      What in nine hells would’ve ever merited a warning from Mordred freaking LeFaye?

      We don’t know it was Mordred, Ex pointed out. Or even a genuine LeFaye. It could’ve been anyone.

      But they both knew, somewhere deep down, that it hadn’t been just anyone.

      Besides, Ex pushed on, like he didn’t see the writing on the wall, we’re not going to find the answers just standing here, and fifty percent of us already have quite enough on their plate without the added burden of flight so, umm… happy trails?

      Nate stared through the foliage with unseeing eyes, and a sudden, terrible certainty as to exactly what he might find waiting for him in that dark mountain. And yet… What would Iveera do?

      As was sometimes the case, he wasn’t positive whether the thought had been Ex’s or his own.

      He blew out a heavy sigh and started running.
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      Something was following him.

      What, he couldn’t begin to say. The presence was entirely too ghostly, too silent. Maybe it was the actual freaking ghost of Mordred LeFaye. Or maybe it was nothing but Nate’s own growing, irrational sense of dread. Whatever it was, it wasn’t backing down. And power-armored superhuman or no, bit by bit, he was.

      He’d been running for about three hours by the time he tuckered out—some two-hundred jungle kilometers later, by Ex’s count. In a past life, that number would have left him speechless. Now though, he just plopped gratefully to the dirt, pressed his back up against an enormous tree, and tried to keep his senses halfway alert as he thought about what came next.

      Even with the enhanced night spectrum of his helmet vision and the relative ease with which his suit had allowed him to plunge straight through the smaller bramble and vines of the jungle, the going had been tough—the terrain fighting him every step of the way, the nighttime darkness nearly absolute. And as for the wildlife…

      He closed his eyes and listened, sinking into the silence between heavy breaths.

      Something was out there. He felt it in his bones.

      He opened his eyes, thought about calling out to whatever it was. Halt, who goes there? Maybe he was cracking. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this hungry—or hungry at all, for that matter. Ever since Terra, Ex had seen to it he was always sufficiently nourished, whether he’d eaten or not.

      Yes, yes, Ex grumbled. Working on it, working on it.

      He tried not to let his mind go anywhere unduly harsh, knowing Ex would more or less hear the general sentiment of his thoughts, regardless of whether he intended it.

      Your diplomacy is deeply touching, Ex said. Honestly.

      It sounded anything but honest, but Nate was relieved to feel the edge of his hunger dulling just a tad, the deadened weight ever-so-slightly lifting from his tired limbs.

      Thanks, buddy.

      Bah, Ex grunted. Then, a few moments later: You might as well sleep a wink if we’re merely going to get all mushy, here.

      It didn’t sound like the worst idea. At least not until he remembered that he may or may not have the Phantom of the Black Knight on his ass. And that, regardless, he was definitely running from something, toward some indeterminate something else. And that, even if he hadn’t had his crew to worry about somewhere out there, nowhere on this damned planet felt safe. But even so, he hadn’t slept in… Christ, had it really been that long?

      It has, Ex confirmed. And I’ll keep watch.

      It was kind of impressive, how quickly those last four words added weight to his drooping eyelids.

      Provided you say pretty please, Ex added, the suggestion of a malicious grin in his tone.

      Nate snorted half-hearted rebellion and promptly fell asleep.
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      Strange dreams gave way to humid darkness. Rough tree bark at his back. Heavy silence in the air. For a split second, he couldn’t remember where he was—right up until Ex asked quietly, as if not to startle him, “If one were looking for a casual way to say, ‘I think there’s something out there that may want to eat you…’”

      Nate sat up, trying to shake the sleep off, wondering how long he’d been out. Some sensible part of his brain reaching to call his sword from e-dim, only to remember that might not be an option.

      “I’d probably start with, ‘Good morning,’” he grumbled back, eyeing the ghostly outlines of fronds and foliage. He froze when he saw the wiry apparition of Ex beside him, decked to the gills in cartoonish woodsman garb and a raccoon skin hat.

      “Superb,” that apparition replied almost cheerily as he turned from the jungle, tweaking his mustachio. “Well then, good morning, Nathaniel. I believe something’s coming to eat you.”
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      Strange dreams gave way to humid darkness—this time with the marked bite of waking reality. The smell of damp earth. The achy muscles of a shitty sleeping position.

      The unsettling hiss and crackle of something moving in the darkness.

      Nate planted his hands in the soft soil, tense to the max, hesitant to make any sudden movements, to even stand for fear of what was out there.

      Silence.

      The night pressed in on him from all sides, constricting tight lungs—the moment stretching, stretching. The terrible void of not knowing.

      Then four speeding shadows came exploding out of the jungle straight for him.
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      Jaeger snapped awake to cold darkness and a pounding headache. He cracked his eyes open, stifling a groan—sharp pain in the side—trying to remember… what? Nothing. He blinked again, just to make double sure his eyes were open. Nothing at all. Pitch black darkness. Dripping water. Hard, uneven ground beneath him. A cave?

      He tried to sit up. The groan escaped, sharp pain doubling. Low voices nearby. And closer still, more voices. Whispers. Snuffy, he thought. Snuffy and—

      “Carter?” he whispered. It came out rough and dry. Pieces tumbled back. Mismatched flashes. The Camelot breaking atmosphere, ripped downward by… by that freak swarm. And something else. Another storm wave. And escape pods. He’d ordered everyone to the escape pods. Set the rendezvous for—

      “Don’t move,” came Carter’s quiet voice nearby.

      Nearby, those low voices stopped. Not human, he registered. He heard rustling. Careful movements. Hands found him in the dark, coaxed him firmly back down to a supine position on the cold stone. Steady hands. Carter’s. He stowed the urge to resist. Turned his attention to more important things.

      “Where are we?”

      “Don’t know,” she said, her hands methodically working their way across his torso. “Subterranean, obviously. Under a mountain, maybe. Thought I saw a mountain.”

      That jarred something. Escape pods. A bisected Asgardian cruiser, trailing them on the tethers. Cammy warbling something about the mountain on the forward scanners. Escape pods, and then what? He’d stayed with the ship. Hadn’t he? Stayed with Kalders. Couldn’t leave her behind. Except…

      “Kalders,” he breathed, recalling the pilot’s injuries with a sickening twist in his gut. He felt the silent negative hanging in the darkness—maybe a shake of the head he couldn’t see but somehow felt.

      “I don’t know,” Carter said quietly. Grimly. “Shut up a second.”

      Something pressed up against his chest, distracting him, hyperalert senses reconciling the shapeless pitch black into Carter’s head, her ear to his chest, her hair tickling his chin. Listening to his heart, he supposed. He was thinking of Kalders, thinking of just how badly fucked they might be here, trying not to notice—despite it all—how damned good Carter’s hair smelled, or how she’d just slackened against him, just a bit. Hugging him? Hugging without hugging.

      Of the many things they did to each other, hugging wasn’t one of them.

      Any other time, the gesture might’ve left him glibly satisfied—and probably begrudgingly aroused. Any other time, he would’ve glanced around to make sure no one had noticed, before allowing the professional colonel voice to come out and nix the moment, remind them both that anything beyond the physical was a bad idea. Instead, he found his hand reaching for her in the dark.

      She was already pulling away from him. “Few bruised ribs, I think,” she said, sounding a touch pinched but otherwise perfectly clinical. “Maybe cracked. I can’t see shit. Anything else bothering you?”

      He tried to put a grim smile in his voice. “You mean aside from crash landing and waking up under a mountain?”

      “Aside from that,” she agreed.

      “Peachy as fuckin’ pie. Maybe you’d better fill me in on the rest, though.”

      He listened, glad to be able to drop the brave face in the darkness, as the others joined Carter in the rundown. Most of the crew was present and accounted for in the cave, most of them having awoken much like he had—groggy and frustratingly lacking in the memory department. A third, though, were still missing between Pierce, Amelia, and the Round Table Atlanteans. And Kalders, he reminded himself with another pang of worry. Nothing like having a soldier go MIA to show you just how much you’d started to think of them in all the ways you weren’t supposed to. It might as well have been his daughter missing out there. And then there was Pierce, too.

      Something about the thought rankled his insides, something scratching at the door of his hazy memories. He forced himself to focus up as Carter and the others moved on to describing the creature—or maybe creatures, plural—that seemed to have brought them all here. Details were as disturbing as they were scattered. The one thing everyone seemed to agree on was that it had been some terrifying, black-furred biped.

      “Like an upright panther,” Snuffy insisted. “Or a black tiger. But, like, also with a bear’s body. Like a black tiger bear. Or a sasquatch.”

      “A black tiger bear,” Jaeger echoed numbly, the scratching more insistent now, demanding his attention.

      “Or a sasquatch,” Snuffy repeated, as if the distinction were important.

      “Two in one hand, three in the other,” Ramirez muttered, humorlessly.

      “Thing’s strong,” came Elmo’s deep voice, strained like he’d taken a good hit or two. “Damn fast, too.”

      But Jaeger was caught in a blurry fragment of memory, unfolding with maddening slowness. Escape pods. Dark beasties and escape pods. He’d stayed with the ship. Stayed despite Cammy’s frantic warnings. He’d stayed with Kalders. Hadn’t he? Couldn’t leave her behind. Couldn’t.

      Right up until Cammy had gone and jettisoned him straight out of the bridge in an improvised crash pod.

      “Shit,” he heard himself whisper, insides twisting up. The shocking impact of a hard landing. The wrenching of metal and crunching composites. Hot breath, and fear, and—

      “Boss?”

      “I… think it bit me,” he finally said, pulling himself together. He couldn’t remember even seeing the thing, but somehow he knew the words were true as he grimaced down at the hot yet oddly anesthetized ache he was only then really noticing in his forearm, subtly distinct from the rest of the aches and pains. Practically the same spot that damned kitsune, Zoltan, had gotten him back on their first involuntary visit to the Forge.

      “It must have some kind of venom,” Carter said. “We’re all still feeling a bit shaky. Might also explain the patchy memories.”

      “Delightful.” Jaeger was scowling into the darkness, sudden guilt threatening to overwhelm him. He allowed himself one more crushing moment of indulgence, then forced his Colonel Face back on. Nothing to do for Kalders and the others now but to get their shit together, get out of here, and find them. “So, we vaguely know what it looks like. But what the fuck is it? And what does it want?”

      Uncomfortable silence.

      “It calls itself Myrr,” someone said quietly. Gendra the Gorgon, he realized after a moment. It was the first she’d spoken.

      “How do you know that?”

      “She felt it,” Carter said quietly in his ear, as if everyone in the blind huddle couldn’t hear her anyway. “When it—When Myrr was dragging her in here.”

      Jaeger wasn’t entirely sure what she meant by felt it. The art of Gorgon empathy, as far as he’d gathered, was mostly reserved to sensing and sometimes influencing raw surface emotions rather than actual explicit mind-reading, and Gendra claimed she wasn’t much of an empath anyway. But something in the way Carter said it told him it wasn’t a topic to linger on, for the Gorgon’s sake.

      “Don’t suppose anyone has any idea what this Myrr is after?” he asked instead.

      “You mean assuming we’re not food?” Ramirez asked.

      “Assuming we’re not just food,” Jaeger corrected. “Seems like a lot of extra work to gather us all here if all it wanted to do was eat us.”

      “Well,” Snuffy said, hesitantly, “unless it’s planning to, you know, ration us out. Make us last, or whatever.”

      There was a pleasant thought.

      “I mean, maybe we’re just, like, the stockpile for the winter mon—”

      “We get the picture, Snuffy,” Carter cut the mechanic off. “Maybe we wait until any of us actually knows what the hell we’re talking about before you start scaring the civilians.”

      Grateful for the backup on the team morale front, Jaeger silently reached out in the dark, found Carter’s hand, and gave her a thumbs-up. She felt the signal out and gave him a middle finger in return. He almost smiled. Low voices elsewhere in the cave depths drew his attention instead.

      “Great,” he heard someone—maybe Ramirez—whisper nearby.

      One of the Elsewhere Voices, seemingly emboldened by the lull in their conversation, spoke up louder—loud enough that there was no missing it from what sounded like maybe ten meters away.

      “Give them time, brother. The little Terrans will eventually come to understand.”

      An Asgardian voice, some corner of his mind intuitively guessed, right before Carter leaned over and murmured as much in his ear. The cruiser, that corner of his mind decided. The forward half of the bisected Asgardian ship dangling along on the Camelot’s tethers like some oversized just-married can, cleaved clean in two by whatever the hell had yanked them into the atmosphere when that spooky ruby charge had gone off. They must’ve crashed when the Camelot went down. If the Camelot had gone down. He shut those thoughts down before he could get swept away in unknowns. Right now, the most pressing question was how many people were in this cave, and what they all had in terms of productive common interests.

      “Maybe we can skip the foreplay,” he said, “and get to the part where we all figure out how we can escape, together.”

      There was a bark of harsh laughter. Multiple barks.

      “Escape?” Asgardian or not, the derision in that tone was clear.

      “Unless I missed something here,” Jaeger said, “that does seem like the move.”

      More bitter laughter.

      “We have come to Ginnungagap, Terran,” called one of the Asgardians. “There is no escape from this place.”

      “Well, maybe not with that attitude,” Ramirez murmured, half-heartedly.

      Jaeger glanced uselessly around in the darkness, wishing to Christ he could see his crew’s faces and gather whether or not they’d already heard about this Ginnungagap.

      “What are they saying?” someone else whispered—Dr. Ramachandra, he thought. Had the Myrr creature taken their translator discs, then? That hardly seemed like the act of some mindless predator.

      “More fire and brimstone stuff,” Snuffy whispered back. “We’ll keep you posted if anything changes.”

      Not for the first time, Jaeger was glad he and the SAS crew had decided to go ahead and get permanent translator implants a few months into their Alliance soldiering.

      “Listen,” he called toward the Asgardians, deciding to try a new angle. “The Eighth Excalibur Knight is out there right now. He’ll be coming for us. He can deal with this Myrr thing, but the least we can do is get our shit together and make things easier for him.”

      In truth, Jaeger had no idea what had become of Nate, but his voice was steady, his promise confident. Hell, maybe he really did believe in the kid. The Asgardians, on the other hand, were thoroughly unimpressed.

      “Fools. From the deepest of nine hells was this place born. It has birthed abominations longer-lived and more fearsome by far than any of your precious Excalibur Knights. Demons and dark gods the likes of which would see your Terran Knight soiling his breeches in his haste to leave you here.”

      “You don’t know Nate.” That was Snuffy, having Nate’s back with the utmost faith. “He’d never leave us behind.”

      It was actually kind of touching, right up until the mechanic’s mouth had to keep running.

      “Well, you know, except for that one time on Separuu. And that thing out in the Triton belts, too, I guess. And then I guess it might’ve been a close call back on Vanaheim, too. But that was like, a—Well, you had to be there. He’d never leave us behind for good. Like, to get eaten and stuff.”

      By the time Snuffy finished, Jaeger didn’t bother even trying to pick back up the momentum and agree with the basic sentiment. He could practically smell the Asgardians’ derisive sneers in the darkness, and he was caught anyway on the thought of these so-called demons and dark gods, thinking warily of the way they’d all arrived at this planet. Spooky ruby flashes, and warping space, and demented particle swarms. And that damned mountain. All of it somehow wrapped up with the inexplicable appearance of Synth protoswarms in the heart of Alliance space. And now this Myrr.

      He thought uneasily of the Black Knight, Mordred LeFaye—the only other living being they knew of who’d apparently shared some kind of union with the malicious, so-called synthience. “If this planet’s such a dark place,” he started, deciding to sidestep the demons and gods for the moment, “then what the hell’s it want with us?”

      When the Asgardian answered, there was a grim satisfaction in his tone, like Jaeger had finally asked the one question that mattered. “There is only one purpose for which mortal souls are brought to Ginnungagap.”

      “Spelunking?” Snuffy asked weakly, his moment of confidence having officially evaporated in full.

      Jaeger was pretty sure it wasn’t spelunking, but whatever grim damnation the Asgardians had in mind, they didn’t get a chance to voice it before an ungodly sound sucked the air from cave’s collective lungs.

      It was animal. Beastly. Everywhere. A low growl that set Jaeger’s blood on edge. It seemed to be coming from every direction. Then the air changed. The faintest whisper of motion. A terrible whimper somewhere ahead. The thunk and whoosh of a body smacking stone hard enough to knock the wind out.

      “Hey.” Jaeger was a little surprised to find that the voice had been his own. Surprised to find he’d come to his feet, stepped foolishly forward into the unknown darkness. “Hello?” he croaked, throat suddenly dry.

      Silence.

      Infinite silence.

      Another flutter of motion, then—

      Terror.

      It hit him like a physical wave, sending him reeling. He crashed to the ground, limbs frozen with the sheer magnitude of it. He tried to move, tried to cover himself, sharp edges of memories clawing their way back to the churning surface. The creature—this thing—finding him. Ripping the escape pod apart like cheap plastic. Hot breath and a low, rumbling growl. Someone was crying nearby. The terror built, swelling like a dark ocean, paring out all other sensation. The rumbling, gone. The smell, gone. Overwhelming darkness.

      He was dying.

      And then he was panting, alone on an island of silence, the crushing waters of his terror lapping almost gently at the edges as they receded, inch by inch.

      “Boss?”

      Ramirez, pawing at the nearby stone until his hand found Jaeger’s head in the darkness.

      “Hey, Boss, speak up. You good?”

      “I’m good,” Jaeger croaked. He sounded anything but. “I’m good,” he repeated anyway, forcing himself to sit up, then reaching out to find Ramirez’s shoulder with a reassuring touch for good measure.

      “We have to get out of here,” someone whispered.

      The creature was gone. Jaeger could feel it in the air. For a few seconds, he allowed himself to revel in the comfort of that simple fact alone. Around them, no one seemed in any hurry to argue. There was nothing but the sound of their collective, terrified breathing.

      “We have to get the fuck out of here,” that someone repeated, at a low growl this time—Elmo, he was surprised to realize. The big man sounded angry. Shaken.

      A delirious whimper broke the silence ahead. The same whimper of whatever—whoever—that thing had dragged in, Jaeger thought. He’d nearly forgotten.

      “Carter,” he called, not sure yet what the plan was, only that he needed to do something. The crushing weight of that thing’s presence. The tone in Elmo’s voice. He took a breath, not all that surprised to find his hands still shaking as Carter’s reaching hands found him in the darkness. The medic was unsteady, too.

      She was never unsteady.

      “Something chemical,” she murmured quietly, like she was reasoning it out with herself. “Pheromonal, maybe.”

      It wasn’t hard to guess what she meant. He’d never felt a fear response like this in his life. It was well beyond anything he’d ever experienced in battle. Almost… weaponized.

      He set the shaky nerves aside as best he could and oriented himself and Carter toward those pitiful whimpers.

      “Please,” whispered the darkness as his blindly reaching hands closed on a warm arm, slicked with what felt too much like blood. “Please.”

      “Amelia?” he whispered.

      There was no verbal response, but the language of her tensing was answer enough. It was the tensing of a beaten dog, helplessly waiting to see whether the next blow would come, frozen in place but for the soft trembling.

      He reached out, cupping the Atlantean’s head with slow, careful movements. “It’s okay, Amelia,” he said gently, even as the voice in his head ruthlessly pointed out that it was anything but okay—that they had no freaking clue what the hell they were up against, or where that thing had even gone. At least Amelia’s trembling eased a shade at the sound of her name. That was something. “It’s okay,” he repeated, gently stroking her hair. “We’ve got you now.”

      Whatever that was worth.

      “Did it bite you?” Carter asked somewhere behind the Atlantean, probably conducting her limited in-the-dark examination. Her voice was steady.

      It was kind of hard to distinguish from the trembles, weak as it was, but he was pretty sure that was a head shake.

      “No bite,” Jaeger translated aloud. Then, to Amelia: “So you were awake the whole way in here?”

      A shaky nod this time. Jaw quivering.

      “Okay.” He took her face in his hands, wishing to Christ he could see her, uncomfortably aware that he was pretty sure he felt blood on her cheek, too. “You’re okay, Amelia,” he said anyway. “You’re going to be okay. Are you with me?”

      Jaw steadying. A dry swallow. A nod. Stronger this time.

      “Okay. Good. First things first, then. I need you to tell me what you saw out there.”
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      “For the record, Ex,” Nate managed through panting breaths, “you suck at keeping watch.”

      Nonsense, Ex said, safely confined, at least for the moment, back to the inside of Nate’s head. Exhibit A: You. Not dead. You’re welcome.

      Nate looked down at the three broken bodies scattered on the ground around him, feeling equal parts repulsed by the things that’d just attacked him and disgusted that, despite everything, he was still freaking hungry.

      Kind of ironic, considering, Ex said.

      So, these ARE what I think they are?

      Preliminary scans and gross anatomy do suggest so.

      “Ooperians,” Nate whispered, testing the word in the silent night air. What the hell are they doing here? he added to Ex.

      It’s cute, the way you always seem to think I know the answers to these questions.

      Well, you ARE the most sophisticated intelligence ever known to mankind and all that, aren’t you?

      Somewhere in the murky distance, he swore he could feel Ex narrowing his nonexistent eyes. Would you like to know what I miss about Arthur Pendragon?

      I’m guessing you’re about to—

      The fact that he wasn’t such a sniveling piss pot.

      —tell me, Nate finished. Even though you don’t actually remember Arthur at all.

      Oh, I would remember this. Not even the Merlin could make me forget this.

      Nate was pretty sure it was the first time he’d ever heard Ex even marginally question the Merlin, even jokingly. He was about to point as much out when a startling growl perforated the cloying jungle air, so low and monstrous it took him an extra second to recognize it as his own rumbling stomach.

      We could start a fire, Ex said, pointedly highlighting the dead Ooperians on Nate’s HUD. Probably tastes like chicken.

      “Vampire chicken,” Nate murmured.

      There would be a certain poetry to it, though, don’t you think?

      Nate looked away from the bodies, stomach turning. Jesus, Ex.

      What? I’m just saying. The hunter becomes the hunted, and all that.

      Nate frowned off in the direction the fourth Ooperian had fled, wondering what that last “hunted” would do once it caught its breath and finished licking its wounds. Did it have friends? A nest, or whatever wild Ooperians had? And what about the rest of the jungle, with its alleged terrible beasts and haunted souls and so forth? He looked back to the dead Ooperians. Felt another wave of reluctant hunger and general disgust.

      Thank the Lady you don’t have to see what I normally feed you from e-dim.

      Nate grimaced. I thought it was mostly converted Light.

      Mostly. Sometimes. In a pinch. ‘Mostly’ being perhaps a strong word, if we’re being perfectly honest.

      I don’t think I wanna know.

      Oh-ho-ho, Ex chuckled. You DEFINITELY don’t want to know.

      Nate let out a half-hearted groan in solidarity with his aching stomach. Do I actually need to eat an Ooperian right now, Ex? Where are we at with you, you know…

      Transdimensionally spoon feeding you? Ex offered. Tirelessly tending your every sad, squishy need?

      Doing your job, Nate countered.

      Hmm. Well, assuming you continue on at your previous pace, for at least as far as Mount Doom up there…

      Nate turned his attention eastward—or at least what they were calling eastward on this magnetic clusterfuck of a planet—waiting for Ex to finish his thought, idly wondering when dawn would come on this haunted tri-solar jungle.

      Nathaniel.

      That tone. Nate froze mid-breath, eyes sweeping the foliage for threats. Following Ex’s attention downward.

      About my skill at keeping watch…

      “What the fuck,” he whispered before he could stop himself.

      His right leg was already buried up to the shin in the fluidly reaching tendrils of—he didn’t know what. It was like the soil itself had sprouted inky black hands and reached up to grab him by the ankle, like some kind of sentient quicksand. And it seemed to have heard him, he couldn’t help but think, as it reached for his left foot almost tentatively, like it knew damned well he saw it and was simply waiting to see what he’d do about it.

      Let’s think about this, Ex started, no doubt sensing his intentions. But Nate was already yanking away. His leg ripped free from the grasping tendrils with a strange kind of squelching crack. Then all hell broke loose.

      The entire jungle exploded with motion and sound around—more rushing incoming than he could process. He ran. Unthinking. Blindly stumbling in a sudden hailstorm of speeding particulates, smacking and tugging at every inch of him. No time to think. He ran. Heart thundering. A solid wall of swirling, thrumming darkness nipping at his heels, like the jungle itself was chasing him.

      He vaulted a downed tree, tripped, and crashed straight through another. He kept running, the terrain sloping upward underfoot, vines and thick leaves smacking his shoulders and face. He kept running, shouting to Ex for answers.

      I think perhaps we’ve found what became of that nanoswarm, was all Ex could think to say. You’re doing great, Nathaniel, he added a moment later. Just great. Oh, watch out for that—

      Nate growled a curse as his left shoulder clipped the jutting edge of a rocky overhang and punched through with the sound of pulverizing stone. He couldn’t see shit through this jungle storm chaos. Kept running anyway.

      Doing great, Ex repeated as he sped on. Just great. Also, it appears we have a bit of a jump coming up.

      The words had barely finished touching Nate’s mind when the thick wall of jungle foliage gave way with an almost violent suddenness—space exploding outward to open, dark night, and to fifty short meters of flat stone followed by yawning nothingness. Fast as he was running, he probably couldn’t have stopped if he’d wanted to. Not without the gravitonic aid that Ex’s tone made it abundantly clear they didn’t have the power reserves to support.

      So, he poured on the speed, the swarm clawing at him, trying to trip him up. Stone cracked under the force of his pounding boots. He plunged forward, trying not to think about how wide the canyon looked. Then he reached the edge and jumped.

      It was a big canyon.

      He might’ve cleared a hundred meters or more on the back of his jump. It wasn’t going to be enough, he saw, as they reached the apex and began to fall. He triggered the gravitonics, feeding them whatever there was to feed.

      It wasn’t much.

      He punched into the far side of the canyon several meters short of the top ridge, armored fingers boring into hard stone in a shallow death grip. He turned, gasping, Ex barking at him to keep moving. Some part of him was too busy praying the swarm simply wouldn’t follow—that maybe, for whatever reason, like some supernatural force of evil, it wouldn’t be able to cross the running water roaring through the canyon far below.

      He caught a fluttering glance of the swirling mass back on the first canyon ridge. Felt a flicker of hope. Then something punched into his back, hard. Through his back. Screaming pain and a violent jerk, and suddenly he was hanging freely over the canyon drop, gaping at the dark, wicked spike that had just punched its way out of his right breastplate, skewering him like a meat hook.

      He grabbed dumbly at the thing, reaching helplessly for energy barriers and weapons systems that weren’t there to reach. Stared disbelievingly as the bloody tendril morphed and twisted, spinning him around, curling and tightening around him, the pale orange radiance of his cooling blood evaporating from the HUD’s spectral scopes as the swarm absorbed it. Drank it.

      “Give it… back,” he heard himself growl, past the pain of a pierced lung, numb fingers clenching tighter, hot rage coursing through his veins. Rage at the pain. Rage at the sight of this thing—this vile darkness—drinking his blood. Feeding on an instrument of the Lady. Ravenous for her Light. Mindlessly consuming.

      It was a perversion of nature.

      He felt Ex there with him, bristling at the existence of the swarm. Their teeth clenching in animal defiance as the thrumming appendage retracted, lifting them back across the canyon, utterly unconcerned by their growing rage. Nate beat his armored fists against the main arm, ripping large chunks clear only to watch them disintegrate to particles and race back into shape like self-assembling sand. He swung harder, the edge of his palm glowing with energy he hadn’t known they had.

      A moment of freefall as he cut through. A moment of hope.

      Then the swarm shot back out with half a dozen tendrils and caught him by the legs and arms, driving him deeper onto the rejoining meat hook. He screamed pain and defiance, fighting on. Flailing just like the useless boy they all thought he was. Greedy Synth particulates drawing him in, cracking him open like some scrumptious snack. Drawing him back to the ridge he’d jumped from.

      And there, at the furious heart of the swarm—a dark body coming into shape, roughly humanoid. Reaching out. Reaching for him.

      Mordred, some terrified voice whispered at the back of his mind.

      The swarm, tightening in around him, clinging to his every inch. Struggles weakening. Failing. Failing to stop this blackened scourge, just like they’d failed to protect the Beacon out in the Tarkaminen sector. Failed to protect all the devoured Light that even now might be coursing through this freak storm, somewhere deep beneath its churning surface.

      Stolen Light.

      “Give it back,” he growled.

      Stolen just like his blood. The swarm hefting him higher, thrumming carelessly on. Hungry. Endlessly hungry. That blackened figure, reaching out for more. Squeezing him dry.

      “Fuck you,” he growled. “FUCK YOU!”

      He’d asked for this. Whined about frontlines and fighting the good fight. Here it was, reaching out to him, drawing him the last few meters to its deadly embrace.

      His feet caught on the edge of the ridge. A moment’s unexpected leverage. He planted hard, tapping reserves of strength from somewhere well beyond reason.

      “Give. It. BACK!”

      Then he tore away with everything he had.

      What happened next, he couldn’t have said. All he knew was that an explosion of light and sound lit the jungle night between them, punching through him, sending him flying, half-blind and fully scrambled, until he crashed through what felt like a hundred meters of jungle thicket, and at least a few trees.

      “Ex,” he gasped, when the turbulence was done and he lay panting in the dirt, every breath a blossoming inferno. What the fuck was that?

      I… don’t know.

      He tried to raise his head. Is it still coming?

      He was almost too tired to care at that point.

      I don’t think so.

      Good enough. He gave up and let his head thud back to the upturned jungle soil, blackness wrestling with his vision.

      Perhaps you should rest, Nathaniel, Ex said, tone grim. I’ll keep watch.

      I’ve heard that one before, Nate tried to think, but he was already gone.
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      Dawn light cracked through the jungle canopy in cruel, twinkling shards, welcoming Nate to a fresh world of weird, and an even deeper landscape of pains.

      “Fuck,” he groaned, not even trying to sit up

      Good morning to you as well, Nathaniel.

      “I take it repairs are still ongoing?” he asked aloud, painstakingly testing the integrity of his innards. Ex seemed to have re-inflated his punctured lung, at least. As for the rest of the damage…

      Ongoing indeed, Ex admitted. Believe it or not, you should be thankful. I wouldn’t have had much to work with at all after that fight if you hadn’t clawed some of the stolen Light out of that peculiar swarm.

      Is that what happened?

      As far as I can tell, upon retrospective analysis. Ex paused a moment. Perhaps you might give me a warning next time you’re about to tap a veritable goldmine.

      Nate frowned at the swaying jungle canopy. You mean next time we’re trapped on a Lightless planet, hunted by a—a whatever the hell that was?

      Precisely, Ex agreed, neatly glossing over the troubling memory of that dark figure at the center of the storm. I might’ve captured more, had I had more than a few milliseconds to prepare.

      You’ve got it, Ex. Bracing himself, Nate sat up. The pain was no picnic, but it wasn’t quite as bad as he’d have expected after an episode of manhandling via meat hook.

      As I said.

      Thank you, Ex, he thought, mentally annunciating every syllable. Then, mostly looking to change the topic: So, daylight, huh?

      Ah, yes. The weather. Classic. On that note, you’ll be pleased to know I’ve clocked this planet’s current night-day cycle at approximately 103 hours, based on our position and travel relative to the dusk line at landing.

      And I’ll be pleased by that, because…?

      Because you seem rather set on busying yourself with trivialities rather than confronting the topic of the dark figure who nearly killed us last night. Pardon my lack of clarity.

      “Killed us,” Nate echoed, testing the words at a whisper. I mean, we would’ve… You could’ve… Right?

      They eat Beacons, Nathaniel. That was no casual assassin. The Synth do not play by mortal rules. You know this.

      Nate looked around the jungle, not knowing what he expected to find. Certainly not any reassuring answers. At least he wasn’t disappointed on that front. Nothing but exotic plants, as far as the eye could see—which, given the density of the greenery, wasn’t far at all.

      In the daylight, he was almost surprised to finally spot a few signs of animal life—flittering bugs and skittering amphibian-looking critters. A few curious chitters and chatters here and there. He’d been beginning to wonder if this place had any fauna at all, save for at least four—now one—feral Ooperians. After the eerie silence of last night, the soft sounds of the jungle’s daylight existence were practically deafening, even if they did seem a bit… he didn’t know what. Off. Ill. Like maybe, on some level, he wasn’t the only one missing the Light.

      “Well,” he said, as much to himself as to Ex, pulling himself gingerly to his feet. “Guess we’d better get a move on, then.” He thought about saying more, but what was there to say? Whatever that thing had been, whatever it was doing here, they didn’t really have any choice but to keep moving, at least until they found more answers. It wasn’t like Ex didn’t more or less know exactly what was going on in his head, anyway.

      A thoroughly unimpressed Hmmph was all Ex had to say about that.
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      Nate took the first couple hours at a leisurely run, watching the projected distance to the mountain ticking down on his HUD with a kind of determined mindlessness, trying not to think of dark figures, or the image of Tessa’s blood-drained face, or anything at all but the piston-like pounding of his boots on the jungle soil. The going wasn’t any easier than it had been the night before—every minor annoyance of the terrain compounded by the jagged pain in his chest and the deepening hunger in his stomach. But at least the jungle felt slightly less haunted in daylight, if still not quite inviting.

      At one point, Nate deigned to break the silence and ask Ex about the mustachioed, fancy-butler-esque likeness Nate had seen him take on more than once now. It was almost like the jungle had been waiting for his attention to lapse.

      Something smacked his armored shoulder before he’d even registered the motion—hard and brutally fast. A chitinous spike, he dumbly registered, right before another one smashed down on his head hard enough to ring his bell through the helmet. He blinked his eyes clear just in time for something to yank him clean off the ground. The tentacles those long, curved spikes were attached to. Slimy, awful tentacles, reeling him up, up, toward—

      “Agh!” Nate choked out, as he followed those dangling tentacles back to the hairy, amorphous thing in the tree above. By way of reply, the creature hissed at him with a mouth like a radial meat grinder.

      Nate moved more out of repulsion than anything else, wriggling and ripping at the tentacles until the slack came, and his feet hit the ground. Tentacles still in hand, he planted his feet and heaved, tearing the thing from its perch and swinging it around like a freaking Olympic hammer toss.

      I’d call that a bronze effort, at best, Ex offered, as Nate released, and they watched the hissing thing go crashing off through the jungle canopy in whirling flight. Not entirely shabby, though. And I don’t HAVE a mustachio, to answer your question, he added, as if nothing had happened. You simply… Bah. It’s not worth trying to explain it when you’re in this state.

      What state?

      Ex hesitated. Somewhere in the distance, the jungle silence was punctuated with the crackle and thud of the tentacle spike monster breaking back through the canopy for landfall.

      Suffice it to say, your brain has an incessant need to employ familiar anchors, Nathaniel—visual and otherwise—when confronted with the bits of reality it’s simply not ready to grasp. In other words…

      It’s complicated? Nate guessed, when his companion’s silence had stretched too long.

      To fifty percent of us, yes, Ex murmured half-heartedly, clearly distracted by something else.

      Your support, as always, is the stuff of legends, buddy, Nate thought, inspecting the sites of impact to make sure the thing hadn’t breached his armor. I’m fine, by the way, he added, picking with a frown at the sizable hole still rent through his chest armor from last night, and thanking the Lady that first spike hadn’t come down a few decimeters to the left.

      That’s… good, Ex said. I think…

      Nate waited for his companion to finish the thought, hand tracing down to his mended side, mind following it, with a vague sense of unease, back to the memory of that unexplained shrapnel that had torn through him aboard the Camelot’s bridge at the kickoff of this entire shit show. He felt Ex’s attention on a patch of jungle ahead. Felt it sharpening to something more like intention.

      He started off at a jog by some unspoken agreement, aiming for the nearby patch, the flicker of curiosity dampened by some inexplicably deepening dread in his gut.

      Ah, Ex murmured, as Nate pushed through one last particularly thorny thicket, and came across their next discovery. I thought I sensed something. Damned interference.

      Nate was too busy gaping at the lightly smoking wreck ahead.

      It was a Camelot escape pod. There was no mistaking it. And it was streaked with blood.

      Nate stood there staring at the charred semi-clearing for several seconds, his stomach lurching between hope and panic. On Ex’s nudge, he started cautiously forward, eyes darting everywhere for some clue. He was no tracker, but the signs of struggle seemed evident enough. Gouged soil and broken branches. Seared trunks and—

      There. A spatter of dark blood. Nearly black.

      More Ooperians?

      He didn’t know. Couldn’t help but think of the bizarre tentacle monster he’d just chucked out of the area. A faint whiff of burnt hair lingered in the air, under the more prevalent smells of heated metal and charred jungle.

      Let me see that blood, Ex said, indicating the patchy red streaked on the side of the escape pod. That blood looked a lot more human. Nate complied, scratching some of the dried stuff from the pod’s hull and watching with an uncomfortable callback to last night’s blood-drinking nanoswarm as Ex absorbed the sample. He waited silently as Ex tapped their critically low energy reserves to begin his analysis.

      Well, Ex said, with the tone of someone making laundromat chit chat, at least we have some soft confirmation that that may have indeed been the Camelot we saw last night.

      I feel better already, Nate thought, more than a little sarcastically. He looked over the scene again, trying to picture likely scenarios. Maybe signs of fighting were a good thing. Better than an empty, clueless pod? He didn’t know. Whatever had happened here, at least it looked like his people had taken a shot at defending themselves. That was something. Hell, maybe they’d scared off the same pack of Ooperians who’d eventually found him.

      Assuming they hadn’t been eaten by a hairy tentacle monster.

      Let’s see, Ex said, indicating the black blood spatter this time. Nate gathered the sample, resisting the urge to pester his companion for the results. He didn’t have to wait long, anyway.

      Amelia Sundercaste, Ex said, pinging a HUD indicator on the escape pod blood smear. Albeit with a few trace contaminants. And as for Sample Number Two… Well, I don’t know what to make of this.

      Is it Ooperian?

      There ARE several commonalities, yes. But I could say the same thing about the genetic material of at least 37 other known species, and that’s not even to mention that, well… Hmm.

      Hmm?

      Erm, yes, Ex finally said. Hmm.

      Nate waited a few apprehensive seconds, then tried again.

      Hmm? Ex asked, clearly still distracted.

      What are we looking at, Ex?

      Oh. That. Well, I stand by my initial assessment.

      Nate splayed his hands incredulously at the quiet clearing. Which was?

      That I most certainly don’t know what to make of this.

      Nate spread his hands wider, waiting for more.

      Not sure I’d like to meet this thing in a dark alley, though, Ex finally concluded. You know, metaphorically speaking.

      This thing? What thing?

      Well, Ex said, somehow managing to sound both totally distracted and also like this was all perfectly obvious anyway, either Amelia was witness to a rather diverse blood orgy upon exiting that pod, or we’re looking at the genetic material of some manner of hybrid, umm…

      “Ex!” Nate snapped aloud in his frustration, startling a few winged somethings from the trees. “Focus. A hybrid what?”

      A super predator! I don’t know. Blackened hands with the nagging, Nathaniel. I’m running on low power mode here. Give me a break.

      Nate stood there considering that until the therapeutic drumming of armored fingers on armored thighs threatened to backfire and push him over the edge. How do you even know this blood was Amelia’s, and not, I don’t know…

      Some other random Atlantean who just so happened to wonder by the desolate lost planet jungle and hemorrhage on your nice escape pod?

      Well, it could’ve been… Tor. Right? She’s Atlantean.

      Which is why I checked the sample against the central crew genetic registry, Nathaniel. Obviously.

      Nate felt his face scrunching. And you have the crew’s genetic registry on file because…

      Because it’s bloody useful, Nathaniel. Obviously.

      It seemed bloody creepy, more like it, even if Amelia herself had once pointed out that individual genetics were little more than spec sheets to her people—useful guidelines that pointed out probable aptitudes, weaknesses, and theoretical limits of each individual body. He doubted the Terran crew would feel so nonchalant about the rather intimate invasion of cellular privacy, but Ex was already past it, ranting on about whether Nate was going to pipe down and let him focus, or if he had any more pointless questions to get off his chest first.

      Nate suppressed the urge to point out that the most sophisticated superintelligence known to mankind should hardly have trouble multi-tasking a chat with a petty little human—even if said superintelligence was operating in low power mode. Instead, he ground his teeth and looked around the crash site for the hundredth time in some futile attempt to feel less useless.

      There, there, Nathaniel. If it weren’t for you, how would I walk over there and grab more samples from those bloody ferns?

      Nate rolled his eyes and went to service Ex’s multiple request pings, wondering if they might be wasting time or resources at this point, trying not to wonder what had happened to Amelia. It wasn’t a small amount of blood among those trampled ferns.

      Right? I’m rethinking the blood orgy theory. Honestly.

      He wasn’t quite sure whether Ex was trying to lift his spirits or if maybe “low power mode” was simply calibrated to a slightly higher “insensitive asshole” setting. Either way, the more he thought of Amelia, and this potential super predator dragging her off through the bloodied foliage, the less he appreciated Ex’s candor.

      Duly noted, Ex said. To wit, I think we’re set here. It seems Amelia was not alone. I have a perfect match for Lieutenant Pierce here among the ferns, and two discrepant, highly modified Atlantean strains that suggest your Round Table squires were here as well.

      Nate considered the trampled trail from empty pod to chittering jungle, mind’s eye playing out a hectic nighttime clash with some indiscriminate force of darkness—part freakish chimera of flesh and blood, part blackened nanoswarm ghost of Mordred LeFaye. Some unsettling whisper of déjà vu tugging the air. It couldn’t have been the latter. He’d barely escaped that swarm himself last night. Low power mode or no, there was no way his crew would’ve survived that thing groundside.

      Hence the trail of blood and wrecked jungle?

      Your words, not mine, Ex said. But now that you’ve said it, we might as well see where it leads, yes?
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      You’re sure you’ve tried everything? Nate asked some short time later, for what Ex’s custom HUD “Snivel Alert” counter informed him was precisely the fourth time since they’d left the pod crash site.

      Of course I’ve tried everything, Nathaniel.

      No contact with anyone?

      No one.

      Q nodes?

      Still inexplicably inaccessible.

      And still no luck with those Asgardian ships?

      Still no… Oh.

      Nate slowed his pace on leaden legs, a flutter of hope rippling through his aching chest. Oh? Oh, what?

      Oh, nothing. I just wanted to see the look on your face. Of course I’ve tried the bloody Asgardians, Nathaniel.

      You know what? Nate growled, slowing further, thoroughly tempted to stop completely. Tired. More tired than he’d been since…

      I’m sorry, was that a rhetorical question?

      Nate snapped back to the jungle, where his zombie legs were still dutifully pounding dirt. Obviously, he shot back. Had he just fallen asleep running? Just wanted to see the look on your—“Shit!”

      He watched with a kind of disembodied stupor as his reflexes took over, tucking him neatly under the first incoming tentacle spike he absolutely hadn’t seen coming and catching the second in one armored hand as he rolled back to his feet. Then his brain caught up, pegging a second tentacle monster, and he ripped the thing down from its perch by one slimy appendage. A few second’s struggles and a hard boot stomp later, it was done.

      Not bad, Ex admitted. We’ll make a jungle explorer out of you, yet.

      Nate just turned away from the mess, far from excited about another gory kill, and started back on the path he could only hope would lead to answers.

      I’ve tried everything, Nathaniel, Ex said, a bit more soberly, I still don’t understand what’s happening on this planet, but I promise, you’ll be the first to know when I do. Until then…

      Find the Light. Find the crew. Fix the leak.

      He still wasn’t even quite sure what he meant by “the leak.” It was just what he and Ex had taken to calling the mysterious confluence of somethings that had somehow dropped a protoswarm on the Yggdrasian sector and led them here to Ginnungagap—assuming that was where they were, and that any of this was actually connected at all.

      That, Ex agreed, or find the Camelot and get us the hell off this rock. You know, not that we NEED backup, or anything, he added a second later. You’re doing great, Nathaniel. Just great. Obviously. And yet—

      I’d take Iveera over me, too, buddy. It’s okay.

      Oh, stop.

      No, I’m serious, Ex. I know I’ve kinda been asking for this all along, but maybe—

      No. STOP.

      Bone tired as he was, it took Nate an extra second to register the command, and he nearly fell over himself when he did. He ground to a halt, stumbling momentarily to his knees, trying to look everywhere all at once as he staggered back to his feet, sure he was about to be struck by a swinging tentacle or some other pouncing beast. There was nothing.

      Blackened hands, maybe it’s a good thing we can’t reach Ser Katanaga. Imagine her seeing you like this.

      Yeah, Nate thought, doubled over panting, because I’ve been such a shining beacon of Knightly awesomeness all the other times she’s seen me.

      Strong point, Ex agreed.

      I’m sorry, was there a REASON you wanted me to stop?

      Ah. Yes, that. Over there. A ping appeared on the HUD to the north, a couple of kilometers off the HUD-enhanced trail Ex had been helping him follow. The signal’s scrambled to nine hells and back, but I’m fairly certain I just caught a whiff of another Camelot pod.

      Ex might as well have tossed a cheeseburger and fries at his feet. Nate was running again before he knew it. Running hungrily. Heavy legs all but forgotten. He ran, smacking aside leaves, vaulting low thickets and one snapping trap plant, clipping a few trees, and generally making entirely more of a racket than was probably wise. He couldn’t have reined himself in if he tried. Not until he laid eyes on the empty pod.

      He slowed then, remembering some semblance of caution.

      The pod was dented where it’d struck and felled a small tree on landing, but otherwise looked to be in fine shape. Open and empty. No one in sight. But also no blood or mysterious ichor spatters. That was something, at least. Even so, he felt his burst of hope waning, the heaviness settling back through his limbs with accrued interest.

      He pushed aside a dense layer of fronds and approached the pod, keeping his weary senses peeled for any kind of trap. Ex pinged the thermal body signature above his head right before she spoke.

      “Ah. It is you.”

      He looked up, recognizing the voice but not quite believing it until he spotted her there: Princess Elsavataryllianna Priatus, sitting in a tree. Or lounging, more like it. She was sprawled out in the smooth valley between three of the enormous tree’s main branches, golden head resting on her hands, one shiny boot swaying leisurely back and forth from her crossed ankles.

      Even dirt-stained and scraped up in the middle of a hostile jungle, she still managed to look like royalty.

      She gave him a lazily satisfied smile, like she knew exactly what he was thinking beneath the helmet. Then, without a lick of warning, she slid sideways and came tumbling out of the tree in what quickly flowed into a graceful, twisting backflip. She alighted on the jungle dirt a good fifteen meters below with the weightless grace of a cat.

      “Remind me never to board your ship’s escape pods again,” she said, rising from her landing crouch and delicately dusting herself off before shooting him an expectant look.

      “Well then, where to next?”

      “Huh?” He was staring, dumbstruck, suddenly gripped by the insane fear that she was going to evaporate away like some jungle mirage. By way of reply, she strode languidly up to him and laid her royal hands—well scuffed and scratched from climbing, he dimly noted—on his shoulders, like she had something exceedingly important to say.

      “Save me, Ser Knight.”

      Nate popped the seals and pulled off his helmet, breathing the muggy jungle air, catching her perfumed scent, searching for something to say to that.

      “Merciful Lady,” she murmured, only then seeming to notice the bloody hole in his chest plate and the general air of hammered-to-shit-ness that clung to him and his battered armor, “what happened to you?”

      “I—” he started, just before his legs cried viva la revolución and unceremoniously dropped him butt-first to the dirt, declaring an official end to their four-hundred-plus kilometer jungle hoofing, whether he liked it or not. He was shaking. From what, he couldn’t say. Not until he looked back up to Elsa and realized just how desperately relieved he was to see someone—anyone—and, at the same time, just how goddamn terrified he was for his crew, wherever they were, whatever had befallen them.

      It all hit him then. Everything he’d been holding back since they’d crashed down on this strange planet. And Elsa saw it all, watching him with those discerning golden eyes, reading it plain as day on his face that he didn’t have answers, or hope, or even any proper semblance of a plan. She managed to whittle her observations down to two words.

      “Well, shit.”

      “Yeah,” Nate said, numbly bobbing his head as she settled on the downed log beside him. “Guess that pretty much sums it up.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Ruinous

          

        

      

    

    
      For a trek that’d started with him casually plowing through trees, it was kind of amazing, how difficult it was becoming for Nate to even hack aside a few vines and loose leaves.

      “Admittedly, it’s not quite what I had in mind when I set off for this life of rugged adventure,” said a seemingly indefatigable Princess Elsa, picking her way through the greenery behind him. “But it’s not so bad.”

      Somehow, he was breathing harder than she was. Possibly on account of the extra work playing Princess’ trailblazer. Possibly on account of the lack of sleep, and the still very much unhealed torso wounds, and the several hundred kilometers of jungle terrain he’d already put behind.

      You forgot listening to the HER for the past five klicks, Ex added.

      It really said something that Ex went there instead of simply telling Nate to suck it up as he normally would’ve.

      “Granted,” Elsa continued somewhere behind, “I had rather hoped my brave Knight would have something in the way of a plan, when he found me. Perhaps even a bit of food and water. Or a hot bath.”

      Nate found himself drawing to a halt. When he turned to face her, she looked perfectly and politely nonplussed, like she couldn’t imagine what was the matter. “Maybe you’d like to take the lead for a while,” he offered, holding out his hand and brushing aside the next wall of fronds in invitation. “I’ll check the planetary registry for the public baths.”

      “Oh, don’t be silly,” she said, touching him playfully on the chest. “I wouldn’t want to impugn your chivalry, big strong man like yourself.” Her nose wrinkled. “And I certainly wouldn’t acquiesce to public baths. That simply would not do for the crown princess of Aesirheim.”

      For a second, Nate could only stare, thoroughly floored that, even here in a hostile jungle with absolutely nil in the way of civilization, she could still be so unflinchingly entitled. But then the haughty air thinned around her, and she showed him a grin that told him, almost conspiratorially, that she was at least a little bit fucking with him.

      “People would talk,” she added, lips curling just a touch more, “don’t you think?”

      “Yeah,” Nate grumbled, pushing ahead into the brush, glad she couldn’t see through his helmet that, for some infuriating reason, he’d almost smiled back. “Don’t know what I was thinking.”

      Whatever glib comment was hovering on her lips, she didn’t make it. Just fell back in line behind him, the two of them picking their way through an alien jungle at a pace Nate was increasingly beginning to worry was entirely too slow.

      The blood trail had disappeared not long into the tracking—hopefully a sign that Pierce and the Round Table Atlanteans had at least had the luxury to stop and tend whatever wounds they’d suffered. What was left to follow was inconsistent and at times rather hard to spot, but even in low power mode, Ex was more than equal to the task of spotting footprints, broken branches, and ruffled greenery. Nate was starting to get an eye for it himself. Enough so that he’d noticed the one tiny detail Ex had failed to explicitly point out while scanning a disturbed patch of soil a few kilometers back: fine strands of platinum blond hair, plastered right where something roughly body-sized had clearly been dragged through the muck.

      It was the only trace they’d seen of Amelia since the escape pod. And it’d been surrounded by the long, deeply clawed imprints of whatever the hell it was they were following. Maybe the thing had been carrying her since the escape pod and had tossed her down for a break. He didn’t know, and Ex didn’t speculate—as if avoiding the topic would do any good. They both knew Nate was thinking of little else.

      The beast’s trail picked up from there, resuming its startlingly long gait, gouged footprints disappearing for long stretches only to be replaced by claw marks high in the trees here and there, like the thing could fairly fly through its jungle habitat. Frankly, he wasn’t sure how the hell Pierce and the Atlanteans had managed to keep on the trail. Ex seemed to have the beast’s patterns figured well enough, but Nate would’ve been lost if it weren’t for the more obvious signs of his crew’s passage. Apparently, the Round Table meant business.

      That, or Pierce had been one hell of a boy scout in a past life.

      Nate trekked on, trying to focus attention on something other than the endless cycle of worry, mostly just landing on the unsettling mystery of what it was they were tracking, and whether or not it was one and the same with the dark thing that’d attacked him and Ex from the heart of the swarm last night. A couple of hours later—a couple of relentless hours of worrying and of Elsa hinting more than once (and not so subtly) that she wouldn’t terribly mind if her brave Knight were to happen by a nice fowl to roast, or something of the sort—Nate came across as good an excuse as any.

      He wouldn’t have quite called the critter that came shooting through the foliage a rabbit—no more than he would’ve called the roaring creature behind it a dog—but it was a decent enough place to start. A tufty, vaguely lupine rabbit-thing, chased after by a knee-high, pale green, hairless blob on legs that looked something like the forbidden lovechild of a Komodo dragon and a large bulldog. And both were headed straight toward them.

      Nate moved without thinking, plucking a stone from the ground and whipping it with a flick of the wrist, then pivoting into a backhand strike as the wild dragon-dog-thing caught sight of new prey and lunged. He felt his fist connect. Felt the rake of claws and the solid weight of the thing crashing against the strength of his own arm, barely aided by the dwindling power of his armor. Then the creature hit the dirt some ten meters off with a disgruntled whoomph.

      What in good graces is a snargladorf doing out here? Ex asked—presumably to himself, as Nate was entirely too busy putting himself between Elsa and the frothing beast as it rolled back to wobbly feet. It snapped its powerful jaws, shaking off the blow, huffing an angry challenge. Nate braced himself to meet its next charge. Then, with one last snort, the thing puffed its bulbous green chest and turned to trot off into the jungle.

      Nate watched it go, eyes peeled until—

      Wait, THAT was a snargladorf?! he asked, Ex’s words finally clicking, along with the sudden understanding as to why they had yet to set eyes on one of the so-called pets that Ex swore had been all the rage back in Arthur Pendragon’s day.

      I know, right? Ex said, clearly not following the source of Nate’s surprise. Out here in the jungle like it thinks it’s some kind of predator.

      Which it clearly is.

      Well… Potato, potahto.

      You told me they were small and useless.

      Relatively speaking.

      You compared them to corgis, Ex.

      In my defense, I hadn’t seen one in over a thousand years. And you might recall my memory banks were a bit fuzzy at the time. And besides—

      “Nice shot,” Elsa said quietly beside him, giving Nate a welcome thread by which to extricate himself from Ex’s developing rant. He followed her gaze over to the where he’d chucked his stone and was a little surprised to see he’d struck the rabbit-thing dead. He felt a flutter of guilt, shortly followed by a hesitant streak of pride. He couldn’t help but be impressed he’d actually hit the thing on the fly with a freaking stone.

      Yes, yes. You’re a regular Davy Crockett. Now are you going to eat that thing, or not?

      Nate grimaced at the thought, insides squirming even though—or maybe because—he already knew the answer. He looked up at the jungle canopy anyway, gauging their daylight only to remember that it was hardly in short supply, wondering regardless whether the nourishment was worth the time it would take. He remembered with a glance at Elsa that he wasn’t the only one in need of energy and rest.

      Helmet cover or no, Elsa seemed to read his intention well enough—even before his stomach gave a mournful groan.

      She made a decidedly un-princess-like noise, wrinkling her nose.

      “Are you hungry, or not?” Nate asked.

      She just pursed her lips, looking generally disapproving.

      He shrugged and trudged over, bending down to collect their rabbit-thing lunch—

      And froze. Icy tingles creeping down his spine. Cold, terrible fear clutching his insides. Heart racing. The jungle darkening around them.

      “Ex?” he gasped.

      I don’t know. Ex’s voice was distant. Muffled.

      Suddenly, out of nowhere, it felt like he was drowning.

      There was an irritated growl. Ex’s voice cutting through, a little clearer.

      Just breathe, Nathaniel. Focus, and breathe.

      He tried, trained mind fighting to get ahold of its frenzied counterpart, jungle lightening bit by bit, senses clearing, darkness receding. Elsa’s hands crushing his arm. Tunnel vision, some detached corner of his mind noted. A panic attack. He was having a panic attack, or something like it.

      Why?

      He looked warily around, trying to make sense of the inexplicable weight still pressing down on his reptile brain.

      A low growl rumbled from everywhere and nowhere, all at once. Fear crashing back in like a physical wave, ripping at his lungs and his mind. Elsa’s tightening death grip. Ragged breaths in his ears. Something snapped above. A streak of black on the jungle canopy, then—

      They both jumped as something struck the ground right behind them. A tree branch, Nate registered, fist cocked, heart thundering. Then a roar. Already distant. Still moving, fast. Retreating? For a split second, some tiny part of Nate thought to chase after the thing. The fear sloshed right back, sending his reptile brain recoiling like he’d touched a hot stove. He stared into the jungle, trying to untangle what’d just happened.

      The loosening of Elsa’s atomic death grip brought him back to reality, where she was releasing his arm, straightening back up to her proud height as if that might hide the fact that she was shaking, golden skin pale and waxen, lips trembling. Nate realized his own hands were shaking. He felt his better senses resurfacing, like they’d smelled the whole episode coming and had ducked under a rock for cover—or had been shoved, rather.

      Whatever that was, it had been unnatural.

      Chemosignaling, Ex murmured. Partial match from the escape pod landing site.

      Nate looked back in the direction that black blur had disappeared, waiting for Ex to explain, acutely aware of Elsa watching him, aghast, searching for some explanation.

      Induced fear response, Ex added distractedly, in response to Nate’s vague query. Possibly. I’m working on it.

      Add that to the list of fun jungle critters, then. Mind-controlling Ooperian glamour, spiked tentacle monsters, hungry snargladorfs, and now fear-spitting black blurs?

      Don’t forget the nanoswarms and ominous silhouettes, Ex chimed in—maybe mocking him, maybe not.

      “Lovely place,” Nate muttered under his breath, looking up to what little he could see of the sky through the jungle canopy. Barely midmorning by this nightmare planet’s reckoning. It felt like it should’ve been midnight already—or at least late evening. He looked down to the nearly forgotten rabbit-thing still hanging limply in his left hand, and finally back to Elsa.

      There were tears in her eyes, he was surprised to realize. But at least her shakes were calming, some composure returning as she wiped them hurriedly aside and met his gaze with something like a challenge in her eyes.

      “I’ll start a fire,” was all he could think to say.

      He’d never been so hungry in his life.
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      “Perhaps I should have married that spiteful shell of a man.”

      Beside the crackling campfire, Elsa was frowning at the hunk of charred meat Nate had just handed her on a broad, ruffled leaf.

      “Not to dismiss your valiant efforts out of hand,” she added, with a conciliatory tilt of her golden head. “I merely struggle to identify the lesser of evils between sharing Phaldissus’ bed and eating this, um…”

      “Rabbit-thing,” Nate provided, taking a hearty bite of his cut and nearly gagging as the hot, greasy juices gushed forth, trickling down his chin. “Tastes like chicken,” he croaked.

      It most certainly did not.

      He chewed and swallowed anyway, determined to keep it down—both as a point of pride and also for whatever hypothetical nourishment he’d gain from the exercise, provided he actually managed to digest the foul meat. It really didn’t taste like something that belonged in a human stomach. And it smelled worse—like rotten fruit soaked in gasoline.

      A harmless peptide deterrent, Ex promised. Useless, too, if that snargladorf’s actions were any indication. But I assure you that you and our dear princess will live. Albeit possibly with some slight gastrointestinal distress.

      Nate took another disgusting bite, beyond caring at that point.

      He was exhausted, his aching stomach crying for food far in excess of each bitter bolus of half-chewed rabbit-thing he forced laboriously down. It was hard to believe how much he’d taken the last year for granted, perpetually dosed up on a well-rounded platter of Ex’s Super Sleep and Sundry Special Sauces.

      I’ll ask that you kindly remember those words next time we have the Light to spare.

      They were both distracted from Nate’s lack of a satisfactory comeback by the sight of Elsa lifting her cut of fillet de rabbit-thing to her royal mouth on the far side of the small fire. She nibbled delicately at one charred edge with a cautious expression. Then, to Nate and Ex’s supreme surprise, she shrugged, gave a quiet, “I suppose I’ve had worse,” and dug in like a proper jungle survivor.

      Just full of surprises, isn’t she? Ex mused.

      Nate leaned his head back against the tree trunk, declining to comment. Too tired to comment. Mostly, he just found himself oscillating between daydreams of hot showers, clean sheets, and his nice, cool room aboard the Camelot. What he wouldn’t have given for the trifecta…

      If he hadn’t been more than a little worried that the fearsome black blur or some other lurking beasties might well come dropping down on their heads at any moment, he might’ve been tempted to pry his armor off. Between their anemic energy stores and Ex’s admittedly rational move to conserve everything he could, for the first time since Nate had ever called it from e-dim, the armor seemed to be weighing him down more than it was helping. And that was to say nothing of the increasingly grungy internal situation, given the shared reduction of climate control and waste management systems.

      I told you, Nathaniel. Everybody poops. There’s no shame in being an excrement-laden meat bag. Besides, we need the energy.

      Don’t remind me, Nate thought back, queasily eyeing his next bite of charred rabbit-thing.

      Whoever would’ve guessed it? Ex prattled happily on anyway. An Excalibur of the divine Lady—the epitome and crowning achievement of all known technology in the universe—reclaiming his own Knight’s waste just to keep on—

      “So, uh…” Nate said aloud, searching for some serviceable course of conversation with Elsa—anything to drown out Ex’s ongoing musings. “Why not marry Phaldissus?”

      He wasn’t quite sure why that was the first question to find its way out of his mouth, not leastwise because it was a patently stupid question from anyone who’d been on that Vanaheim docking platform—and probably from anyone who’d ever met Phaldissus. The look on Elsa’s face seemed to convey as much, albeit politely.

      “Is it not enough that I find the man repulsive?”

      Nate inclined his head, conceding the point. From what he’d gathered of Eldari politics and the Supreme Chancellor’s reactions, it actually probably wasn’t enough—not by a long shot. But that all felt pretty far behind them now.

      Silence settled back between them, filling the void of non-conversation over the crackling fire and the chitters of the surrounding jungle.

      “There was someone else,” she said after a while, almost to herself. She was staring into the dancing flames.

      Nate found himself frozen, waiting for more, captivated by this unexpected hint of something more, something vulnerable—sure that he’d only spook her out of sharing, were he to open his mouth. In the background, Ex vibrated amusement at Nate’s apt self-awareness. When the silence stretched on, though, Nate couldn’t help himself.

      “What happened?”

      “They sent her to meet the stars,” Elsa whispered, staring through the fire now. She seemed to have forgotten where she was. “A lesson in propriety. Mustn’t squander royal blood. Mustn’t.”

      “She was…” Nate didn’t know what he was trying to ask.

      “Asgardian.” From light-years away, Elsa returned to consider him across the crackling fire. “She was the best person I’ve ever known.”

      “I’m… sorry, Elsa.”

      She straightened, face tensing like she’d only just remembered to whom she was speaking.

      “That is not my name,” she said, tossing the last bite of her meat aside and rising to her feet. Something in her voice left him feeling raw, scolded. Like maybe some part of this was his fault. But that was just empty guilt, talking. Ruinous empathy, he’d once heard it called—maybe jokingly—on some show.

      “We should keep moving,” she said, not meeting his eyes, “shouldn’t we?”

      Ruinous empathy or not, he felt bad. She was upset. Composed as she normally was, that much was evident enough in her restless shifting. She looked around the jungle, fingering her pendant.

      Her pendant.

      “I’ll just find my own way then, shall I?” she said, turning irritably for the jungle.

      “Wait,” Nate murmured, too quietly for her to hear, still stuck on that pendant. He’d nearly forgotten about Ex’s comments—the fine projectiles that’d inexplicably ripped their way through the Camelot’s bridge. Through Tessa. He saw the look on her face in his mind’s eye, the blood stemming from her wounds.

      Louder. “Wait.”

      The princess slowed at the edge of their small campfire clearing, looking warily back.

      “What happened on the Camelot…” he started. Something about her words, to meet the stars. Something in the way she insisted on calling her rocks celestial bodies, and in the defensive edges creeping into her posture now. “I saw the way you were clutching that pendant up there, when the shit hit.”

      Her face darkened. “I didn’t…” She pursed her lips, slipping on some royal composure. “I don’t know what happened up there any more than you do.”

      “But you know your celestial bodies were involved somehow.”

      “No. That’s not… That’s simply—”

      “Weirder than getting yanked halfway across a star system by a glowing planet and hunted by a… whatever the hell that thing was?” Nate asked, gesturing vaguely in the direction their black blur had taken flight. “I’ve seen more,” he added, tapping pointedly at the ugly puncture in his breastplate. “That’s just cracking the surface. So don’t tell me that it’s impossible.”

      For once, she seemed off-balance, working through multiple false starts before she finally heaved a resigned sigh and came closer. She looked around the campfire site like she was contemplating sitting back down for this, then settled for crossing her arms and staring down at him, holding the high ground.

      He waited for her to start explaining.

      She just stared.

      “You wanna tell me what the real deal is with your rocks?” he finally asked.

      A faint scowl flicked across her face at the mention of rocks, but it faded quickly enough. “It’s personal.”

      Nate held her gaze, waiting. There was obviously more.

      “It’s silly,” she said.

      He kept waiting, her flawless Eldari brow wrinkling with growing irritation as he failed to relent.

      “Fine,” she sighed. “After…” Golden fingers drumming on crossed arms. “After I’d learned my lesson, I went looking for her. For her body. They’d… They’d left her out there, you see, and…” Soft lines of grief turned hard, her attention rousing back from memory to focus on him with renewed frustration. “And this really isn’t any of your damned business, Knight. My celestial bodies have nothing to do with any of this.”

      Nate studied her, feeling uncharacteristically calm. He wasn’t used to being the one in control in these conversations.

      “You took something to remember her by,” he guessed.

      It wasn’t much more than a thin intuition, but he saw it in her face that he was close enough.

      “Everyone needs a hobby,” she said, frowning at the fire. “Especially those of us doomed to lives consumed by empty sycophancy and the greedy touch of one who knows nothing of giving.”

      “So that’s why you started collecting your… celestial bodies?”

      Her face darkened. “Not exactly. It was…” She chewed on her next words, expression simultaneously begrudging and accusatory, like she resented being pumped like this but was also secretly kind of relieved for the chance to get it off her chest. “It was something we did, Annithia and I. Deep space trysts. Unscheduled detours. I’d make a show of gallivanting around the galaxy on daddy’s yacht like a good, spoiled princess is supposed to do. No one was ever supposed to know, but, well…” She tilted her head expressionlessly, like he already knew the rest.

      He waited patiently, still not quite sure where this was going.

      “We’d walk together sometimes, afterward. Suit up and go exploring. She loved drifting in the expanse, just the two of us. Loved asteroids, too.” She shook her head at some memory. “Nearly got herself killed more than once, trying to get in close. But she always snagged one for me to keep. A souvenir for each forbidden triumph of ours. She used to say it was… Well, it doesn’t matter now.”

      “Sounds like maybe it does,” Nate said quietly.

      Her face hardened. “It. Doesn’t. Matter,” she repeated, pointedly annunciating each word. “I was a heartbroken girl, and I wanted a rock to remember my lover. It was sheer dumb luck that the asteroid I captured from her final resting place happened to be… different.”

      “Different?” Nate asked, Ex’s words and flashes of Camelot shrapnel shifting with a dozen other disjointed pieces in his head, some ineffable intuition suddenly certain he knew exactly what she was talking about, even if he couldn’t begin to understand how.

      “I don’t remember exactly why I got it in my head to look at her final souvenir under the advanced optics that day. I suppose I’d exhausted myself on the macroscopic features. I’d spent an inordinately unhealthy amount of time, staring at that rock, looking for something that wasn’t there. At least not until I looked closer.”

      “Nanoparticles,” Nate murmured, watching again in his mind’s eye as that strange wave struck the Camelot, yanking it cross-system, yanking a thousand tiny somethings straight out through the viewport.

      “It was nothing,” she said, reading the look on his face well enough. “I had the particulate analyzed. It was all perfectly normal. Rare enough that it wasn’t present on any of my other souvenirs, but such particulates are not at all unheard of throughout the galaxy, even if the so-called experts can’t seem to agree on what exactly they’re made of.”

      “I might have a theory.”

      “Then you find yourself in good company. Everyone I spoke with had a theory. Higher dimensional residues and partially annihilated exotic matter condensates and so forth. Some simply called it ‘the dust’ and left it at that. Probably the wise move. I’ve always wanted to believe it was something more than random star dust, but I’ve seen no evidence to support the notion.”

      “No evidence,” Nate heard himself whisper, somewhere in the distance.

      He felt dizzy. Tectonic plates shifting beneath his feet.

      Unidentified particulates.

      Inexplicable flechette.

      More than random star dust.

      Ripping its way toward Ginnungagap.

      He felt sick. Worse, Ex did too. No derisive laughter. No calm your squishy superstitions, Nathaniel. No anything.

      “You’re telling me this stuff is everywhere?”

      “No.” Elsa was maddeningly calm. “I’m telling you it’s not. Which is precisely why I became infatuated with this silly idea that maybe…”

      She let out a heavy breath, shaking her head at the chittering canopy above as if to ward off that silly idea. Nate’s mind churned on, spiraling down and out into the void, wondering why, in the name of the Lady, she hadn’t told him all of this sooner. Except… tell him what, exactly? What should she have told him? He wasn’t even rightly sure what she was telling him now—or what he was to make of it.

      He realized he’d missed whatever she’d just said.

      Her lost lover, Ex provided. She wanted to believe some part of her was preserved in the dust.

      And that maybe, his mind filled in the blank, if she could only find enough of it…

      The princess dropped his gaze the moment he focused back on her. But not before he saw the expression there, hovering just beneath the surface. Wistful longing. Hopeless hope. Like maybe, even though she knew damn well he wasn’t going to have the answers… maybe. Just maybe.

      “It doesn’t matter now,” she told the campfire.

      Nate stared blankly through her, lost in the breadth of it. The distant ache of sympathy. The chances that Elsa would find that particular rock. That she’d then end up stuck here with Nate. That the two of them would even meet at all, in a galaxy of trillions.

      The Lady works in mysterious ways, Nathaniel. You know that more than most.

      He couldn’t argue with that any more than he could make sense of this. There was something there. Something his spinning head was too tired or simply too small to pull together. Something unmistakably, profoundly wrong about whatever was happening here. Someone needed to hear about this. Iveera. Zedavian. The Merlin. If he was right about this…

      Christ, someone needed to hear about this.

      But he couldn’t reach any of them.

      He considered the princess, the only one he could reach at the moment, reluctant to believe that this was the way it was meant to be. But here they were, either way.

      “Thank you for telling me, Els… Elsavataryllianna.”

      She stirred from her revery and wrinkled her nose distastefully. “Oh, just call me Elsa, if you truly must. It’s better than listening to you butcher it. Now, can we get moving?”

      She didn’t wait for a response. Just stalked off into the jungle at a decidedly stubborn pace.

      “As you wish, Highness,” he murmured to the empty clearing—only to realize it wasn’t quite empty.

      The snargladorf was watching him.

      It lurked in a thicket between two great trees, bare green snout peering out from beneath a gnarled root, unmoving. It knew it’d been spotted. He was pretty sure of that by the way it seemed to freeze in place that much more intently, like a house cat spotted mid-sneak.

      Unthinkingly, he chucked the last gristly bit of his charred rabbit-thing its way.

      The thing did its best to maintain its stealthy freezing act and wary disposition, but even across the clearing he could practically feel its taut muscles quiver with excitement.

      “Better you than me,” he said.

      He felt Ex watching the exchange curiously. Felt oddly self-conscious, all of a sudden. Then, remembering they had a black blur and Lady knew what else on the loose out there, and that Elsa didn’t exactly know where she was going, he rocked to his tired feet and started after the princess, setting the snargladorf out of his mind.

      A hungry scarfing noise followed him out of the clearing.

      There was a moment of mild panic as he failed to spot Elsa through the dense, weaving jungle way. Then his better senses caught up—along with Ex’s HUD indicators—and he set off after her physical trail. He caught a glimpse of her ahead a minute later, just in time to see her disappear through a dense wall of fronds and jungle greenery.

      Her distant gasp sent his heart lurching, mind roaring to life with dark monsters and terrible certainty. He charged forward across the gap, cursing himself. Tore through the fronds, expecting the worst.

      And ran straight into her royal highness.

      “Merciful Lady,” she hissed, as they stumbled together, and Nate got more of a handful than he meant to in his hasty effort to right their collective balance. “That story was not an invitation to lay your grimy hands on me, Knight.”

      “Sorry,” Nate stammered, hands raised in innocent surrender as he backed off. “Sorry, I thought you were…” His gaze trailed out across the open stretch of peculiar gray landscape, to the structures beyond. “In… danger. Huh.”

      “That’s what I said,” she agreed, “moments before being groped by a presumptuous Terran.”

      “I said I was sorry,” Nate pointed out.

      She might’ve had more to say about it, but they were both too busy staring at the compound ahead—a long and low stretch of simple, boxy gray structures. Old prefabs, maybe, that looked to have become more permanent fixtures. Some standing as separate installations, most strung together into a single U-shaped structure. Extremely old and extremely abandoned, judging by the level of vegetation and general dilapidation.

      New Avalon, came those troubling words of Ex’s last LeFaye. That’s what this reminded him of. The ruins of Avalon.

      It looked like the better half of the main structure had burned down at some point. And something about the flat gray terrain that stretched out around the place, spreading toward that mountain…

      “You don’t suppose they have baths in there?”

      Elsa’s tentative voice brought him back to reality. He looked at her, processing, taking in her expression. Then her words landed, and he couldn’t help it. He laughed. Amazingly enough, she did too. For a moment, they wrapped themselves in something startlingly close to friendly camaraderie. Then the moment passed, and the cheer dwindled, the silent weight of Ginnungagap settling back in.

      He eyed the distant structures and the looming mountain several kilometers beyond.

      “Guess there’s only one way to find out.”
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      “Well,” Nate declared, kneeling at the edge where the damp jungle soil—and, coincidentally, any trace of Pierce and the Atlanteans—gave way to the strange grainy gray ground surrounding the compound, “this planet keeps getting weirder and weirder.”

      “Some of those burn marks look fresh,” Elsa said. “Relatively speaking.” She was squinting at the distant main structure from back where Nate had bidden her to wait.

      “No, not that. I mean, this is…” He hesitated midway through gesturing at the non-dirt, thinking about everything she’d just told him about her lost Asgardian, Annithia, and her quest to scour the universe for the mysterious dust. “Elsa, I think this is…”

      It is, Ex confirmed. As far as I can tell, at least.

      Elsa was following Nate’s attention to the dark ground, with its decidedly unnatural texture—like someone had splashed a lake-sized bucket of carbon fiber across black sands and forgotten to clean it all up. Her eyes widened as she understood.

      “No,” she breathed. “That’s…”

      Not possible, were the words he assumed she was looking for. She didn’t clarify. Just joined him in gaping at the vast stretch of strange terrain that stood between them, the compound, and the mountain beyond.

      On a side note, she’s not wrong about the burn marks, Ex said. That’s forensically curious.

      “Weirder and weirder,” Nate muttered to himself, frowning from the compound back down to the line where normal ground met the bizarre. Is this even safe to cross?

      Define ‘safe.’

      How about ‘not gonna come alive and eat us,’ for starters?

      Or otherwise stab, maim, or molest at the malevolent behest of an as-of-yet-unidentified dark spirit? Ex clarified.

      Exactly. You get it.

      Excellent. Well, in that case… I have absolutely no idea.

      “What are you two talking about?” Elsa asked.

      “Nothing. Just checking a few things.” He hadn’t told her about his run-in with the Dark Lord of the Swarm. Didn’t see any reason to, really. At least not until he could put any kind of name or explanation to it. All he really knew was that all roads seemed to lead to that damned mountain, and as far as he could see, this sea of dark gray… nanostuff seemed to cover the entire multi-kilometer stretch between them and it.

      “You know what?” he said, turning back to Elsa. “Maybe you should, uh—”

      “Hang back here to be eaten by that black terror while you go on ahead to make sure it’s safe?”

      He closed his mouth, reassessing his half-formed plan.

      “Maybe just stay here for a minute and make sure this stuff doesn’t immediately try to eat me?”

      She considered the terrain, then tilted her head in concession. “Fair enough.”

      “Good.” He bobbed his head, turning back to the field. “Good.”

      The first step was a little too Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade to inspire confidence, his foot hanging over the dark sands by its own volition, reticent to touch down, mind diligently playing back the episode from the previous night. Nanostuff creeping up his boots. Angry swarm kicking up to chase him through the dark jungle.

      “So glad you’re here to protect me,” Elsa called.

      He shot a thumbs-up over his shoulder, then braced himself and stepped forward.

      Nothing.

      No movement. No rushing wave of fury bursting up to meet him.

      Nothing but the faintest whisper of…

      Verrry curious, Ex said.

      I’m not imagining it? Nate asked. He took another step forward, senses peeled, and was pretty sure he felt the answer for himself: the faintest echo of Lady’s Light.

      I can’t quite seem to touch it, Ex agreed. But it’s there. Somewhere.

      He took a few more steps, blind hope warring with caution, but there was nothing more. No blessed treasure trove of Light. No upward gradient to speak of. Just that pale, flat whisper, barely an echo. A reflection on translucent glass. He turned back to Elsa, discouraged, his inner pessimist quietly and assuredly deciding that he had fallen for the trap after all, and that this would surely be the moment the dormant nanostuff exploded up to swallow him whole.

      Elsa was watching him with one arm crossed, the other propped up by the elbow, fingers delicately perched beneath her chin like she was studying some museum exhibit—or waiting for exactly the same thing.

      “So,” he called, splaying his hands like guess that’s that. “What do you think? Take a peek inside the creepy ruins, then?”

      She made a face and turned her chin hand up in a fractional shrug. He shrugged back.

      They were met by a blissful lack of springing traps and dark apparitions as Elsa stepped carefully onto the gray stretch and started across its textured sands. He went to meet her on eggshells, and they continued toward the compound in the same manner, sticking closer together than they otherwise might’ve—though whether that was Elsa’s doing or his own, Nate wasn’t quite sure. He was too busy scanning for threats, waiting for the other foot to fall. After the constant chittering of the jungle, the quiet of this place was unsettling—the air thinner, more sterile. Dark nanostuff oddly solid yet silent beneath their boots.

      They reached the compound unmolested, save for the angry shriek of some shrouded, beaked creature that cajoled them from within the shadows of the fire-exposed second floor. It took flight on membranous wings as they neared, angling off toward the jungle with a series of caws that might’ve been meant in taunt or reprimand. Maybe in warning.

      There’s that squishy Terran superstition, rearing its ugly head, Ex said.

      Nate ignored the comment, too busy studying the way the dark cover of the nanostuff ended just shy of the compound structure walls, skirting the perimeter as if it were held at bay by some forcefield, afraid to touch whatever was inside.

      “That’s not ominous,” Elsa said, under her breath. But even so, neither of them particularly lamented leaving the sea of nanostuff behind for the refuge of something clearly manmade. Especially not when Ex picked up signs of Pierce and the Atlanteans leading into the open wreckage of the first floor.

      By the way, Ex added, as Nate scanned what he could make out of the dusty, dilapidated interior. I believe you’ve made a new friend.

      Nate looked around, not sure what he was talking about until Ex pinged it on the HUD and dialed out the optics. There, from the cover of the jungle, Nate could just make out the snargladorf watching them, bulbous head resting on its oversized paws, like it was content to merely rest and see what happened next.

      “Great,” he murmured, turning back to the matter at hand.

      “I don’t imagine you’re expecting me to go first?” asked Elsa, from over where she was still ogling the depths of the ruins.

      He spread his hands to broadcast the dramatic scoff she couldn’t see behind his helmet. “What kind of Knight do you take me for, your Highness?”

      “Not the kind who comes equipped with a plan, apparently. Speaking of which—”

      “I told you—”

      “Find the Light, find the crew, fix the leak,” she repeated diligently. “Which all sounds well and good, but for the fact that you cannot explain precisely what you mean by two-thirds of those objectives, not to mention that what remains is not rightly a plan at all, so much as a hopeful wish.”

      “Yeah, well”—he crouched over one of Pierce’s light bootprints in the dust and ash, not really needing a closer look so much as wanting to point out that it was there—“potato potahto, right?”

      “What?” she asked, and he was somewhat smugly pleased to see genuine confusion in the sidelong frown she shot him.

      He tapped the bootprint and rose, thumbing his chest. “I’m gonna go find my crew,” he said, stepping past her and not looking back. “You’re welcome to stick to your own plan, Princess.”

      Look at you, being all confident, Ex said. Look out, Ginnungagap! Big Man coming through!

      Behind them, Elsa was muttering something about arrogant boys and stupid plans. But she was also following, and Ex seemed to be in bright enough spirits, so Nate decided to roll with the punches and ignore them both as he entered the scorched remains of the compound.

      Surprised as he still was to have found anything of manmade origins at all on this bottomless pit of a planet, there really wasn’t all that much to see once they made it past the worst of the damage. Just a string of mostly empty rooms, haphazardly strewn with archaic bits of equipment that took even Ex a few moments to place, corroded and dusty as they were. Research equipment. All fairly standard by Ex’s reckoning, minus the fact that it was all at least a millennium outdated.

      They followed Pierce’s tracks through the ash and dust, not speaking. Through the fire-damaged wall of a second-story corner, Nate glimpsed the snargladorf sniffing distrustfully at the border of the dark gray terrain outside, bulbous head cocked to the side. He focused back on the tracks and moved on. The place looked to have been ransacked more than once over the years, though by looters or wild animals, Nate couldn’t have guessed. The rather creepy number of rusted cages—all of them open—not to mention the faded stains on the walls and floors, all seemed to suggest maybe the latter. Maybe this had been a place for animal experiments, he thought. Or some kind of black site prison or torture camp, he loosely amended, when they found the wing of reinforced cells that were very much sized for more sentient Alliance species.

      Whatever had been going on here, he doubted someone had dragged all this equipment to this off-the-map hellhole because their work had been morally praiseworthy.

      Ex kept his guesses to himself, other than to indicate that, if ever there had been any kind of records or a central control node for what few scraps remained of the structure’s basic subsystems, they must’ve been consumed in the fire.

      Speaking of which, he added, as they slowed at a convergence in the dust prints that seemed to suggest Pierce and the Atlanteans had paused here to pace and discuss, judging by the pattern of spread, it would seem that the blaze did not die of natural causes, so to speak.

      Nate was staring at a thick smear of blood on the wall, where one of their people must’ve leaned for a break. It took Ex’s words an extra second to land.

      Someone put it out?

      Or something. And quite recently.

      Nate considered the smeared wall again. It was a lot of blood. A souvenir from their scrape at the escape pod? Or fresh wounds?

      How recently? he wondered, looking around for any other sign.

      Weeks, maybe. But… Hmm.

      Maybe by some shared thread of his companion’s focus, Nate noticed the prints a moment later, tracking through the far side of the room, where the shadows were thick enough that his HUD vision had to do the heavy lifting.

      “Huh,” he echoed. “That’s strange.”

      Elsa stirred from her inspection of the bloodied wall. “What’s strange?”

      “These prints,” Nate said, walking carefully over for a closer look. Human-shaped—Terran or Atlantean, probably—but smaller than Pierce’s. “They’re new. Different, I mean. Someone else was here.”

      Right? he added silently to Ex.

      “Someone other than Pierce and the Atlanteans,” he continued aloud for Elsa’s benefit, a spark of hope fluttering through his chest as Ex confirmed his amateur deduction. “These prints are smaller than Pierce’s. Could’ve been an Atlantean, maybe,” he said, thinking of Amelia, somehow knowing that wasn’t the answer. “Or maybe…”

      It wasn’t Tessa, Ex said.

      “Or maybe it was a very tiny Asgardian who smelled of elder flowers and juggled teacups left-handed,” Elsa suggested—probably sarcastically. He only half-heard her anyway.

      How do you know? he thought back to Ex, still thinking of Tessa, not bothering to do Ex the injustice of trying to pretend otherwise.

      Too old, Ex said. Unless, of course, your girlfriend experienced some manner of spacetime hiccup on the way down, relative to us. Not impossible, I suppose. But the age of these prints appears to correspond more neatly with the likely age of the fire damage.

      Nate studied the room from the new lens of a potential arsonist. It didn’t get him any closer to making sense of any of this. He realized Elsa was still watching him with a politely incredulous expression. “Yeah, sorry,” he said, shaking his head as he wiped his hands off and stood from the crime scene. “I’m not getting ‘Asgardian little person’ from these prints.”

      “And why exactly do you care?” She pointed in the other direction. “Your people clearly went that way, and I don’t see any other crew members hiding underneath that table there, so maybe we should—Wait, where are you going now?”

      “I’m gonna see where these lead.”

      “What is this, a treasure hunt?”

      “I thought you wanted adventure.”

      “I thought you wanted to find your crew, not some bloody”—she waved a frustrated hand—“mystery person. Interloper. Whatever.”

      “It’s mystery solving 101.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “Everything’s connected. It’s always tied together in the end.”

      “That’s…”

      Stupid, Ex said, as she searched for the words.

      “… Moronic,” Elsa finished.

      Ah, no, she’s right. Moronic. That’s much better. You know, I really am starting to like her, Nathaniel.

      “Listen, you two can laugh it up all you want—”

      “So, your Excalibur does agree with me.”

      “—But I’m gonna follow this trail, because I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re not exactly flush with options here. Worst case scenario—”

      “We get eaten?”

      Nate paused, mid-turn. “Well, I was gonna say ‘we waste a little time and then loop back around to pick up Pierce’s trail.’ But yeah. I guess there’s that, too.”

      She didn’t say anything more. Just extended a prim hand in the universal sign for, lead the way then, asshole, and crossed her regal arms in a rather disconcerting haughty princess pose.

      He bowed and set off to do just that, hoping to the Lady this wasn’t a supreme waste of time.
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      “It’s possible a gentleman should never say ‘I told you so,’” Nate said ten minutes later, as they emerged into the dusty courtyard area running through the center of the U-shaped compound and Nate caught sight of encouraging signs. “But—”

      “But you found a chance convergence of tracks,” Elsa finished for him, “and are perfectly eager to assume it actually means something, even without the faintest bit of proof.”

      Nate closed his mouth, frowning at the filthy statue at the center of the otherwise barren courtyard, surprised she’d picked up the faint footprints with her naked eyes.

      Eldari eyes, Ex reminded him.

      “I’m not blind,” she confirmed, striding glibly past him. “And you, Ser Arturi, are not so much of a gentleman.”

      “Ouch,” Nate said, rubbing self-consciously at the back of his neck.

      “Come now,” she said, wrinkling her nose at the corroded, greenish mess of the statue, and giving it a wide berth. “We might as well see where your treasure trail leads.”

      “So, you are on board, then,” Nate said, falling in beside her, seeing on second glance that the statue’s greenish-white hue was thanks not to copper corrosion but to what looked like multiple layers of bird shit and other donations from the surrounding jungle critters. Through the foul veneer, he could just make out what looked like the weather-worn shape of a humanoid figure rising from the waves of stone, holding aloft something that must’ve been taken by time, gravity, and/or angry jungle birds, right along with the statue’s hands.

      “You’ll recall I never explicitly said I wasn’t,” Elsa’s voice cut in.

      He turned from his inspection of the crumbled ground remnants—what looked like a spear and shield, along with a few other indecipherable wrecks—and shot Elsa an incredulous sideways glance. “Will I, though?”

      Lovely as this all is, Ex said, if you’re quite done flirting, I should—

      What? Nate snapped.

      What? Ex shot back, like he didn’t understand. I’m reading—

      This is so not flirting, Ex. No way in hell.

      Very well, then. My mistake. If you’re quite finished NOT flirting, you might as well know I’m reading thruster residues throughout the courtyard, most concentrated right up—Ex dropped a color-scaled gradient overlay on Nate’s HUD, pinging a point around the corner up ahead—there. I suspect our potential arsonist may have set down here, and… Oh. Oh?

      “Oh?” Nate asked, drawing a look from Elsa.

      That can’t be right, Ex muttered.

      “Oh what, Ex?” Nate started to say. Only it came out as more of an, “Oh whaaat the hell?” as they rounded the corner, and he got a look at the gray stretch of flat terrain ahead. He blinked a few times just to make sure it wasn’t some jungle hallucination—then glanced back to make sure that, one, Elsa was actually still there, and that, two, she was seeing the same thing he was. Check, and check.

      He blinked again and looked back to the landing pad, gaping at the inexplicable sight of the Kalnythian Wilds sitting there on a bed of dormant nanostuff.

      “See?” he heard himself murmur somewhere far away, head buzzing with a kind of dreamlike fuzziness. “Told you so.”

      Maybe that explained the weird pressure he’d been ninety percent sure he was imagining in this place. Mostly, it just opened the door to five billion new questions.

      The rest of the details started catching up. The subtle pallor of the ship. The marked absence of the ineffable vitality he’d come to expect from a Knightship’s presence. The way the ground—a continuation of the dark gray sea of nanostuff from the other side—had begun to subsume the vessel whole, covering its landing legs completely, creeping up to latch onto—into—the ship’s underbelly.

      He started forward, some part of him hoping, irrationally, that somehow, he’d find Iveera aboard. That somehow, since the last time he’d spoken to her barely a day ago, she’d managed to not only recover her stolen Knightship but also somehow follow the Synth trail to Ginnungagap and beat him here. One of Ex’s spacetime hiccups, maybe.

      He made it about two steps and two more futile hopes before someone—not Iveera—popped out of the main hatch, humming plasma rifle raised. Nate froze, hands held where the shooter could see them, mind racing.

      At the top of the ramp, Pierce lowered his weapon, blinking bloodshot eyes.

      He looked like hell as he croaked his first words.

      “What took you so long?”
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      “What the fuck took you so long?” Pierce repeated, staring Nate down with the sunken eyes of a man who’d been through entirely too much in the past twenty-some hours. It was only after a few takes that he seemed to notice Nate’s matching hammered-shit appearance. “The hell happened to you?”

      “Same thing that happened to all of us,” Nate said. “This planet.”

      “I told you,” Tor said, appearing behind Pierce at the top of the Kalnythian Wilds’ boarding ramp, “the Lady has forsaken this place. My Lord,” she added, bowing her head Nate’s way.

      Pierce looked from her to Nate, and back again. “Well, I didn’t know you were being literal about… Wait. Fuck.” He glared back down at Nate. “You’re telling me you’re, what? Tapped out? Running low on juice, or what-the-fuck-ever?”

      “No one’s tapped out,” Nate said, gesturing for Elsa to follow him aboard. He nearly forgot to be cautious as they left the relative safety of the courtyard dirt and stepped back out onto the sea of dark gray, but the nanostuff remained blessedly dormant.

      Pierce watched Nate approach from the top of the ramp, mouth open, eyes a little wild. “Son of a bitch,” he murmured, eyes roaming Nate’s battered armor, understanding setting in. “You really are. You’re really fucking—You’re… FUCK!”

      Nate jerked back, more surprised than anything, as Pierce slammed a fist against the hatch frame.

      “Bullshit! This is—What are you gonna do about the others? They’re all—That thing is—”

      “What thing?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?! Where the fuck have you—”

      In the blink of an eye, Tor had Pierce pinned face-first against the bulkhead in an almost casual arm bar.

      “Get off me, you Atlantean fuck!” Pierce growled.

      “Not until you calm yourself and apologize to our lord,” Tor said, looking calmly to Nate for confirmation.

      “Fuck you,” Pierce growled. “He doesn’t even know what the fuck he’s doing.”

      “Let him go, Tor,” Nate said.

      She obliged, stepping back with a disapproving frown.

      “Thank you,” Nate said, stepping past them into the ship and trying to summon something like an air of calm.

      “My lord.”

      Inside, the ship was just similar enough to the Camelot to stir an ache of longing in his chest. But it was hardly a warm welcoming, other than that. Pierce was still glaring daggers. Tristan was laid out across a bench, heavily bandaged, and pale enough that Nate was pretty sure it must’ve been the Atlantean’s blood he’d seen smeared on the wall.

      “Is he okay?” Nate asked.

      “Just resting my eyes, my lord,” Tristan croaked.

      Nate was surprised the big Atlantean was even conscious. He touched Tristan lightly on the shoulder, looking around. The ship’s plant life—an extensive network of floral vines and other exotic greenery Iveera had cultivated practically wall-to-wall throughout her ship—looked unmistakably ill. He looked back to Tristan, painfully aware there was nothing he could do for the Atlantean in his present state.

      “Maybe you guys should catch me up on what happened out there.”

      Pierce extended a hand to Tor in a gesture that said, clearly enough, after you, fuckface. Tor didn’t bat an eye.

      Nate listened attentively, nodding along with the bits they’d already more or less figured out, as Tor filled him in on how that last planetary pulse had caught them mid-tether with the first Asgardian cruiser and yanked them closer. How another nanoswarm—or more of the same, maybe—had been there to meet them, pulling them down into atmos, bound for that mountain. How Jaeger had ordered them into the escape pods and remained behind himself, refusing to leave Tessa—not to mention the forward half of the bisected Asgardian cruiser they’d inexplicably yanked along with them. How they’d plummeted to a rough jungle landing in the pod, Tor, Tristan, Pierce, and Amelia.

      And then the attack.

      “Like someone bred a giant panther with a giant asshole and hopped it up on goddamn PCP,” Pierce muttered.

      “It appeared to employ a rather potent neurological agent,” Tor said, frowning at the memory.

      “Yeah,” Nate said, thinking of the black blur. “Think we might’ve come close to a run-in ourselves.” If these three had experienced anything like the onslaught of fear that’d struck him and Elsa, Tor’s reaction was admirably self-controlled. “What about the rest of the crew?” he asked.

      “Was hoping you’d be showing up to tell us that,” Pierce said. “We touched down planetside figuring you’d come flying down to find us all, lickety-split.” His expression darkened. “Then that thing showed up and took Amelia, and we were stuck trekking through the set of fucking Predator like a bunch of assholes.”

      “I was kinda busy,” Nate said past a tight jaw, tapping pointedly at the hole in his chest armor.

      Pierce’s sneer told him exactly what the second-string pilot thought of that excuse. And much as that sneer irritated the shit out of Nate, it also hurt. Part of him—not a small part—was plainly aware of just how much he’d let them all down. If it was anyone else but Pierce, he probably would’ve apologized.

      “Forgive me for asking, my lord,” Tor said, stirring from her post by the hatch, shifting like she wasn’t quite sure how to say whatever was on her mind. “We have been… unable to hear our Lady’s song, since arriving planetside,” she finally said, the words seeming to leave a bad taste in her mouth. “Am I correct in gathering that you, too, have had… difficulties?”

      “Difficulties,” Pierce muttered, shaking his head. “Look at him. Obviously, there are difficulties.” He fixed his scowl back on Nate. “So, what the hell gives? You telling me this place is some kind of dead zone?”

      “No Light,” Nate admitted, not sure how else to say it. “No Light, and no pre-warning to roll out the more mundane energy systems before we touched down. We’re practically running on empty in here.”

      “Shit,” Pierce said, frowning around at the ship. “Might explain a few things, I guess.”

      “Any idea, by the way, how—”

      “How Ivy’s ship ended up on this shit hole planet?” Pierce finished for him. He held onto his scowl for a moment longer, then seemingly decided to stow the mood for the moment. He tilted his head toward the bridge looking, of all things, almost excited. “Come on. You’re gonna love this shit.”

      “I will keep watch, my lord,” Tor announced, bowing her head to Nate before turning back to the open hatchway.

      Nate shot an uncertain look at Elsa—who merely shrugged like what do you expect me to do?—then set off after Pierce. Whatever Blackthorne had done to the ship in her year-long tenure—however the crafty pirate had convinced a Knightship to accept her unrightful command in the first place—cosmetically, the Kalnythian Wilds seemed to be perfectly intact on the inside. Yet Nate couldn’t help but get the feeling he was walking through the inside of a dying tree as he stalked down the main corridor.

      On the bridge, everything appeared pristine and spotless. Not a thing out of place, save for the item toward which Pierce jabbed an almost accusatory finger: a single yellowing sheet of old-fashioned parchment laid across the main console, sporting four words inked by an eccentric hand: “Apologies, Katanaga. Happy hunting.”

      There was no question who’d written those words.

      Pierce plucked the page from the console and offered it out to Nate. Reluctantly, almost not wanting to know, Nate accepted the parchment and turned it over, sensing there was more.

      “Chin up, Arturi,” it read on the other side. “Sowaiy?”

      And finally, scrawled at the bottom of the sheet, like a last-minute afterthought: “Beware the Promethean.”

      “Weirder and weirder,” Nate murmured.

      “Cheeky fucking pirate,” Pierce agreed. “So, what’s it mean? Who’s the Promethean, and how the hell did she, you know… know?”

      Nate just shook his head helplessly.

      “No more freaky psychic visions, or whatever you people get?” Pierce asked.

      More head shaking, mind spooling up the visions he’d once shared with Anastasiya Blackthorne, centered around their clash at Avalon with Mordred LeFaye. But that had been different, fueled by the galaxy-class spatiotemporal distortions of a collapsing Beacon. And he hadn’t experienced anything like it since.

      Pierce blew out a sigh. “Well, shit.”

      “So, the rumors were true, then?” Elsa asked. “The Seventh Knight’s ship actually was stolen? And by the Pirate Blackthorne, no less?”

      “The one and only.”

      Elsa considered that, then gave a delicate little hmph. “Of course I miss the good bits of the rag tag adventure.”

      “You’re telling me you don’t consider dying of jungle dysentery, the good bits?” Pierce asked.

      “Eldari do not suffer that particular… distress.”

      Pierce gave a bitter huff. “Christ. Figures. Good to know.”

      “So Anastasiya… what?” Nate wondered aloud. “Just… Just brought Iveera’s ship here and…”

      Pierce just gave him one of those irritated how the hell should I know looks of his.

      “Is there any particular reason it should matter?” Elsa asked. “We have a ship now, right? We should use it.”

      “I like the way you think, Princess,” Pierce said, maybe a little lecherously, “but sadly, no dice on that front. Ship’s dead, as far as I can tell.”

      Apparently, that came as a surprise to Elsa.

      “Dead?” she asked.

      “Yeah, you know. Dead. No juice. Drained. I didn’t think that could happen to Knightships, but if our Wonder Boy here is tapped out—”

      “Not tapped out,” Nate repeated, earning himself a dubious oh yeah? pitch of the eyebrows. “We just need to figure out what’s going on here, okay?”

      “Find the crew, find the Light, fix the leak,” Elsa dutifully recited.

      Pierce turned his frown on her—albeit with a good deal less aggressive judgment than he’d reserved for Nate. “What leak?”

      “Ask your Knight.”

      Pierce turned back to Nate, expectant.

      “Look, it doesn’t matter what we call it. Something is going on here.” He glanced at Elsa, thinking of the nanostuff allegedly dispersed on some level throughout the galaxy. “Maybe something big. But none of that really matters until we can find our people and figure out how to get out of here or… or how to stop it.”

      He’d almost said call for help. Somehow, his blinding desire to curl up and hide in Iveera’s skirts didn’t seem like the most useful confession he could make right now.

      “You notice that gray stuff growing up onto the ship?” he added, mostly to fill the uneasy silence.

      Pierce nodded, watching him uncertainly. “Didn’t love the look of it.”

      “I think it’s a kind of dormant form of what attacked us up there.”

      Pierce tensed, then visibly forced himself to relax, probably more out of some macho point of personal pride than out of any comfort at Nate’s dormancy hypothesis.

      “I think it’s the same stuff that attacked me in the jungle, too,” Nate continued, tapping at his ruptured breastplate. “And I think this planet, or whatever’s controlling it, is using it to, I don’t know, to feed on the Light somehow.”

      Pierce watched him, considering that—maybe wondering, maybe rightly, if Nate hadn’t just made that all up on the spot. Only it didn’t feel made up, as the words left his mouth. It felt like synthesis. The logical summation of everything his mind had been chewing on since they’d dropped into the Asgard system and encountered that first arcane pulse. And Ex agreed.

      Elsa, on the other hand, looked a shade surprised—or maybe dubious—that he hadn’t thought to share these specifics before now, but she said nothing.

      “Okay.” Pierce nodded slowly, tentatively accepting. “Any idea how to stop it?”

      Nate shook his head. “Not yet. But I think the answer might be somewhere in that mountain.”

      “Yeah. We kinda got that impression.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s the other thing,” Pierce said. “Come on, I’ll show you.”
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      Weirder and weirder. The words, quickly on their way to becoming a mantra, were hanging on Nate’s tongue when Elsa stirred beside him and said, quietly, “It just gets stranger and stranger, doesn’t it?”

      He glanced at her, then back out to the view afforded by their hilltop perch. Long, low grassland rolling gently down to the great river a few kilometers distant, roughly midway between them and the darkly looming mountain whose runoff must’ve fed its rushing waters.

      And there, plastered across the natural landscape like some dark highway to hell, was the nanostuff. Not a dark, impassable sea of it, as Nate had half-expected from the wide coverage around the compound. The trail leading to the mountain was more of a surgical strike. A single, coherent tendril, stretched across the terrain. He eyed its path back down the gradual hill they’d just ascended, down to where the Kalnythian Wilds sat still as the grave at what was unmistakably the epicenter of the nanostuff’s reach—like the mountain itself had cast out a line and splatted nanostuff across the entire region.

      Unbidden, the childhood image struck of one of those gelatinous, jolly-rancher-colored sticky hands. The kind he’d gleefully cast out like a yo-yo trying to stick it to the windows. The absurdity of the mental image shook loose an uneasy chuff—half-laugh, half sheer disbelief.

      He turned his attention back to the compound, the one place in the affected swath that was peculiarly devoid of any nanostuff. Whether the compound had somehow repelled the stuff or the other way around, whether the stuff had come in a mad rush or crept across the kilometers over months, he had no idea. Something had stopped the stuff short of the compound walls. He would’ve paid dearly to hear from Blackthorne about what that something might’ve been, or what in nine hells had moved her to abandon a priceless Knightship on the lost planet of Ginnungagap in the first place. But then again, he also couldn’t have trusted a single damn word the back-stabbing pirate might’ve told him, so it probably would’ve been for naught anyway.

      “So, on to the big creepy mountain, then?” Pierce asked, breaking the long silence that’d settled over their hilltop gathering.

      “Seems that way,” Nate replied absentmindedly, eyes following the dark trail back toward the mountain, and toward the steep canyon wall that rose on the far side of the river, likely hewn from that very river’s flow over untold millennia. Pity he couldn’t simply fly them all the rest of the way. Not without wasting what little stores Ex had been scrounging together for emergencies, at least.

      He considered the narrow gulch opening on the far bank of the river. The one that looked to be their best bet for a likely footpath. Slowly, almost guiltily, his gaze drifted rightward, to the twisted stretch of nanostuff that bridged both the rushing river and the high canyon wall, lingering from its apparent mountain ejection like a thick jet of black silly string that’d frozen in place, mid-droop. He wondered if the stuff was sturdy enough to cross like that. Just as quickly, he dismissed the thought. Or tried to. Behind him, he was vaguely aware of the others turning to descend back to the Kalnythian Wilds—Pierce asking something about what they should do with Tristan, Tor making some remark that, even grievously wounded, a warrior of the Round Table was no helpless bystander to be fretted over.

      Nate found himself tracing the trail of nanostuff from that foreboding bridge all the way back to where it crested the gentle hill a few paces to his right, bound for Iveera’s ship. He stepped closer, wondering if he was crazy, drawn by an odd sense of purpose. The stuff had shown no sign of danger or activity. And if it was somehow hogging the Light, or sequestering it, or whatever… Maybe…

      Carefully, feeling Ex watching attentively over his shoulder, so to speak, he touched the toe of one boot to the trail of nanostuff.

      Something moved through him. Something spectral and ancient, bringing a sharp breath and a fresh wave of not-quite disorientation, not-quite inspiration.

      “Wait.”

      What is it? Ex asked.

      Nate stepped back from the nanostuff, double-checking there’d been no damage done, no sneaky spirits creeping through his mind.

      This… this mountain. He turned back to the looming thing, dialing out the optics, following his gut more than anything else. Tracing the craggy slopes down to a point at the base. Something about that point. Something nearly forgotten, hauntingly familiar, as if from a dream. He could just make out the dark entrance to a cavern.

      And there it was.

      I’ve seen this place before, Ex.

      What? It wasn’t often he got to hear Ex sound so legitimately surprised. When? Where?

      He dialed the optics further, trying to make sense of it, to be sure. No looming bipedal jungle cat monstrosity standing there in the distant cave mouth, as he was half-expecting. But still.

      “Nate?” Pierce asked. “What’s up? You got something to share with the class?”

      He looked to Pierce and the others, head spinning a little. They were all watching him. “No,” he heard himself say. “No, it’s…” Just a bit of deja vu, he thought to say. “It’s nothing,” his mouth added instead. “I was just thinking… I think you guys should stay with the ship.”

      “What?” Elsa said.

      “Yeah, fuck that,” Pierce agreed. “And you know what? Fuck you, too. I’m not sitting here babysitting a dead ship while you go look for my people.”

      “They’re my people too.” It came out more heated than intended. He took a steadying breath. “And if Ex and I can find a way to un-fuck whatever’s going on in there and get the Light unstuck, my money’s on us needing an able-handed crew ready to man the Wilds out here. We don’t even know where Cammy’s at for sure. This is the smart play.”

      “That’s bullshit. This is the play where you run off thinking you’re better than us just ’cuz you’re a Knight. But in case you forgot—Which would be quite the damn feat, considering how much you’ve been milking it—that big ass hole in your chest plate’s still there. And it’s there because you don’t have shit going for you on this planet, Nate.”

      “Tor.”

      The Atlantean straightened at the sound of her name, expression dark, like she knew what was coming.

      “If I were to order you to return to the ship with Lt Pierce and Princess Elsavataryllianna.”

      “If that ogre lays one hand on me…” Elsa started, drawing to her full, regal height.

      “I would prefer you didn’t, my lord,” Tor answered.

      “But if I did.”

      “It is my sworn duty to see your will done, my lord. Just as it is my duty to protect you at any cost. Which is why I pray you might consider another course.”

      Nate turned at the possibility in her voice. The Atlantean’s jaw was tight, but she was controlled.

      “Leave these two with Tristan,” she said.

      “What?” Pierce growled.

      “Allow me to accompany you,” Tor continued, ignoring him. “Tristan is still more than capable of functioning in a defensive capacity.”

      “You Atlantean fuck!”

      “But he’s…” Nate followed Tor’s attention down the slope and realized the maimed Atlantean was already standing guard at the open hatch of the Wilds.

      “Allow Tristan to do his duty, my lord. And allow me to do mine.”

      Nate considered it.

      “You’re not seriously going to leave me with them?” Elsa said, turning her scornful look from Pierce to search Nate’s expression.

      Pierce was too pissed to notice, much less take offense. “Nate, I swear to god, if you try to leave me behind—”

      “No.” Nate cut him off with a swipe of the hand. “No. There’s no leaving behind. You’re all staying.”

      “That’s exactly the fucking definition of leaving behind.”

      “Tor, take them back to the ship and stand watch.”

      “My… lord.”

      “Nathaniel.” Elsa actually looked betrayed.

      “I want you all taking stock of supplies—”

      “Just in case we’re somehow still alive to use ’em?” Pierce muttered.

      “That’s the idea,” Nate agreed. “Get the supplies in order. See what you can do about getting the Wilds separated from that stuff, but just… be careful with it. Don’t…”

      “Provoke it?” There was an unmistakable double edge to Pierce’s words, but Nate thought little of it. He would’ve been more concerned if the pilot wasn’t generally outraged by whatever decision he came to.

      He nodded. “I’d rather it didn’t wake up and try to eat the ship, is all.”

      “And us without our brave Knight,” Pierce muttered, waving his hands like what could we possibly do?

      “And you, my lord?” Tor asked.

      “I’ll have a look ahead and report back when I can.”

      It didn’t satisfy them—nor, he supposed, would it have satisfied him, had the tables been turned—but they said their bitter farewells and be carefuls (“You better not fuck us, Kid,” in Pierce’s case) and turned to go. Ex, having been waiting with deteriorating patience throughout the exchange, wasted no time as the three of them marched stiffly off.

      Why can’t I see what’s going on in your head, Nathaniel? What the bloody hell is this?

      The Lady, he replied, turning back to the towering mountain. She showed me this place, Ex. Back on Atherton, when she took me… wherever the hell she took me. Just before she gave me you.

      He waited for Ex to tell him he must simply be imagining it, that he was letting his squishy human superstition get the best of him again, or that, at the very least, he was being ridiculous, sending away his only backup just because of a little divine coincidence.

      That is… curious, was all Ex said instead.

      Well, Nate thought, setting course for the rushing river and the narrow gulch, you know what they say about curiosity and big angry cats.
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      As far as totally blind, equipment-free excavation gigs went, Jaeger figured they weren’t doing half bad. Which was mostly to say, he had no fucking clue.

      It was a real pain in the dick, trying to operate in total darkness. Hard to escape a box when you couldn’t even establish whether it was a box at all. They’d done their best anyway. Awkward, hand-linked sweeps of the space. Nothing but damp, unbroken cave walls all around. No outlets, or passages, or doors. Nothing but slimy stone—and more than a few clattering somethings that felt too much like dried, roughly Asgardian-sized bones.

      “Girl goes through all the trouble of smuggling the goods…” murmured Hannah O’Sweeney somewhere nearby. She sounded thoughtful. Or like she was up to something.

      He still wasn’t sure what to make of the academic super-journalist/quite possible Lady James Bond operative the UN had gone and slipped into their midst aboard the Camelot. She never said much, but if at any moment he’d been asked to guess who in the room had their shit together in the thick of it, Jaeger was quickly coming to the conclusion that O’Sweeney was always a safe bet.

      He still wasn’t sure how or why that Myrr thing had known to so methodically scour them each for any useful gadgets upon capture. Still wasn’t sure where their “journalist” had been keeping her multitool that the creature hadn’t found it, either. He’d been told he didn’t want to know, on the latter point—quite to the opposite effect. But it hardly mattered anyway.

      Their multitool was for shit in here.

      As far as they could tell from their blind sweeps, they were stuck at the bottom of a pit of indeterminate depth. And even if the cave walls hadn’t been too smooth and grime-slicked to climb, none of them were dying to go for a pitch-black free solo for god only knew how far.

      One of the Asgardians had tried anyway, after they’d all gotten tired of waving their dicks at one another. Him and his broken leg had informed them, one sickening crunch and thud later, that they were fucked by at least a good fifteen meters, or so. Probably more.

      How they’d all gotten down here to start with was still anyone’s guess. The few who hadn’t been venomed unconscious for the ride—seemingly those who’d been too terrified to put up any fight in the first place, he’d gathered—hadn’t been in any state of mind to recount precise details, other than that there’d been a lot of movement in the dark. Fast movement. Like the thing wasn’t remotely troubled by navigating in total darkness. Amelia was sure the thing had simply jumped down here with her and jumped right back up. No one had heard a thing to corroborate the story. They’d all been too busy tripping fear balls together.

      Grunts and scraping sounds drew his attention back to the present. Indiscriminate. That was the word of the day. Everything was indiscriminate down here. Someone was busy at work with something.

      A spark. Brief and paltry. Practically brilliant in the absolute darkness.

      “The hell?” someone whispered.

      Another spark. The flash of a face. Impact echoes ringing up the pit walls.

      “O’Sweeney,” Jaeger hissed.

      She kept going. Spark, spark, spark, and—

      Flame.

      The smallest, most fickle flame he’d ever seen, wiggling feebly to life. It was goddamn beautiful. And in that moment, so was Hannah O’Sweeney, rising to her feet in the flickering tendrils of light, holding aloft a makeshift torch. A length of Asgardian femur, by the look of it, bearing the precious fire of multitool sparks on one of the torn shirt rags Carter had ordered Elmo and Ramirez to stockpile while she’d been busy triaging their various cuts and bruises.

      “Holy shit,” said the Ramirez-shaped shadow.

      “Yeah, but seriously,” added it’s Snuffy-shaped counterpart, fanning the air. “Smells like—”

      “Burnt shit,” O’Sweeney chimed, looking almost lovingly at the flames reflecting in her dark eyes. “Charmin’, eh?”

      Jaeger’s nose wrinkled at the smell even as his lips pulled into a grin. That must’ve explained why she’d been rifling around so much in the boneyard earlier. Looking for more than just a femur. Dried excrement.

      Their multitool was literally for shit. Jesus.

      He almost could’ve laughed.

      Then a gasp and a rattling hiss yanked them all back to claustrophobic reality, where Snuffy had just hit the deck and was furiously crab crawling away from—

      “Merciful mother of fuck, what is that?!”

      Jaeger followed the mechanic’s frantic attention upward, to where two iridescent somethings were gleaming in the shadows. O’Sweeney took a step closer, and the pit sounded with a round of tense curses as the thing came into proper view.

      It clung to the sheer rock wall a mere meter above where Snuffy had been sitting, headfirst toward the floor, long, spindly limbs clamped to the slick stone in a grip that should’ve been impossible. It hissed as the light struck it, turning its oversized eyes away, casting bared fangs in profile. Then the thing skittered off for the deeper shadows, practically slithering across the slimy stone wall with a flagrant disregard for gravity.

      “That’s a fucking Ooperian,” Ramirez growled, his voice thick with anger. Jaeger didn’t blame him. It was creepy as shit, and the airman was probably far from forgetting about the days he’d spent entombed in a critical care medpod after their first run-in with Ooperian assassins back on the Forge. As for this particular specimen, though…

      Jaeger wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. It looked wild. Or more wild than the ones they’d crossed paths with in civilized space, at least. Feral, even. But maybe that was in part to do with its state of undress and the withered skin-and-bones glimpse he caught before the thing made it back to the cover of shadows.

      Mostly, he was just glad the thing didn’t attack. It merely scuttled off and reorientated itself to watch, twin orbs gleaming out at them from the darkness.

      “Ghhhirrrithhhaaa,” came an airy hiss, followed by a few guttural hacking sounds. “Shhhiiiethhhyah.”

      Another hack.

      “Anybody get that?” Jaeger asked, accepting the medium-sized bone Elmo quietly handed him. A few of the others were already brandishing similar clubs.

      “I’m about to,” Ramirez growled, plucking a large skull up in the flickering torchlight like he fully intended to hurl it at their Ooperian pit-mate.

      “Hold it,” Jaeger said, raising an arm in front of Ramirez and looking around for a better solution, or maybe just a sliver of context. The crew poised all around him, ready to fight. Their genius doctors still clinging to each other from the initial shock. Gendra and Amelia only slightly more composed. All of them tensed to the gills.

      The Asgardians, on the other hand, were just sneering at the creature from the other side of the torchlight. Spitting at it like it was beneath them.

      “You guys don’t seem too surprised,” Jaeger observed. “You used to finding Ooperians in the dark?”

      “You are slow to listen, Terran. We have come to Ginnungagap. This frail wretch is but a shadow of the evil that lies in wait here.”

      “Hiiirithhhar,” breathed that shadow.

      “What’s it doing down here, though?” Jaeger asked. “And what the hell language is it speaking?” he added, mostly to himself. He wasn’t really expecting answers, and the Asgardians’ derisive snorts didn’t disappoint.

      The creature just stared on from the shadows.

      “Creepy fella, isn’t he?” Snuffy asked.

      “Yeah, Snuffs, the fucking Ooperian IS a bit creepy. Who’d have thought?”

      Ramirez was rattled, trying to force some bravado.

      Snuffy didn’t seem to notice. “You think maybe we shouldn’t talk about him like he’s not here?” he asked. Then, louder, “You got a name, Mr. Ooperian?”

      That began a fresh episode of Snuffy Says What? among the crew, Hannah O’Sweeney standing idly by, frowning around the circle of torchlight, up to the unbroken darkness above. Jaeger studied the shadow wreathed Ooperian, wondering.

      A fellow prisoner?

      It seemed unlikely, given that the thing could clearly put the finest wall-hopping mountain goat to shame. But why stay down here, then? Unless…

      “It’s afraid,” someone whispered beside him. Gendra. She’d barely spoken since whatever that Myrr thing had done to her. She didn’t need to speak more now to explain what she meant. Why stay down here… unless it was afraid of whatever was lurking outside of this pit. Afraid of whatever had put them here.

      Afraid of Myrr. Whatever the hell it was.

      Jaeger set his bone club down and took a few steps closer to the tensed Ooperian, hands raised in peace. “We’re not your enemies,” he called. “Not so long as you leave us be.”

      Snickers from the Asgardians. Jaeger ignored them.

      “Do you know how to get out of here?”

      No response. Those gleaming orbs swaying ever-so-slightly back and forth in the darkness. Watching. Creepy as all fuck.

      “A way out?” he tried again, pointing upward. “Escape. How do we escape? Why do you stay?”

      The creepy-ass thing just hissed at him and shrank further into the shadows.

      “Perfect,” O’Sweeney said, looking around at the group with some renewed purpose. She settled on the biggest Asgardian and offered out her torch. “How about a toss then, big boy?” she asked, tipping her chin skyward. “Unless anyone has a better idea? Let’s see where we stand.”

      If anyone had any objections, O’Sweeney’s Big Boy didn’t give a shit. The Asgardian strode forward and plucked the torch from her with a marked, almost violent lack of respect for her personal space. Then he turned and hurled the torch upward like some young bull eager to prove just how strong he really was.

      The Ooperian lost its shit. Hissing like a wild cat, tensed on the wall like it was about to spring after the flying torch to swat it down. Jaeger was dimly aware he’d snapped his hand up for quiet—as if the frothing wild vampire would give a fuck. Didn’t matter. The torch spun upward, whipping flames clinging for dear life in the wake of the brute’s throw, dancing weakly across the smooth rock. An uneven rim some twenty meters above. Another edge closing the empty space in three or four meters above that. The torch slowed and began to fall.

      Movement and boot thuds in the dark below. O’Sweeney and the Asgardian both rushing to snag the falling torch from the air. Colliding with a breathless grunt. He glimpsed O’Sweeney hitting the ground, the torch speeding down to join her. From the sound of it, the torch shattered on impact. Hard to tell for sure as the abused flame died out for good.

      “A+ effort on the teamwork, you bloody dolt,” came O’Sweeney’s voice from the ground in the resultant darkness.

      Jaeger closed his eyes—not that it made any visual difference whatsoever—and did his best to burn the glimpsed details into his mind before they could fade. A tunnel, of some sort. That’s what he’d seen, passing by the lip of the pit twenty meters above. The pit’s sheer wall continuing upward on the opposite side, for who knew how far. They’d found themselves in a laundry chute situation, minus the opening at the bottom. A big, stone laundry chute.

      “It is you who are the dolt, Terran. I would have—”

      “Guys?” Ramirez’s voice was tense. “Anybody got eyes on the—” He faltered, like he’d just realized no one had eyes on jack shit. “Just, Jesus, just—Where’s the damn vamp?”

      A tense moment of silence. Then, Snuffy’s voice.

      “Mr. Ooperian?”

      Nothing. A whole fat lot of nothing.

      “Bob?” Snuffy called.

      “Bob?!” Ramirez hissed. “Seriously, Snuffy?”

      “What?” Snuffy hissed back. “People with names don’t eat other people with—”

      “Hiiirithhhar.”

      Jaeger paused at the icy whisper, mouth caught open, having been about to tell them both to shut the hell up.

      “Bob?” Snuffy whispered back.

      A pair of those hacking coughs from the darkness.

      No movement. No screams.

      “Hannibal Lecter,” Ramirez said flatly. “Jeffrey Dahmer.”

      “Fine, fine,” Snuffy said. “I get it.”

      “The Donner Party,” Ramirez murmured, like he hadn’t heard. “People with names.”

      “Right, then,” O’Sweeney said. “On that ray of sunshine, someone fetch us another bone and cloth, will ya?”

      Jaeger had already been feeling his way back toward the boneyard where he’d laid down his club.

      “Yep, yep,” came Snuffy’s voice from a few scuffling paces ahead. “Ten steps ahead of you. Maybe. I don’t know, I can’t see shit over here.”

      “Oh, it’s right by the innominates.”

      “No, not the shit. I meant… Wait, what? Innomi…”

      “Hipbones,” a small voice provided. Dr. Ramachandra.

      “Yeah. Right. Guess that… makes sense?”

      Jaeger paused at the clattering of dry bones being picked through, Snuffy rambling on as he worked, pointing out to no one in particular that it wouldn’t be the worst thing if See-In-the-Dark Bob wanted to lend him a hand.

      Something else. Something… wrong.

      A hopeless weight sinking through the darkness, leeching at his insides like the soggy misery of a cold, wet day.

      “—but then again—”

      Jaeger moved without thinking, reaching in the dark. Snuffy tensed as Jaeger’s hand closed over his yapping mouth. The mechanic’s hand found Jaeger’s wrist with a kind of experimental quality, like he genuinely didn’t feel what all the fuss was. Then it hit him. Jaeger felt the soft gasp against his palm. He let Snuffy go but kept him close.

      All of them, silent as the dead. Even the Asgardians.

      In his gut, Jaeger felt that thing watching them from above. He waited, expecting that low rumble of a growl, fearing another sudden thrust of that weaponized terror.

      Silence.

      Terrible silence.

      Something rustling above. A disgruntled voice.

      Then two firm thuds on the pit floor. A moment of trickling fear. Enough to tell Jaeger that that thing was there among them. Then a whoosh of musky air, and a roar above, seeming to echo back to them from a distance. From down the tunnel, Jaeger thought, mind grasping to make sense. Multiple creatures? Or was this Myrr thing really that fast?

      “Brothers,” one of the Asgardians said, from over where the thuds had sounded.

      More prisoners, Jaeger registered, as he listened to the Asgardians drop their harsh edges long enough to check on their battered brethren. More of Myrr’s Asgardian catches. Jaeger felt for Carter in the dark. He found her in silence, still wondering at the speed and power of a creature that could handle a twenty meter fall under the weight of two Asgardian soldiers, then spring back out of the pit and away in the blink of an eye. He took Carter’s hand. Neither of them said a thing. For a while, no one said a thing—the pit silent, save for the groans of their new fellow inmates being picked over by their Asgardian brethren.

      What the hell is it doing this for?

      He felt the question permeating the damp cavern air between them. Everyone wondering. The pit coming slowly back to muted life as the minutes ticked by, and no sign of Myrr returned. Still, no one spoke the words.

      Spark. Spark. Spark.

      Hannah O’Sweeney, Bringer of Light, striking another torch.

      The Ooperian hissed in protest as the fledgling light spilled through the pit, but no terrible death rained down from above.

      “All right,” Jaeger said quietly, sliding his hand discreetly free from Carter’s and waving them to gather round. “All right, people. We’ve got a shit torch, a multitool, and a twenty-meter wall to clear. Any thoughts?”

      They all looked around at one another.

      “Don’t suppose any of you Yanks has a black belt in professional cheerleader tossin’?” O’Sweeney asked, tipping her head back like she was gauging the distance.

      A movement in the shadows drew their attention before anyone could answer—the Ooperian creeping forward just enough so they could see as it waved down the torch with a series of agitated swipes. It looked up meaningfully, swiped a few more times in the direction of the torch like an old man telling the kids to get off its damn lawn, then scuttled back into the shadows, like it had said its piece and wasn’t going to be caught dead with these idiots when its fears came to fruition.

      “I don’t think Bob approves of our torch,” Snuffy said, as if that might’ve been unclear.

      “Well,” O’Sweeney said thoughtfully. “Sounds like all the more reason for him to give us a hand out of here, then.”

      Jaeger, who’d been eyeing the Asgardians’ tunics and considering the synthetic polyweave pants, belts, and other garments most of his crew wore, met O’Sweeney’s eyes in the torchlight and felt his lips tugging into a grin, the beginnings of a half-assed plan starting to take shape in the darkness.
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      Something is definitely amiss with this mountain, Ex declared, for the third time since they’d cleared the gulch with a hop, skip, and a slight thruster-powered jump and set off hoofing it the rest of the way across the rocky terrain stretching between the river and the mountain. Nate had to admit, the total absence of life in the area didn’t inspire any great ease about what they were likely to find inside, but it was still unusual to hear Ex fret like this.

      It doesn’t count as ‘fretting’ when I don’t have clear data to work with, Nathaniel, Ex grumbled.

      Nate smiled at the sheer informational privilege of the sentiment. Yeah. Welcome to life as a squishy meat bag, buddy.

      Ugh. It’s every bit as dreadful as I imagined.

      Well—Nate slowed beside a rusty orange outcropping, that sense of deja vu swelling—we’ll just have to figure out what the hell’s going on here, then.

      This was the place. Or close enough that it might as well have been, he thought, glancing over to the unerring trail of dark nanostuff they’d been following in toward the base of the mountain.

      This was the spot where the Lady had brought him, back on the day she’d taken him on galactic walkabout. He could see the crumbling cave entrance ahead. He looked back at the distant green blur of the jungle, remembering how he’d assumed, based on what he’d seen at the time, that this was some desert wasteland of a planet. All a matter of perspective. He closed his eyes, trying to remember exactly what it was she’d told him.

      The memory was oddly fuzzy.

      Probably because I can’t see it, Ex said. This is all you. Squishy meat bag memory. No recall enhancement.

      It was a sobering reminder of what he’d been before Ex had come into his life—and, in a very real sense, into him. Nate set the thought aside, focusing on the matter at hand.

      He remembered asking pointless questions. Why are you showing me this? I don’t understand what’s happening.

      He remembered the way she’d smiled at him—that indescribably radiant smile. And thus, I believe you have answered your own question.

      He remembered seeing this mountain, this crumbling cave entrance it’d never even occurred to him he might actually see in person. Remembered the lone figure that’d stood there—that great, black-furred biped with the head of a fierce jungle cat. Remembered the way its roar had shook the air, as the Lady told him how Earth’s days of peace were coming to an end.

      What was it she’d said of the creature, just before they flashed on?

      Something about people meddling with forces they didn’t understand. He hadn’t thought twice about it at the time, given how batshit crazy the rest of the ordeal had been—not to mention the fact that she hadn’t given him the chance to think twice before she’d warped them on to meet the frothing edges of a massive Synth swarm. But now…

      He looked back in the direction of the old, half-incinerated compound, hidden behind the twin ridges of the canyon, but still palpable there in the distance. Legends of Ginnungagap. The lost planet of demons and abominations. A pre-fabbed ghost town full of cages and cells, meddling with mysterious forces right next to a mountain full of unidentified Synth presence.

      “What the hell happened here?” he murmured, mostly to himself. Ex, understanding the question to be rhetorical, merely let the silence do the talking.

      It was high time they figured that out.
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      Inside, the cavern was dark, cold, and slimy—and pretty much every other adjective Nate figured one might use when imagining the sort of place a creature like Gollum might go slinking around. Only it wasn’t a shriveled little geriatric hobbit he was worried he might run into in here. It was a goddamned Asgardian-sized supercat with superspeed and mind-melting fear beams.

      Find the crew. Find the Light. Fix the leak.

      Over and over, the words ran through his head, despite his best efforts to rein them in. What he needed was a clear head. Mind like water, and so forth. He needed his Iveera Face. But with every persistent round of his mantra—find the crew, find the Light, fix the leak—all he felt was the dwindling strength of his suit and his own body, the utter lack of the Lady’s power in this place.

      He’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be this afraid. To be this vulnerable.

      I will not fear, he shifted his manta, channeling the wisdom of the famous words he’d only, in the crucible of the past year, truly began to appreciate. Fear is the mind killer.

      He felt Ex stir with some pithy remark, then think twice about it. Somehow, his companion’s reticence to tear him a new one only made it all worse.

      The Light was there. That much, he was almost certain of. There, somewhere. Somewhere near, maybe. Tantalizing him like the smell of some heavenly dish cooking in the next apartment over. So close, and yet…

      A low growl, rumbling through the uneven tunnel.

      And yet that. Shit.

      Need I remind you that you ARE an Excalibur Knight?

      Sans batteries, Ex, Nate mentally snapped back, scanning the grainy gray darkness on his HUD. I’m a sturdy Terran in dead armor. I’m practically an Asgardian.

      You take that back, Nathaniel. That’s a low blow. I’ll have you know you’re—

      Another rumbling growl. Closer, he thought. It was hard to tell up from down in this unruly network of tunnels and offshoots. He thought fleetingly of Shelob’s cave, chest tightening. Then the real fear washed over him, setting to shame the petty apprehension he’d felt creeping into this place. This fear was unnatural. Pharmaceutical. Targeted with surgical precision. He forced a breath and let it seep through him, accepting it, holding his faith in Ex like a talisman against the darkness.

      That’s sweet, Nathaniel.

      Shut up.

      The fear didn’t lessen. Not really. But it did begin to shift from the foreground of his mind, just like they’d talked about.

      Really, I’m touched.

      Ex.

      The rake of scraping stone from somewhere ahead, or maybe from the outcropping off to the side. Sharpening its claws, he thought—the echoing crumble and patter of fine debris eerily loud in the dark tunnel.

      Almooost there.

      You’re a dick.

      Silence. The faintest ghost of a heat signature flickering across the HUD.

      Showtime.

      Nate felt the movement in his bones more than he actually saw it coming. One second, he was staring at darkness. The next, that darkness was crashing into him with a wild animal roar.

      He tumbled with it, punching blindly at the center of mass, growling like an animal himself as unexpectedly strong claws ripped at his armor. They hit hard rock and rolled, tied together by claw and two indiscriminate handfuls of dark fur—muscles like banded steel beneath. A wall of roaring sound hit his face, blunted almost instantaneously by Ex’s audio filtering. Then the damn thing tried to bite his head off, hard enough to crack the faceplate.

      Nate fed a few blaster bolts into the thing’s ribs and took advantage of its howling recoil to haul back and punch the beast across the tunnel. It struck the opposite stone wall with a heavy thud and whoomph. Nate rolled to his feet, ready for the next rush, but the thing had vanished.

      It was fast. And damn near impossible to spot in the dark.

      Working on it, Ex said, the ethereal lines of sonar readings weaving their way onto the blended spectrum of Nate’s HUD vision. Blackened thing is as hard to read as the rest of this planet.

      It was only then Nate realized he was wounded—bleeding from at least three or four fiery spots where the claws had gouged through his dying armor. At least he’d done the thing one better with his blaster bolt, he thought, as Ex’s sensors picked up the faint echoes of labored breathing and pinged them to an imperfect sonar silhouette in the shadows behind a tall outcropping.

      He stalked forward, fists and wrist blasters at the ready, reminding himself that, mindless predator or not, this thing had taken Amelia, maimed his people. He stepped forward, ready to finish it.

      The sonar specter dropped off his HUD.

      He tensed, fists raised, trying to look every which way at once. Something hit the back of his head, damn hard. A rock, he realized, right as another hit him from the other side. He lurched for the cover of the outcropping, resisting the urge to waste precious energy on return fire until he actually had a target. Another rock struck his side.

      He staggered into cover. Or started to, before something whipped across the ground, sweeping his legs out from under him.

      Traps, he realized, as he hit the damp cave floor in a rush. This thing had laid traps. And more than just trip lines, he realized, as he rolled over and felt the sluggish numbness creeping through his limbs from the very spots that’d only a moment ago been on fire.

      Some kind of neurotoxin in the claws?

      He was aware of Ex snapping that he was on it, on it. Aware of his own hands snapping reflexively out to catch the beast by the wrists as it charged again. They slammed into the cave wall like thunder, the impact rattling his teeth, the rest of his body disconcertingly numb.

      He squeezed off a barrage of blaster fire into the thing’s chest. Broke its hold with a numb elbow and took another wild swing that the beast easily sidestepped. The blaster fire hadn’t even slowed it.

      A trick, some corner of his mind registered, as he planted to turn after the beast and felt his numbing leg buckle beneath him.

      The damn thing had feinted injury on the first shot just to draw him in.

      He’d underestimated this thing, he realized, as the creature circled him in the shadows, seemingly content to wait for its toxin to take effect. He’d overestimated himself in his Lightless state. Left his only backup sitting safely back on a dead ship. And now…

      Now, he pushed himself back to unsteady feet, just to watch his other leg buckle out from under him.

      “Dammit, Ex,” he growled, clutching the damp cave floor with numb hands, heart thundering.

      That would be the stimulants, Ex said, with forced calm. Now, if your squishy body would just—Ahhh.

      Nate felt the first itchy pins and needles of his body responding to whatever Ex had just done. Ahead, the dark beast sniffed the air like it could smell it, too.

      Oh, blackened hands, Ex growled.

      Then the beast sawed out an angry roar and charged.

      Nate tried to move, tingling limbs flopping like fish out of water, the creature lunging in for the kill. A dark blur caught it mid-flight, driving the thing just wide of Nate—a roaring tangle of dark body parts thrashing into the wall and back again, jockeying for position. In the chaos, Nate couldn’t even tell what he was looking at until one smacked the other across the tunnel, and Nate watched a whimpering, big-headed quadruped hit the cave wall with an unsettling smack.

      The snargladorf.

      Before he could so much as blink, bright light flooded through the tunnel, and a trio of crackling blue blaster bolts ripped by, casting the beast’s snarling features in sharp relief as they punched into its dark-furred chest. It sped forward, unaffected, racing for the broad-shouldered shooter.

      Tor was already in motion, spinning her lance about as she braced behind her thrumming shield, planting the lance to the ground behind her. The creature crashed into her shield with a rushing detonation of sound that sent it flying back the way it’d come, the ground behind Tor erupting with ballistic stone debris.

      Gravitonic shield, Ex said, while Nate’s brain was still struggling to catch up. Lance outlet for the blowback. Nice.

      Nice was one way of putting it. But it didn’t explain—

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, before he could stop himself. He was surprised to find he’d regained his feet, Ex’s counter-toxin concoction apparently working its magic.

      Tor was scanning the shadows like she hadn’t heard him. Nate, remembering himself, joined her in checking their surroundings. Nothing but the soft pitter patter of rock debris and dripping moisture. The creature was nowhere to be seen or heard. Not that that convinced him it was gone for good.

      “My lord,” Tor finally answered, concluding her scan and straightening to attention. “I identified an unexpected hostile on your trail.”

      Nate frowned, confused, until his eyes landed on the groaning quadruped laid out under Tor’s bright lights on the cave rock nearby.

      “The snargladorf?”

      Tor remained at attention, eyes sweeping the area, avoiding him. “I spotted it following you as we returned to the Kalnythian Wilds, my lord. Thus, I was forced to unilaterally amend the plan, in light of my privileged information and our lack of communications.” She looked some combination of repentant and defiant. “It was protocol, my lord.”

      For a long moment, all Nate could do was stare, thinking that this protocol of hers sounded an awful lot like nothing but a convenient excuse to buck his orders. And he had no idea how to respond.

      What kind of asshole did he want to be here? The ungrateful, domineering sort who demanded obedience to a fault, or the kind who admitted he’d foolishly snubbed his allies and walked into the Cave of Doom without a proper plan?

      A faint buzz of sound in the distance interrupted the decision.

      “Well,” he said, trying to focus in on the distant sounds. Voices? Maybe. “Thanks for your concern.”

      Her rigid at-attention stance softened long enough for her to shoot what might’ve been a surprised glance at him, then she nodded tersely, gave a quiet, “Of course, my lord,” and returned to watching their surroundings.

      Those were voices, Ex confirmed, as the distant buzz faded from Nate’s straining ears. Though before I say more, I’d be remiss not to point out—

      That it could be a trap, Nate finished for him. Was it our people, or not?

      It SOUNDED like our crew, Ex said, rather pointedly.

      Nate tamped down on the urge to charge straight ahead.

      “Blaster fire didn’t seem to bother it,” he said quietly, thinking of the way their shots had been gobbled right up in the beast’s fur—the same fur that was apparently rather adept at masking its body heat.

      “If it had,” Tor replied, “we would’ve slain the beast back in the jungle.”

      Nate looked at his selectively attentive warrior servant, still thinking. The uncanny strength and speed. The way it’d actually feinted injury to lure him into a rudimentary trap. Sentient intelligence. There was no mistaking it. And it had taken Amelia. And maybe the rest of the crew, too. Why?

      “Come on,” he said to Tor, starting forward—only to falter a moment later as something stirred in the shadows of Tor’s shield light. The snargladorf, trying to rise.

      He’d nearly forgotten the thing was there.

      “And the snargladorf, my lord?” Tor asked, following his gaze. “Would you like me to end its suffering?”

      “What?” Nate glanced at Tor and her lance, taken aback. Across from them, the snargladorf sank back to the cave floor, big head plopping heavily to its forepaws, breathing ragged. “No. No, it…”

      It what? Had tried to help him? Was on their side?

      Give me a break, he thought to himself, glancing deeper into the cave, painfully aware of his waiting crew and the heavy press of each passing second. Back to the snargladorf watching him with panting breath and big, oblong eyes.

      “Dammit,” he whispered, starting toward the wounded animal.

      You DID steal its dinner and punch it across the jungle, Ex pointed out. Fair is fair.

      So NOW you grow a conscience, Nate thought back, the bitter tang of guilt eating at him just as he and Elsa had reluctantly eaten at their “stolen” dinner of charred rabbit-thing. This thing tracking him all the way here, probably in hopes of another handout, only to come charging in at Nate’s moment of need—and against what must’ve been this planet’s undisputed heavyweight champion, no less.

      He needn’t have approached the wounded creature as cautiously as he did. The snargladorf plainly had no fight left in it. Its head dipped as he approached, in what could’ve been deference. Maybe just fear, or submission. Except…

      Something in him shifted as the poor creature weakly sniffed at his boot, then looked hesitantly up at him, head cocked, panting nervously.

      For a flitting second, all he could think of was little Copernicus sitting back home, waiting, and he was filled with an ache of longing, quickly chased by another wash of guilt. He hadn’t thought of home once since they’d crashed down to Ginnungagap.

      “My lord?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Should we not be on the move?”

      He looked to Tor. Back down to the frozen snargladorf.

      “Come on,” he said, gesturing with a hand. “Can you stand, boy?”

      Girl, Ex corrected. Roughly speaking. If you’re going to adopt the pitiful thing, you might as well be anatomically correct about it.

      No one said anything about adopting it, Nate shot back, even as he bent down to help the struggling snargladorf stand. A mistake, it turned out, as he reached to loop his hands beneath her ribs. The snargladorf snapped around like a viper, catching his wrist in a multilayered mouthful of fangs. But she didn’t bite down.

      Something in Nate—the same part that’d refrained from jerking away, he imagined—felt oddly calm with the development, like it knew exactly what to do, as she held him there, eyeing him uncertainly. He reached out and patted her gently on the head.

      It was only as she released him that he realized Tor was standing there, lance at the ready. He waved the Atlantean down. “No stabbing anything unless we’re damn sure it’s an enemy, okay?”

      She frowned from him to the snargladorf. “Very well, my lord.”

      “Great.” The snargladorf was already trotting away—or limping, more accurately, moving with one of her hind legs held gingerly off the ground. “Well then. Let’s go find our crew.”
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      Nate wasn’t really sure what he’d been expecting in the depths of the mountain. A creepy supercat lair, he supposed. A mysterious well of Light in the depths of the mountain. Unstoppable nanoswarms, and the ghost of Mordred LeFaye.

      What he hadn’t pictured was a couple of dozen figures hanging out at the bottom of a pitch-black stone pit with bone clubs, like freaking Children of the Flies. But that was exactly what he found.

      It checked the creepy box, at least. All of them standing dead still down there, having heard but not seen him in the darkness. A terrible smell of burnt something clung to the air. He signaled back to stop Tor, then peeked back over the edge.

      A sigh of relief left him as Ex’s HUD readings began tagging heat signatures based on size, shape, and probably a few dozen other metrics. Jaeger’s name appeared. Snuffy and Carter. Ramirez. Elmo. Hannah O’Sweeney. The Drs. Lundquist and Ramachandra. Amelia, and Gendra, and a whole handful of unknown Asgardians. Most of them staring in Nate’s general direction, blind in the dark, holding… not clubs, he realized. Torches. Creepy bone torches. Recently doused, judging by the awful smell in the air.

      “Nate?” Jaeger’s voice. Cautious in the pitch black. “Nate, is that you?”

      “It’s me,” he called down in a pitched whisper. Not the most inspired words for a would-be rescuer. But Snuffy, at least, sounded plenty relieved anyway.

      “Oh, thank Jesus!”

      Nate leaned further over the edge, scanning again through the thermal signatures down below, hyperalert for any hint of a speeding supercat coming to knock him down into the creepy pit. Sore as he still was about his own lack of foresight, he had to admit he was glad to have Tor here, watching his back.

      He didn’t consciously register what he’d been looking for until he realized she wasn’t there.

      “Where’s Tessa?”

      “Cammy had her.” There was bitterness in Jaeger’s tone. Guilt. “I tried to stay with her. Your ship had other ideas.”

      “We’re fine too, though,” Ramirez added. “Thanks for asking. Any chance we can get a proper light down here, by the way?”

      Nate was too busy taking aim with his wrist blaster at the last signature Ex had just flagged on the HUD.

      “You know there’s an Ooperian down there, right?”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s Bob,” chimed Snuffy’s heat signature. “I mean, we don’t know his actual name, but…”

      “But you landed on Bob?” Nate asked, as Tor tapped on his shoulder, offering a compact hand torch.

      “Bob the Space Vampire,” Snuffy said with a shrug. “It’s got a ring to it.”

      “It doesn’t,” said Ramirez, squinting up past a raised hand as Nate clicked the torch on and flooded the pit with sterile white-blue light.

      “And is Bob…?”

      What? Hungry? Friendly? The answer to either question seemed self-evident enough in the way the emaciated creature was clinging to the wall in a freakily unnatural position, watching the figures below.

      “Bob’s frustratingly reluctant to give us a ride out of this hellhole, is what he is,” Jaeger said, squinting in the light of the hand torch. “Any chance you could be a dear and step in? I don’t know if you met Myrr—”

      “Big angry cat, smells like weaponized fear?”

      “Thought we heard a scuffle out there. That’s the one. I’m thinking we blow this popsicle stand before it gets back. Unless…?”

      “It’s still alive,” Nate said, in answer to the unspoken question. “I’ll get you out, I just need to…”

      “Just need to what?”

      “You don’t… happen to have a rope down there, do you?”

      A moment of uneasy silence, the crew no doubt parsing that something was up, even if they weren’t sure what.

      “There any particular reason you can’t jet down and grav lift us out of here?” Jaeger asked.

      “It’s kind of a long story. Just—Just let me think for a second.”

      “Sounds personal,” he heard Snuffy murmur below, followed by a sharper, “What?!” as Ramirez swatted him to be quiet.

      Another tap on the back. Nate turned to find Tor brandishing the polyweave filament pack she’d just drawn from her utility belt.

      Mayhap we should’ve taken more than two of these Round Table acolytes, Ex observed.

      You can say that again, Nate thought, as he accepted the pack with a grateful nod, clipped the hand torch to the side of his helmet, and turned back to start reeling the line down into the pit.

      “I’m casting a line down,” he called. “How about we get you out of there and save the twenty questions for later?”

      “Sounds fair to me,” Jaeger said.

      “I was just sayin’,” Snuffy murmured. “I’m here to talk. That’s all.”
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      By the time Nate and Tor got enough Asgardians and crew members hauled out of the pit that they could effectively take over, Nate’s arms and back were on fire, and Ex was officially running out of the go-go juice to deal with it. He did his best to avoid directly thinking the thought that now he really was practically an Asgardian, in terms of rough physical capability, but Ex seemed to read the sentiment anyway, and went a few shades moody.

      “What’s going on?” Jaeger asked quietly, appearing beside him. “Don’t tell me that swarm busted Ex.”

      As if, Ex growled. Busted. Bah.

      “Something’s hogging all the Light on this planet,” Nate answered quietly, less than eager to broadcast the fact to the entire party here in the belly of the beast. “I’m pretty much—” He thought of Pierce. Rejected the words, tapped out. “Pretty much running on empty, at this point.”

      He heard Jaeger’s intake of breath, saw the tight line of his lips. He waited for the colonel to curse this turn of events, or throw blame, or at least grimace. But Jaeger just let that breath out, calm and somber. “All right. We’ll just have to regroup outside, then. See if we can’t get the Wilds up and running.”

      As usual, the man’s ability to roll with the punches and adapt to outlandish circumstances left Nate feeling like he’d underestimated Jaeger at every turn. But even so.

      “The Light is in here somewhere.”

      Somehow, he didn’t add. Maybe. Possibly.

      They’d caught up on the pertinent highlights as best they could while Nate and Tor had hauled them out, but Nate had yet to get to the more bizarre details of the thing.

      “I don’t quite know what’s happening on this planet,” he admitted, “but I’m pretty sure finding the Light is our best bet of stopping it.”

      Jaeger was watching him with that assessing look.

      Something—maybe just plain old weariness, or the longing to have someone else calling the shots again—convinced Nate to keep talking. “I saw this place once. A long time ago. The Lady showed me, back when we first met. I’m not sure why. But whatever’s going on here, I think maybe she wanted me to stop it.”

      Jaeger considered that, watching the crew organize themselves, bickering with the Asgardians, distributing crude weapons, Snuffy and Amelia cautiously attempting to befriend the dubious snargladorf.

      “Whatever yanked us down here did pull Cammy straight toward this mountain,” he finally said. It sounded like a concession. He turned watchful eyes on Nate. “You got enough juice left to take on that Myrr thing if it finds us in here?”

      Nate held his gaze. “I’m running on empty. Not dead. I can handle it.”

      He felt the silent weight of Ex’s knowing presence. Felt the creeping guilt that he might’ve just lied to Jaeger compounded by the fact that the man actually seemed to believe him.

      “Good. In that case, I say we—”

      “Hey, uh, Boss?”

      They both turned at the tone in Ramirez’s voice. Both followed without question at the airman’s silent tilt of the head, gesturing toward the exit tunnel like you should probably see this. They didn’t have to go far before Nate cursed at what he saw.

      “Coulda swore this wasn’t here five minutes ago,” Ramirez said.

      “That’s because it wasn’t,” Nate confirmed, approaching the fresh grown wall with a sinking certainty that culminated with an experimental brush of his armored fingers. Not rock at all. Nanostuff.

      Something was caging them in.

      He thought of the dark figure at the heart of that swarm on the canyon gorge and looked back to Jaeger in the dim runoff light.

      The colonel’s face was too stony to be anything other than a mask. “Guess we all go on ahead, then.”

      “I’ll take point,” Nate said.
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      Cows to the slaughter.

      That’s what Nate couldn’t help but think of as they moved deeper into the mountain: the disturbing movie clip one questionable, frizzle-haired substitute teacher had decided to show his class back in the seventh grade—Bessy and all her mooing friends, packed in like, well, cattle and forced down the chute, up the slaughterhouse ramp. Pop, pop, pop, went the bolt gun.

      He’d never in his life empathized so much with those cows as he did now.

      To say the going was tense would’ve been putting it lightly. Nate could feel the group’s unease curling the air, thickening with every passing meter, every faintly off-gray plaster of “cave wall” that looked like it should’ve been a branching path, or an offshoot. There was no missing it.

      They were being herded.

      “What the hell is this stuff?” someone whispered, somewhere down the line.

      “Magic Fairy dust,” rumbled a low Asgardian voice. “Perhaps you should try some, Terran.”

      Nate tried to keep his focus front and center as Jaeger spoke up to cut the chatter back there. He still wasn’t sure what to make of the Asgardian people other than that, even amongst ostensible allies, they seemed pathologically driven to compare dick sizes at the drop of a hat.

      Hard to imagine how a people who literally engineered themselves in the image of another species could be harboring some deep-seated insecurities, Ex commented dryly. He’d seemed markedly less fond of the Asgardian people in general ever since Nate’s comparison comments.

      Nate forged ahead, senses peeled, what few of Ex’s sensors they could currently afford dialed up to eleven. Not that there was much to look out for. There’d been no trace of the monster the others called Myrr. Nothing at all but an irregular tunnel, devoid of forks or choices, leading their winding way into the heart of the mountain—the smell of fresh-baked Light tantalizing the peripheries of his senses without any clear sense of direction.

      They’d been at it for about half an hour—the party growing increasingly restless behind him—when the snargladorf he’d nearly forgotten was prowling the tunnel beside him drew up short with a low, rumbling growl.

      “That’s always a good sign,” someone whispered behind them.

      Nate was more focused on the snargladorf’s unmistakable postural equivalent of hackles raised, and on checking the HUD for anything amiss.

      There appears to be an opening ahead, Ex provided, adding a vague, open-ended overlay to the HUD. It’s muddled like nothing I’ve ever seen, but… definitely an opening. A very large opening, from the feel of it.

      A sense of terrible foreboding filled the air. Unbidden, Nate thought of Bob, back in the pit. Thought of the way the Ooperian had watched them depart with that soft, rasping hiss, still clinging to the wall like yeah, you guys have fun with that. Maybe Bob knew something they didn’t.

      A look back to Tor at the group’s rear confirmed it didn’t matter now anyway. The tunnel had closed in behind them. The chute was primed.

      Pop, pop, pop.

      Nate took a deep breath, thought briefly of asking Tor for that handy dandy gravitonic shield of hers, then let the breath out and moved forward, sure and steady. There were clear signs of light ahead now, trickling in where the craggy tunnel ended in a tall wedge of an opening that looked more like a natural crack than any kind of doorway. Nate wanted to take some iota of reassurance from that small fact—like maybe, if the passage had been formed of natural causes, that somehow precluded the possibility that they’d been made to come to this place. Yet the sense of some greater intervening will was unmistakable as he approached the opening and stepped into the chamber. The giant—freaking enormous—chamber, his mind started to register. Right before his boot and hand cleared the threshold and caught fire.

      Glorious, electrifying fire, he realized with a gasp, caught midway through jerking back. He plunged forward instead, barely able to believe it.

      The Light hit him like a supernova. A raw mountain of power crashing into him the second he crossed the threshold, roaring in on a beam of azure radiance that flared from everywhere at once, setting his every atom to blissful, crackling song.

      Ahhh, Ex sighed, shifting in Nate’s mind like a supple cat luxuriating in an exquisite post-nap stretch in the sun. My sweetest Lady.

      Nate was gasping in relief, caught in something between sobs and incredulous laughter, utterly taken with the beauty as the dancing Light receded, dimming from pure inferno to shimmering motes of blue. He felt the remnants of injured flesh knitting themselves together. Realized there were tears in his eyes. The hunger was gone.

      “Nate?”

      Jaeger was tensed at the threshold, arm thrown out to keep the others from stepping over the line—all of them looking at Nate like they half-expected he might just explode at any moment. Nate straightened, breaths ragged from the intensity of it, thinking to tell them that everything was okay—better than okay. They all recoiled a half-step, eyes gleaming reflected Light, and as he registered that it was him casting that wild, glowing aura, he understood why.

      “I’m good,” he breathed, willing the influx down to something less visually alarming. “I’m… good.”

      It was only then that the rest of the details began to fall into place. The sheer, breathtaking expanse of this mountain hall—well beyond anything he’d expected. Beyond what even seemed physically possible. It was practically an underground city, minus all the buildings and people, and with the addition of a vast network of erratic scaffolding and tubules that reminded him vaguely of a beehive, or—

      The thought died as his gaze drifted down to the familiar shape tucked there between a few building-sized stalagmites.

      The Camelot.

      She was sitting right there—barely a stone’s throw away, he thought for a moment, until his adjusting HUD optics and reluctantly-sputtering brain factored in the true size of the cavern, and he realized it was a lot farther than it looked. His stomach sank as the dialing optics revealed more of that damned nanostuff glommed onto her hull, running up from the underbelly to join that hectic network of whatever the hell was being built—or building itself—throughout the enormous cavern.

      “Jesus,” Jaeger said at Nate’s left shoulder, gaping up at the gargantuan structure stretching into the distance. There was something aberrant about the thing. Something unnatural.

      “Lady’s grace, be with us,” Tor agreed, appearing on his right.

      In front of Nate, the snargladorf began to snarl, fangs bared in the direction of the Camelot, like he smelled an intruder.

      I believe WE are the intruders here, technically speaking, Ex pointed out—just as a distant dark figure came gliding out from behind the Camelot, born smoothly toward them on a swirling mist of nanoswarm. Not that I’m saying we SHOULDN’T smite that thing straight to hell and take back our girl.

      Nate stared at the approaching figure, just trying to process what the thing was. It looked like some kind of mystical golem—dark, armored appendages of what might’ve been concentrated nanostuff held together at the joints by a nebulous, ruby red haze of energies that pulsed through the thing’s core, rippling out through the swarm. Its face, a disconcerting blur of crackling red energy and shifting stone features.

      “Whaaat the fuck is that?” came Ramirez’s dumbstruck question from behind, as the thing came to a resting hover some fifty meters ahead.

      “I have no idea,” Nate said, calling his sword down from e-dim, reassured by the shudder of raw power the weapon sent rippling up his arm. “But it’s about to give us our ship back.”
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      It felt good to cut loose.

      Air rushing. Gravitonics thrumming. Sword arm strong.

      The Light enveloped Nate in a glowing nimbus of power as he sped in to obliterate the dark figure at the heart of the swarm. No use trying to talk. He felt it in his bones just as surely as Ex did. This was the Enemy. Not the ghost of Mordred LeFaye like he’d been privately fearing. Not the Synth in any shape or form he’d ever seen before. But the Enemy, nonetheless. He could feel it in the cloying darkness at the edge of his senses, and in the thirsty song of the Light coursing through his blade as he thrust it in for the kill.

      It just felt good.

      Right up until the thing moved like lightning, catching his blow on a raised forearm, and the cavern lit with a hellish thunderclap of light and sound, the impact ripping through Nate’s sword arm like the physical manifestation of the old unstoppable force v. immovable object paradox.

      Interesting, Ex said, ever so casually, as the blast wave dissipated to the soft pitter-patter of loosened debris falling around them, and the helmet filters dialed back to confirm that the golem thing hadn’t had the good decency to rip apart at its crackling red energy joints—or to disintegrate into a million tiny pieces, as he’d half-hoped. It was a little concerning.

      Then the thing hit back.

      A blinding crash of impact later, Nate blinked his half-conscious way to the realization that he was embedded in a shattered patch of cavern wall, some hundred meters distant from the spot he’d just stood. He’d nearly forgotten what it was like, to take a hit like that—the force of a speeding destroyer packed behind a fist. It was the kind of hit he would’ve expected from the likes of Zedavian Kelkarin, or the Black Knight himself.

      Very interesting, Ex confirmed, with all the concern of a commentator watching a golf match. Nate was too busy trying to shake his senses clear to give him shit about it. His head was spinning. Ruptured organs mending themselves back together on a tingling pull of Light and newly re-available e-dim stores. Down at the mouth of the tunnel, Jaeger and the others were all watching him like the exchange had not at all gone as they’d expected. Ahead, the pulsing red golem thing was just hovering there.

      Nate waited a few breathless seconds, sure the thing would come at him with a flash of ruby fire and fury, or send its orbiting nanites speeding for the crew. But the thing didn’t budge. Just hung there, perfectly still, waiting to see what he’d do. Or maybe not. Frankly, it was hard to tell where its attention was focused.

      What the hell is this thing, Ex? Nate demanded, pushing out of the impact crater on gravitonics, and reaching to call a few pulse rifles from e-dim—as if they’d do any good—as he floated down to rejoin Jaeger.

      “Think he won that round,” Jaeger murmured to Nate as he accepted a rifle and tossed the others to Elmo and Ramirez. “Any idea what we call this one?”

      “Not a clue,” Nate said, when a thrice-prodded Ex finally admitted as much.

      I have guesses, Ex grumbled indignantly. Just none that seem especially possible, technically speaking.

      Ahead, the golem thing raised one long arm, its hand thrumming to life with ruby red energy. Curses sounded behind Nate and Jaeger. Nate held his ground, defenses at the ready, as threads of nanoswarm came flowing forth from that glowing hand like sands on the desert wind, twisting their way almost lazily down to the cavern floor, where they began piling up. Nate reached for Cammy, thinking to call her over, but he could barely even feel her there, much less communicate.

      “Just get to the ship,” he said to Jaeger, eyes never leaving the dark figure. “I’ll keep our friend here off your back.”

      He felt Jaeger’s sideways glance. Felt the unspoken and if you can’t? lingering in the stark silence of the cavern. Ahead, the nanite sands were growing faster now, rising from the rock like a dark obelisk before the shape deepened, loose nanites falling away to reveal a dark structure somewhere between a jagged throne and a tall, narrow prison cell.

      “You heard the Knight,” Jaeger called over his shoulder. “Let’s get to that ship, people.”

      Nate adjusted his grip on his sword, flexing stiff fingers and noticing the wide-eyed looks of Amelia and Dr. Lundquist. A few of the Asgardians—who’d offered muttered slights and nothing in the way of thanks since he’d pulled them from the pit—were making some gesture he didn’t recognize but that seemed to carry the same reverent weight as a Terran drawing the cross in hopes of divine protection.

      Those impossible guesses of yours, he thought at Ex, focusing back on their eerily patient enemy. Any of ’em happen to include how we might kill this thing?

      Kill it? Ex seemed confused by the question. I’m not sure it’s alive, Nathaniel.

      Destroy it, then. Annihilate it. What-the-hell-ever.

      Well… Ex thought about it. The same way you annihilate anything, I suppose.

      “Helpful,” Nate muttered, drifting up on gravitonics to keep the thing’s attention centered on him as the others set off to the left to give it wide berth on route toward the Camelot.

      I’d refrain from having a seat in the Throne of Thorns over there, for starters, Ex shot back. How’s that?

      Not bad, Nate had to admit, if for no other reason than that it was just about the last seat in the universe he would’ve willingly taken. But that was exactly what the golem thing seemed to be waiting for, hovering there with its dimming ruby hand extended in invitation, as if it expected Nate to simply float over and surrender. Or so he gathered, right up until he sensed the nanotendrils drifting in from the sides like the slow-closing jaws of a flytrap.

      He threw himself forward, pelting the dark leader of the swarm with a column of plasma that would’ve given fully powered dreadnaught shields a run for their money. The golem turned the brilliant blue blast aside with a wave of its arm that sent Nate’s HUD wild with electromagnetic noise. In the resultant spattering of slagged, red-hot particulate rain, Nate was suddenly and painfully aware of the proximity of Jaeger’s party off to the left, rubbernecking to see who and what had just cranked up the heat. He stowed a curse and darted in close, thinking to force the fighting to a range that hopefully wouldn’t cook his team alive.

      The golem reached for him almost dreamily. He dipped easily beneath the thing’s reaching arm, moving into a familiar fleury of slashes. Or starting to, until the golem’s entire body flickered in space and his blade went ripping through thin air on the first strike, displacing a swirling streak of the golem’s form like smoke.

      The curling wisps of matter snapped back into place the next instant as the golem caught him by the throat, perfectly solid, and started driving him dispassionately toward that obsidian fixture. Nate clamped an arm around its neck, grappling in for leverage, and shoved his sword straight through the thing’s glowing chest. It pierced the golem’s dark plating with a flash of ruby red light and a sound like rusty iron. He thrust through to the crossguard, feeding enough energy through the blade to atomize nova steel. And atomize, it did—acrid smoke and superheated plasma washing over Nate’s crackling shields in great, dripping globs as the golem pushed diligently on, taking no notice of its melting chest cavity.

      Nate flipped them around mid-flight, gravitonics straining against the force of the golem’s propellant swarm, and kicked off of the thing’s torso, hard. He ripped free with a sound of scraping metal and caught himself in a hover, darting a glance to check the crew’s distance. Clear enough.

      Below, the golem touched absentmindedly at the molten core of its chest, turning its flickering red non-face slowly up to him, like it was trying to compute. Nate pointed his sword and let it have the solution, loud and clear. He kept up the onslaught this time, determined to slag the thing and its creepy obsidian chair right back to whatever hell they’d come from, some part of him simply reveling in the power. He didn’t back off until he heard Jaeger’s voice some couple hundred meters distant, barking his name.

      He killed the death ray—distantly noting that it was a damn good thing the golem didn’t seem remotely concerned with the crew, hard as it would be to cover their asses if it changed its mind and set that swarm on them. Mostly, he just tried to convince himself that it didn’t matter anyway, because in a moment, the smoke was going to clear from that sinister orange glow below, and he was going to see that he’d finished the thing, through and through.

      With a word to Ex, they hit the wall of smoke with a harmless grav pulse, ventilating the area enough to clear line of sight on the glowing pool of lava he’d made of the cave floor below. The obsidian shrine, at least, had gone down with the rest of its surroundings. The golem thing, on the other hand, hovered on, perfectly unharmed.

      And it looked pissed.

      It turned its crackling red non-face up to him, one hand flaring bright with more of that ruby energy, the nanoswarm dancing around it, searing into place where it met the light, merging to form a long, dark sword in crude imitation of his own. Then the thing flashed up to meet him like a runaway train.

      The clash shook Nate to the bone, the shockwave of sword on sword ripping through the enormous space, knocking loose a rain of dust and debris from the cavern walls and the sprawling girders and lines of whatever this thing had been building. The golem struck again, faster. Nate parried, moving solely on reflexes Iveera Katanaga had painstakingly drilled into the core of his being. Crash. Crash. Crash. Flashing across the cavern. Each blow an explosion. The golem barely seeming to care as they blasted through entire sections of its insane, cavern-spanning superstructure. Nate glimpsed debris raining down on his people. Too close.

      Half-frozen by the sight, he caught the golem’s next blow on a hasty mix of sword and half-cocked gravitonic feedback, some corner of his subconscious apparently inspired by Tor’s grav shield act—and sadly lacking the time to make it an effective reality.

      A little warning, next time, Ex grumbled, on the far side of the resultant flight and teeth-jarring smack of a very large, very hard obstacle shattering around him. One of those building-sized stalagmites, Nate realized, as he pulled himself up from the rubble on the other side and realized he’d come down not far from the ship.

      Outclassed by an Atlantean, Ex added. Honestly.

      Nate ignored him, bent instead on reaching the Camelot. He covered the distance in a long leap that landed him just above the bridge and knelt smoothly down, planting his hands to her ventral hull, calling to Cammy. Willing the Light to flow freely through them both. He felt her there, trying to stir. Felt Ex coaxing her up right alongside him, sassy comments be damned.

      The golem had paused above, hazy red non-face studying this new interaction like it didn’t know what to make of it. At least not until Nate and Ex tugged Cammy far enough out of the darkness to convince her groggy systems to help them fry the nanostuff off of her underbelly.

      The sound that escaped the golem then was like nothing Nate had ever heard. Not a bellow. Not even a voice. It was like the discordant cacophony of an untuned cathedral organ caught in a rockslide, and it shook the entire cavern, rushing back in on its creator in a thrumming build of power.

      “Get down!” Nate screamed at Jaeger and the others, caught in the last leg of their mad rush for the Camelot just below.

      The golem erupted before they could do anything more than hit the open dirt. The attack ripped out in a ruby red ocean of destruction, blasting everything in its path to dust and shrapnel. It crashed to a furious halt just shy of the crew, washing over the shields Nate hadn’t even registered he’d called. Cammy’s shields, he realized, with a flutter of relief—hissing and thrumming as they shirked off more physical tonnage of falling debris and speeding nanites than Nate could shake a stick at. The ship was groaning to life beneath him, disoriented and furious, and ready to lash out at whatever had dared to attack her crew.

      In the deluge of falling rock and superheated debris, Nate pointed their girl at the culprit, and set her loose.

      He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. That something in Cammy’s expanded arsenal—pulse turrets, magnetic acceleration cannons, broad-spectrum laser barrage, and a few dozen varieties of torpedoes, just to name a few—might actually find a way where his uninspired plasma attacks had failed, even if they were somewhat limited in what they could safely throw at the thing in the atmosphere.

      None of it left a mark on the golem thing.

      It did, however, succeed at blowing the entire gods-damned side off of the mountain.

      Nate gaped at the swath of open Ginnungagap sky staring back at them from outside, watching in awe as ship-sized hunks of rock shook loose from the crumbling cavern walls, ripping through the giant rat’s nest maze of the unfathomable superstructure on the way down. The entire damn thing was starting to rattle, the cavern floor shaking with the low-grade earthquake of steady impacts.

      Jaeger got his shit together before Nate did, pulling Amelia and Dr. Lundquist up from the ground, shoving them forward, and shouting at all of them to move their asses for the Camelot, on the double. Nate watched the golem thing taking in the extensive damage they’d just done to its habitat, stuttering non-face turning from one crumbling section to the next, and finally back to the Camelot.

      You know what to do, Nate thought to the ship, patting her affectionately on the hull as Snuffy and Ramirez charged aboard with the Drs. Lundquist and Ramachandra in tow, closely flanked by Carter and the others—Jaeger and the Asgardians bringing up the rear. He felt Cammy’s flicker of reluctance, her fear for him tugging momentarily against her even fiercer loyalty, both to him and to the crew.

      Take care of our people, he told her, easing on the gravitonics and drifting gently up from her hull to go meet the golem. The thing watched him rise, still poking and prodding at Cammy’s shields with the thick tendrils of nanoswarm that extended from the writhing darkness at its back like a pair of overstretched angel’s wings.

      Nate’s HUD pinged with Jaeger’s comm line as the Camelot closed shop and lifted up, banking around for the jagged gash it’d blown through to the outside world.

      “Get to the Wilds and see if Cammy can’t jumpstart it,” Nate said, before the colonel could utter so much as a what the piss. “I’m right behind you.”

      He heard the scramble of the crew strapping in. Could practically smell the tension on Jaeger’s end—the clamp-jawed, hard-eyed fury at being so summarily dismissed, shipped off without a choice in the matter. He waited for the colonel to tell him to go to hell, or to at least point out that this was a total shithead move and that they’d be having words about it just as soon as this was all over.

      “Be careful with this thing, Nate,” was all he said instead, as Cammy punched it for the exit. “Don’t get—”

      The cavern flared with that strange ruby energy, flooding Nate’s HUD with sputtering noise and wiping away everything but the terrible sight of the vast swarm suddenly racing toward the Camelot. It came from everywhere at once. The golem. The cavern walls. The superstructure itself, dismantling to throw itself on the fleeing ship, enveloping it from every side.

      Nate was already racing forward, firing, atomizing the broad tail of the reaching swarm here, there, everywhere—Cammy fighting against the tide like a wild animal caught in a snare—but it just kept coming, crushing in from all directions. It battered at Nate, straining his shields, obscuring his view. He blasted one thick body away only to watch in horror as the rest of the swarm wrestled the Camelot down to a sputtering crash just outside the blasted edge of the mountain wall.

      He fought on through the harrying swarm, cutting a smoldering trail, determined to rip his ship free and carry it away by his own hands, if he had to. Ex’s warning was sharp and sudden—too fast for words, too slow for Nate to react as the swarm parted and the golem came crashing into him from the side. They hit a painfully solid section of superstructure some couple hundred speeding meters later, the golem pinning him roughly to the surface. Nate was too focused on the Camelot to hardly care.

      “Get out of there,” he heard himself hiss, eyes locked on the swarm-ridden ship. She was drowning. His people trapped aboard. He almost forgot to worry about himself, right up until his shields gave their own sputtering hiss and he found his hands helpless to do anything about the furiously scalding something that’d just pierced his chest.

      Payback, he realized with a nauseous twist, gaping down at the red-hot sword the golem had just plunged through his torso. One searing chest stab for another. He hadn’t even noticed the superstructure morphing behind him, nanite surface rippling to engulf his arms. Shackling him. He’d been too desperate to notice.

      “That’s twice,” he heard himself grunt past the pain, thinking of the canyon river run-in the previous night, thinking of how he’d broken free then.

      A flash of azure brilliance outside interrupted Ex’s pending comment. Cammy, he realized with a rush of pride, pulsing her way clear of the swarm. Or not quite, it turned out, as the boarding ramp sprang open and the first of the crew came racing out—the swarm obstinately refusing to release the Camelot’s tail.

      They were going to hoof it, he realized. Fleeing down the ramp, limping across the rocks in twos and threes. Cammy bitterly holding the heart of the swarm at bay on her hissing, sputtering shields, incinerating any bits that slipped by with her point defense lasers before the darting tendrils could reach the crew.

      The golem thing was watching too, Nate realized. Both of them staring off to the conflict outside like they’d forgotten Nate had the thing’s sword buried through his chest. He tried his hands, found the nanite shackles firm. Outside, the swarm gnashed hungrily at the Camelot’s tail end, ripping and tugging, reeling her back toward the cavern. The golem watched, crackling red non-face pulsing almost in time with the erratic surges and flares of rushing swarm and crackling shields. Nate watched too, counting heads, spotting Carter, Elmo, and Ramirez firing back into the swarm to cover their hectic retreat. And there. Jaeger, hurrying down the ramp with an unconscious Tessa slung over his shoulder, Tor on their heels, looking like she had half a mind to pluck the weight from the colonel’s shoulder and pick up the pace properly. Nate felt something like relief at the sight. Something like anger as Jaeger paused, looking back to the mountain with a flash of the leave no man behind bullshit in his eyes.

      “Get out of here!” Nate cried, his amplified voice booming with an intensity that left his head ringing. The golem’s attention snapped back to him, its entire body emitting a strange buzzing noise, thrumming red hand-thing tightening on its blade.

      “GO!” Nate bellowed, distantly startled to find his hands broke free with the word—nanite shackles shattering like cheap ceramics, something wild and furious screaming to escape. He threw himself into the golem, ignoring the pain, hammering at thing’s dark torso until his hand swept through smoky nothingness, and the thing phased back into shape halfway across the vast cavern, amid the regathering heart of the swarm.

      It didn’t matter. Jaeger was gone. Disappeared past the edge of the opening along with the rest of the crew. Cammy’s struggles weakening as the swarm dragged the Camelot back into the cavern—the gaping mountainside weaving itself shut like a plague of locusts nestling in. The fiery wound in his chest following suit.

      The golem thing was watching him across the wrecked cavern, dark sword clasped in its hands in a manner reminiscent of a nun brandishing a ruler—like Nate knew damn well what it was he’d done, and now it was time for the spanking.

      To nine hells with it, Ex growled, as the last patch of Ginnungagap sky disappeared behind the growing wall of nanoswarm. Off with the kiddy gloves, then.

      Nate was too revved to even mentally formulate any of the pithy lines that stirred. Ex knew. Ex felt the ache of his burning muscles and the divine kiss of the Light flooding in to replenish them. Felt the rage bubbling through him, begging for release. The guilty relief at being alone. No more vulnerable teammates to worry about. No one to accidentally flash fry. Just his ship, and the crackling red golem asshole who’d hurt her for the last time.

      It hardly even mattered what this thing was.

      This was what he’d been waiting for.

      This was what he’d wanted. A chance to take on the Synth. To prove that he could—that the Lady hadn’t been wrong about him like the Knights and half of the galaxy so clearly thought.

      His people were clear. His Enemy was here.

      Zedavian Kelkarin could suck it.

      Nate gathered his will, steeling himself for what was about to happen.

      Then he let loose with everything he had.
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      The mountain collapsed behind them barely a klick out.

      That was the only thing Jaeger knew for sure—the last coherent glimpse he caught of anything before the world became a wild, whipping storm of dust and rock. A long, unsettling string of thunderous booms, like the gods themselves were duking it out back there. Then total collapse.

      He barked at the others to take cover, plainly aware there was no way in hell they actually heard him over the rolling thunderclaps of overwhelming sound. He barely even heard himself. Just clasped Kalders’ limp weight tight to his shoulder, grabbed the closest body he could find in the mess—the arm of one gaping Dr. Lundquist—and dove behind the outcropping that was their nearest hope of cover.

      The sky vanished, choked out by the instant rust-red sandstorm. Gale force winds ripping at their clothes, their exposed skin. Jaeger clamped the crook of one elbow over his mouth and nose, scanning the chaos for his people. Watched the dusty outline of a staggering Asgardian brained by a flying hunk of rock. Felt the old, terrible realization of helplessness as another boulder came speeding down on Carter, only to be inexplicably batted aside by Tor’s shield as the huge Asgardian darted in at the last moment with amazing speed.

      It all happened in the familiar rush of combat—that agonizing place where the senses slowed time to an almost supernatural degree, even as they infuriatingly refused to do a single damn thing to let his brain react accordingly. Carter and Tor hit the dirt together, crawling toward him. The others lost in the blinding rush of dust.

      Then the fury receded, albeit only slightly—violent winds slowing, world-shaking sound dying down just enough to make room for the steady crumble and patter of falling-rock rain and settling landslide in the background. Jaeger heard his own rough breath against the crook of his elbow, felt his heart pounding in his ears, the air still packed well beyond easy sight with a displaced mountain’s worth of dust, and ash, and something that smelled a bit like—

      “Ozone,” whispered Dr. Lundquist, lowering the arm that’d been shielding his face just enough to hazard an unimpeded sniff-sniff, his eyes still wide and dazed. “Ozone and sulfur. Must’ve been…”

      The doctor’s trailing thought was cut short by a deep, booming crack, the ground beneath them coming alive with a rumbling earthquake like Jaeger had never felt before—every bit as intense as the preceding collapse, but somehow… deeper?

      It felt like the planet itself was waking from some ancient slumber to shake off the collapse of its favorite mountain. Jaeger clung to Kalders’ unconscious form, waiting for the aftershock to pass, as the voice of reason insisted it had to. But the rumbling went on, thickening, deepening—something shifting in the planet’s core. He laid Kalders carefully with Lundquist. Peered over the outcropping they’d taken cover behind. Flinched as the huge stone cracked right up the center, peppering him with bits of debris.

      There was nowhere to run. He scanned what little he could make out of the surrounding area, feeling like the ground was about to open up and swallow them whole. Watched with a kind of detached fascination as a sudden chasm ruptured across the arid landscape, following the dark trail that must’ve been the same one Nate had followed in.

      “Okay,” someone was saying, as the voices—and, probably, the shock—began to emerge and multiply throughout the group. “Okay. Okay.”

      “—got eyes on Nate?”

      “—was in there. He was—Fuck! He was still in there!”

      Jaeger found his hands fashioning a makeshift mask in the thick cloud of hanging dust, old training taking hold in place of good senses. “Roll call,” he called out, his voice surprisingly steady, albeit rather thick and buzzy in his ringing ears. “Everyone gather up here.”

      “Boss,” Snuffy said, appearing through the veil of red dust with a dazed look in his eyes. “Nate was still—”

      “Still the only one who might’ve survived that shit, last I checked,” Jaeger cut him off. “So, we need to take stock, get our shit together, and assess the situation, hooah?”

      “Yeah.” Snuffy blinked, clearly trying to pull it together. “Hooah.”

      “Effin’ A,” O’Sweeney agreed somewhere nearby.

      Jaeger was busy tracing that chasm line again, remembering what Nate had said about having followed it in from where he’d left Pierce and the others aboard Iveera’s apparently Lightless ship. More than a few too many questions, there. Most of them thoroughly irrelevant for the moment, with an unstable mountain of debris next door, and the ground still rumbling underfoot like a living thing—not to mention the potential threat of any surviving hostiles. Hopefully, they hadn’t all just been lethally irradiated by whatever brought the mountain down. Beyond that, though…

      “We’re gonna follow that line and regroup with Pierce,” he called, waving for the crew to round up on him. “See if we can’t get the Wilds up and running. We’ll find Nate once we have eyes in the sky and—”

      A particularly violent crack from the widening chasm seemed to convey the rest just fine: Eyes in the sky, and shelter that wasn’t liable to crush them in a landslide or swallow them whole at any moment. He heard himself divvying out orders from there, tallying their non-ambulatory wounded, pairing escorts. In the hangover of the initial adrenaline rush, he could no longer ignore the hot, growing balloon of pain that told him something had gone critically wrong in his ankle during their mad dash. His knee, too. And whether there’d been some new injury or just a re-flaring of the recent, his ribs were on fire. Left shoulder too. And he seemed to be bleeding from somewhere he didn’t have time to pinpoint. None of them had eaten in Christ knew how long. He couldn’t imagine anyone else was in much better shape than him—of those who were even standing to start with.

      “I will begin the search now,” Tor announced quietly at Jaeger’s side, when he’d finished speaking, and the rest of the crew were busy at work preparing to transport the most heavily wounded.

      “No,” Jaeger said automatically, following the Atlantean’s gaze toward the cored ruins of the mountain, crunching the grim facts as best as he saw them—the size and extent of the rubble to be searched, the amount of rock still shifting throughout the mess, the clear misbalance of wounded to non-wounded here on their end, and the fact that the towering Atlantean before him could no doubt handle at least two on her own. “Help us get the wounded to stable cover first. It’s better chances for all of us that way.”

      He wasn’t sure what he was expecting. Aside from the briefest of assertions from Nate as he’d leapt out of the Camelot to go racing the swarm back in orbit, there’d been no clear chain of command established here. And clearly, the Atlantean was devoutly set on protecting her Knight above all else.

      To his surprise, though, she only deliberated a few seconds before setting her shoulders, nodding without any discernible bitterness, and marching off to go help. For one moment, watching how easily the Atlantean hauled Kalders up over one shoulder and turned to take the weight of a bloody-, maybe broken-legged Elmo from an only marginally less battered Ramirez, Jaeger almost allowed himself to hope that, somehow, this still all might actually turn out all right.
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      Except that the Kalnythian Wilds was missing.

      Or so Jaeger was forced to assume, some hours later, as they crested the hilltop on the far side of the Battered March from Hell and spotted nothing at the end of their mysterious chasm line but a gigantic sinkhole where he could only assume their errant Knightship was supposed to have been. Tor confirmed the bad news a moment later, by somber look alone.

      “Son of a bitch,” Jaeger whispered under his breath.

      The trek had been bad enough, beaten and bloodied as they all were. Shifting grounds and persistent tremors—full-on earthquakes, really—threatening their every step. And even without a full cadre of wounded, crossing that hellacious swell of a river wouldn’t have been a picnic. The waters were still running wild in the aftermath of the mountain’s collapse. Probably would be for weeks. Between the fury of the currents and the muddy shit show they’d made of the flooded grasslands beyond, it seemed a minor miracle no one had drowned in the crossing. Luckily, Tor had been there with her gear and her freakish bioengineered Atlantean strength. But now…

      Now, they needed a lick of rest, and far more resources than they had. Food and shelter. Weapons. A plan. They needed a goddamned plan.

      Jaeger eyed the distant line of the jungle, not quite praying that it hadn’t just come to an extended wilderness survival situation—but not not praying, either. Because without ships… without Nate…

      He scanned the surrounding area from their height, noting the distant, decaying buildings Nate had mentioned, trying not to think too much of Nate himself. The compound was little more than the bare bones leftovers from some hush-hush resource expedition, from the sounds of it. Or maybe the shady old remnants of a mad scientist’s lair, if Nate’s gut had pegged it right. Decent enough shelter, maybe. But also about as obvious as a baboon’s asshole.

      His attention drifted on, dismissing the obvious, donning the cynical eyes with which he imagined Pierce might’ve scanned the options here, assuming he hadn’t still been aboard the Wilds if and when the ship had gone for an involuntary spelunking trip into the abyss, as seemed a reasonable enough conclusion, all freaky things considered. He supposed it was also possible his moody pilot might’ve gotten the Knightship airborne with the help of Tristan and Princess Elsa, or that something else entirely had happened to all of them. But even if Pierce and the others were up there flying recon, the best Jaeger could do for the crew right now was to find adequate shelter until they could safely signal.

      His eyes settled on an embankment in the hill, another klick or so down the line. Maybe slightly obvious in its own right. But probably the best place to hide, short of hoofing it all the way to the potentially deadly jungle.

      It’d do for now.

      No one was especially excited at the prospect of marching any farther, but nor did they have any energy left to complain. Jaeger, for his part, might’ve been too busy to notice if they had, engrossed as he was in scanning the terrain for signs. For threats or for Pierce, he didn’t quite allow himself to say. At first, there was nothing more than dirt, tufts of bone-dry grass and assorted bushes, and the odd animal droppings here and there. As they moved downslope and into the lusher grasses, though, and came in line with the likely route one might’ve taken from that gaping sinkhole, had one been forced to flee a sinking Knightship, Jaeger couldn’t help but think he saw signs of passage here and there. Bent blades of grass. The faintest indentations of what could’ve been boots. The soft outline, seemingly scuffed by a deliberate hand, but still just barely visible, of something heavy having been set there in the thickening grass.

      He traded a look with O’Sweeney, who’d taken to scouting the way with him, then back at Tor, who was bringing up the rear. At his look, the Atlantean touched one finger to an eye, then pointed ahead, as if telling him to pay attention. Jaeger turned just as the deceptively shallow embankment gave way to a deeper, more sheltered hillside inset than he’d expected. He spotted Pierce and Princess Elsa therein—right about the same moment a humming lance tip appeared in his face.

      “Well met, Colonel,” Tristan said, lowering the weapon respectfully if not quite apologetically as he recognized Jaeger and spotted the others behind him. The Atlantean’s hands were impressively steady on the lance, considering how much he looked like hammered shit.

      “Sister,” he added, over Jaeger’s shoulder.

      “Brother,” Tor responded, having appeared beside Jaeger entirely more quickly and quietly than someone her size had any business moving.

      Jaeger was caught somewhere between straight up surprise, irritation at Tor’s less-than-ample heads up, and a flitting curiosity as to whether these two, and maybe all of the Round Table acolytes, actually shared some literal family bond, unlike most of their vat-birthed Atlantean kin. Probably, the words were merely meant in the parlance of brethren in arms. Probably, it didn’t matter one bit right then, as Pierce sauntered—or maybe limped—up beside his beefy sentinel, meeting Jaeger’s eyes with a kind of weary assessment before glancing almost guiltily back at the extremely basic camp they’d only barely begun setting up.

      “Took nice orderly stock of the Wild’s supplies, just like the kid said.”

      Pierce’s voice was almost wistful. Jaeger turned from the pilot to consider the sad bundle of supplies Elsa was sitting on, waiting for the rest of the story.

      Pierce shrugged beside him. “Kid didn’t mention the planet might go and eat the goddamn ship. We grabbed what we could on the way out.”

      Jaeger killed the building sigh. Let out a long, slow breath instead, accepting this new obstacle, looking for the next step forward.

      “Was he in there?” Pierce asked quietly, eyes flicking toward the collapsed mountain, back to Jaeger, waiting for the obvious.

      Jaeger nodded, mildly surprised the pilot looked so distraught by the fact. He chastised the internal snipe as soon as it occurred. Pierce had never been a fan of Nate’s, that much was true. But the crew meant more than such personal squabbles to each and every one of them. Even to Pierce.

      And that was to mention nothing of their slim prospects of survival and escape, sans a living Excalibur Knight.

      “You think he made it?” Pierce asked, even more quietly.

      Jaeger didn’t know what to say. Meant to say yes, he supposed. Hell yes. No doubt. Pierce seemed to glean enough from his silent stare. The pilot nodded, looking back to their camp with forced confidence and a murmured, “Right.”

      The small relief of their reunion was short-lived, and ultimately about as satisfying as the rest of the chatter as they set about taking stock of their extremely limited supplies—a few choice bits of survival gear and barely enough rations for two square meals, given the size of their group. The temperature of morale around camp, in light of the fact, was about as comfortable as the hot, humid heat of the prolonged Ginnungagap midday. The lingering pressure of incomplete decompression. Lots of did you see this and what the holy hell that, with no answers to be had. Eventually, Jaeger couldn’t help but pitch in and ask anyway.

      “Anyone have any ideas what that thing was, or what it was up to back there?”

      His question directed itself toward Dr. Lundquist—maybe by default, or maybe because Jaeger had the distinct impression the doctor had been chewing on whatever he’d smelled in the wake of the collapse. He wasn’t really sure what he’d been hoping for. Lundquist hardly looked like a man with answers at that moment. Especially not as he realized how many more stares were following Jaeger’s to fix themselves on him.

      “It was definitely Synth,” Snuffy spoke up. “Right?”

      “That’s impossible,” said Gendra the Gorgon, though the doubt in her swishing jin was evident even to Jaeger. “The Synth are mindless swarms. They do not build and plot. They certainly do not take physical form like… like that.”

      “Well, that thing definitely seemed to be in control of that swarm back there,” Snuffy pointed out. “And it was hardly mindless. It could’ve killed us a dozen times over. It just wanted Nate and the ship. I’m not the only one who saw that, right?”

      Jaeger let the group stew on that a minute, watching Lundquist.

      “I smelled ozone and sulfur,” the doctor finally said, quietly. “Coupled with what felt like severe tectonic activity.”

      “No shit,” Pierce murmured in the background.

      “I’m not sure what that… that creature might’ve been up to in that cavern,” Lundquist continued, like he hadn’t heard, “but its apparatus was extensive, and it seems its roots might well have run quite deep. Perhaps… Perhaps, if we could aggregate what small details each of us remembers, we might begin to tease out some general function.”

      “Your best guess, Doctor,” Jaeger said. “Humor us.”

      Lundquist thought about it. Shrugged. “It’s either doing something to this planet or using the planet to power something else. Perhaps whatever it was building in there. Given how little we have to work with, it’d be irresponsible for me to speculate any more than that.” He looked to Dr. Ramachandra for support.

      “I agree,” she said distractedly, clearly still dazed from the entire episode.

      Jaeger didn’t love the answer, but his gut told him now wasn’t the time to push.

      “So,” Pierce said, stepping into the open silence with decidedly less tact. “We’ve got an unknown something doing an unknown something to another unknown something. That’s fucking golden.”

      “You forgot the part where all of those somethings wanna kill us,” Ramirez pointed out.

      “Maybe wanna kill us,” Snuffy amended, like the distinction was actually important.

      “You see the way that thing hit Nate?” Ramirez asked.

      “It was strong,” Elmo grunted, from over where Carter was at work splinting his leg.

      “Freaky strong,” Ramirez agreed.

      “I didn’t think anything could smack him around like that anymore,” Snuffy admitted, shaking his head. “I thought he was, you know, stronger now. Or whatever.”

      “Perhaps he was merely distracted by…” Elsa started, only to trail off with a curious expression, like she was surprised to realize she’d spoken aloud.

      “By what?” Snuffy asked.

      Elsa just gave him one of those look at the talking Yggdrasian slum monkey looks.

      “No, Snuff’s right,” Ramirez said, keying in on the uneasy feeling suddenly clogging the camp air. “What are you trying to say, Princess?”

      The tension was palpable.

      “I’m only saying that, if a few well-armed Asgardians managed to land a few shots—”

      “Well, maybe if you hadn’t gone flying straight into their arms,” Ramirez shot back.

      “Pretty sure that’s exactly what her highness is trying to say,” came Kalders’ voice from behind. Jaeger hadn’t even noticed the pilot stirring over in the medic’s corner. She was sitting up, still wrapped in the thin, reflective survival blanket that’d come from their small stash of Wilds gear. The sight should’ve been a happy one, but the entire camp was too busy glaring daggers at their outspoken princess-envoy.

      Elsa, for her part, didn’t flinch under the stares. Just said, calmly and without apology: “You can’t expect a Knight to be unbeatable when they’re too busy trying to avoid stepping on the little people.”

      “The hell are you trying to—”

      “Princess, you can bring your little—”

      “Enough,” Jaeger called, rising to stiff legs and immediately regretting it as his throbbing ankle and knee came alive in a fresh world of pain.

      There was something else there, beneath her words. Something off about all of it, despite the ring of truth. He was more certain of that than about pretty much anything else on this planet right now. But now wasn’t the time—and not just because it was about all he could do to not fall back on his ass right then.

      At some point, and maybe some point soon, it seemed likely they were going to need to vent their excess steam before the fists started flying. But he’d prefer it wait until they had the food and the time to spare.

      “What’s the plan then, Boss?” Carter asked, apparently sensing as much. She made a show of walking over to offer him an improvised crutch, dissipating the sharpest edge of the tension as she passed through the center of camp, bisecting the verbal combatants and neatly inviting him to close the door on this little drama.

      “The plan, is…”

      He eyed Carter’s offered crutch, trying to formulate, ankle pulsing in hot, sickly waves. She’d already told him, in multiple quiet asides during the trek, that he was being an idiot, walking any farther on the thing. The plan, though. Food and water. Better shelter. Scouting. He was opening his mouth to use his words when a gentle motion caught his attention—Hannah O’Sweeney, picking her way up the last of the hillside at the edge of camp. No one seemed to have noticed her leaving amid the brewing drama.

      “The plan is… hold that thought a minute,” he said, taking the crutch absentmindedly from Carter. He felt their focus shifting, Ramirez and a few of the others glancing up to the hilltop, no doubt wondering what’d caught his attention, but O’Sweeney had already passed out of sight.

      More importantly, so too had the snargladorf Jaeger swore he’d just seen perched up there, waiting. The very same snargladorf that’d followed Nate through the mountain tunnels like a loyal lapdog, lest he missed his guess. It seemed a bit preposterous—they’d lost track of the thing in the mad dash from the mountain, and he didn’t really see how the hell the thing could’ve survived—but he knew what he’d seen. More or less. Nate’s snargladorf, sniffing and waiting. Sniffing its way back toward the muddy mess of the river and the flooded grasslands beyond, like it had something to show them.

      “Better yet,” he said, focusing back on Pierce and the others, “why don’t you all put your heads together and start figuring out our best bet for finding food. You too,” he added in the direction of the brooding Asgardians. “Play nice. I’ll be right back.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, just turned and started crutching his way toward the shallowest stretch of the nearby hillside. Probably, he was being crazy, but something in his gut—that same well-tuned but frustratingly vague flutter of instinct he’d come to trust over the decades—told him it was worth a quick look, even if O’Sweeney had taken it upon herself to go ahead without asking. He was actually kind of taken aback by the anger stirring as he took his first few steps up the hill. Anger he hadn’t even realized he was holding back in the rush of all their bigger problems. Anger that hadn’t yet found its proper target but was suddenly rearing for a mark, like it sensed one was close. He didn’t argue when Tor fell silently in beside him. Didn’t look back as Snuffy called after him.

      “But… Where are you going?”

      “Just need to see a man about a dog.”
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      Many far leaps away, huddled deep in a dark stretch of mountain passage, Myrr was something it had never been before. Something that set its banded muscles to twitching. Something that reminded it of the early times, back when the Meyerwitz had dominated all of creation. The time of birthing. The time of first recall. Of hard cages and soft observers poking, and prodding, and bringing pain after pain. Before the bloodsuckers and all the Cursed’s creations had run free by Myrr’s own doing. Before Myrr had reigned supreme in this land.

      Those times were hazy now. Uncertain. Distant. So very distant that Myrr had all but forgotten the thrill of escape—the hot, bloody pride it had tasted, the first time it’d taken one of those soft observers in its powerful jaws. The burning rage when the Meyerwitz had fled the Cursed Place, escaping vengeance, bound for the sky on jets of fire and lightning.

      Myrr hadn’t sighted those times for many seasons. Not until She had returned, just four suns past. She of the soft flesh that belied the hard will beneath. She, the Mother of Myrr’s creation. Of all creation. She who’d once been Prisoner of the Meyerwitz herself. It was the only reason Myrr had spared her life back then. And then again, four suns ago. Pity and curiosity. A mistake. A terrible mistake.

      What had happened in the wake of Her recent departure, Myrr still struggled to sight clearly. All Myrr knew for certain was that something had awoken in the depths of its old mountain home. Something that shook the foundations. Churned the rock. Closed long-trusted tunnels. Something that poisoned the air with dark sands. Drained it of the lifesong. Something that’d lashed out from this very mountain with a great black arm, racing to capture the strange vessel She had left behind, mere moments after She had taken back to the sky aboard another.

      It all smelled of deceit and traps. And yet, also peculiarly of lifesong. A sick perversion of it. But lifesong, nonetheless.

      Myrr bared its fangs and hissed at the useless mind sights. The mysteries of the dwindling lifesong. The soft-bodied creatures that’d fled the safety of the pit, right into the Dark Invader’s waiting arms. Only the wise old bloodsucker had remained behind. He who was born of darkness and paid homage to Myrr. Myrr kneaded its claws, wondering why it had bothered at all with those fools—the golden ones and their smaller, paler friends. All of them so similar to Myrr’s memories of the Cursed Meyerwitz and its soft observers.

      Curiosity. Pity.

      Hunger.

      Movement in the dark stilled Myrr’s twitching muscles. Black on black. A wisp of that strange blight, drifting by the mouth of the passage. Myrr slowed its breathing, allowing its body to cool past the threshold of even a bloodsucker’s detection. The wisp passed on by, ignorant of Myrr’s silently bared fangs in the dark.

      It wasn’t the first such wisp Myrr had observed in the passages since the Disturbance. Myrr had fled instinctively deeper as thunder crashed and the mountain shook all around it. Perhaps a mistake. Many of the old ways had closed in the rumbling chaos, plugged with falling stone. Many more teeming with those unnatural sands, flitting about on unseen threads of lifesong or dark magic. Perhaps both. Myrr cared not.

      It heard more nearby, felt more still boring into the mountain depths, burrowing deeper, deeper. Deeper than even Myrr had ever gone. Myrr felt the vibrations even now.

      Invaders all around. Thrashing Myrr’s caverns. Destroying its home.

      Something had to be done.

      The jungle.

      Return to the jungle.

      There, Myrr could hunt. Assess. Breathe clean air. The tunnel air had been stifling since the Disturbance, thick with dust and the deep burn of the planet’s insides. The mixture clawed at Myrr’s eyes and lungs like a hive of agitated firecrawlers. Infernal, irritating things. But Myrr would survive. Could survive many suns on very little. Had done so before. Had done many things before. Defeated many rivals.

      None like this.

      Return to the jungle.

      The jungle, where Myrr reigned supreme. Where no foe had ever bested Myrr. Where Myrr could move freely, unencumbered by the narrow confines of twisting rock.

      Two more paths to try before Myrr resorted to tearing its way through untold suns’ worth of dust and rock. Myrr picked the closer of the two and began to move, silent and easy as a shadow.

      The tunnel exploded above Myrr—blasted rock and molten droplets raining down without warning, cast in a ruby red glow. Myrr moved faster than any other child of the jungle could. Faster than the Strong Armored One or its crafty shield-friend. Faster than this Dark Invader. Myrr vaulted debris, darted beneath the descending figure, easily ducking its grabbing hands, repaying the effort with a violent slash at one glowing red joint. Ripped the Invader’s arm clean off. Kept moving. Sprang wall-to-wall as the Invader’s dark sands came rushing in like a vine spike’s tail. Barely noticed the Invader’s dismembered limb disintegrating like sand in its hands, right up until those sands solidified to catch Myrr by the hindpaw.

      Myrr staggered to regain its gait, more sands rushing in all around. It went to all fours, running harder than it had in many suns. But the dark sands kept piling in, cutting off movement, thicker and thicker around it, until Myrr found itself completely trapped from the neck down, arms and legs pulled to untenable angles. It gnashed its teeth and shook the twisting passage with a roar. The sands only piled in faster, forcing their way down its throat. Choking it.

      Myrr coughed and spasmed, redoubling its struggles, fighting with all its fury. Fighting until there was nothing but darkness—the true, impenetrable darkness of total confinement. Myrr stilled, survival instincts cutting its futile struggles, conserving the energy.

      Something there in the darkness. Something unlike anything Myrr had ever known. A presence. A dark stirring in the lifesong. Pain, and fire, and alien faces. Great bodies of metal and thunder clashing in black skies. Destruction. Total destruction.

      And there, blazing through the center of all of it. The Strong Armored One. A Knight, Myrr sensed, somewhere in the gaps between the sounds and the mind sights. An Excalibur Knight. One, the source of all the suffering that’d befallen Myrr’s home. The other, naught but an innocent source of pure power and strength, caught in the clutches of one who abused its gift, wielded it as a blunt weapon in harsh perversion of its true nature.

      The Excalibur.

      Myrr’s Excalibur, it sensed, should Myrr find it, should Myrr bring the Strong Armored One’s bones back to this… this… the sensation swelled, momentarily dislodging Myrr from the spell of sights and sounds, then crashing back over it with renewed force. A name. A mess of clashing sounds, like a screaming nest of hoopwings. A sense rising above the mess, soaring high.

      Azmodeus.

      The sensation crashed over Myrr like a peel of dark thunder, washing through it like a flood. Washing out everything else until Myrr tipped its head back and howled, too frenzied in the moment to notice that it could once again move, or that, as it did, it felt somehow stronger, faster, than ever before.

      Then, deep in the changed stretch of mountain passage, Myrr awoke to itself, searing power crawling through its flesh, searing violence stamped across its singular mind sight. No longer encumbered. No longer uncertain. Deep in that changed mountain passage, Myrr roared its mightiest roar, and charged into the darkness, seeking its prey.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Washed Up

          

        

      

    

    
      Consciousness came in flickering stages. Roaring water and twinkling light. Dreamy weightlessness. Mucky darkness. The first thing Nate noticed with any real certainty, some indeterminable length of jostles and jolts later—it could’ve been seconds or eons—was the gaping maw of frighteningly sharp fangs in his face. Not biting, he faintly noticed. Panting. Happily? Vision waned, consciousness slipping away to the backtrack of Ex’s exasperated grumbling, and then—

      “Tess,” he whispered, reaching for the face that was suddenly there, hovering above him, wreathed in a blinding halo of sunlight. Freaking angelic. His fingers brushed a cheek. Soft, he imagined. Couldn’t tell. The fine sensors of his gauntlet seemingly busted right along with what felt like his entire body. Her hand found his, returned it to his chest with an awkward pat. He blinked. Not comprehending. Time passing again, maybe.

      Voices.

      Sunlight.

      Arguing voices.

      He cracked his eyes open, squinting through the harsh sun.

      A panting snargladorf laid by his side, panting happily in the bright day. It sat up at attention as Nate tried to move, lolling tongue reeling itself in like break time was over. Nate tried to sit up, hands clawing through waterlogged sand and… No. Not sand. Not a river embankment, as he’d started to imagine from the sounds of rushing water.

      He pulled himself up to a sitting position, taking in the mess of flooded plain, taking in how thoroughly caked he was in mud and tangled wild grass, searching dumbly for some clue as to where the fuck he was. He’d just begun to trace from the stagnant floodwaters to the cruising river ahead, just begun to place the fallen wreckage of the mountain in the distance, and to remember the preceding clash, when someone grabbed him by the shoulder. He turned, head spinning with the motion.

      Jaeger looked some uneasy combination of concerned and moody. “You with us, kid?”

      Kid.

      Nate nodded absentmindedly, dimly noting that Tessa wasn’t there anymore. Just Jaeger and Tor. And Hannah O’Sweeney lingering nearby, arms crossed, watching him with a thoughtful expression. And—

      Kid. That was… something.

      “Maybe you should get up, then.” Something in Jaeger’s tone. “If you can.”

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he’s cross with you, Ex observed.

      Nate couldn’t help but agree as he looked back at the colonel. “It’s been a bit of a day.”

      “I saw,” Jaeger said, not softening. Assessing. Brows edged with tension. It was only then that Nate registered the colonel was propped on a makeshift crutch, clearly keeping the weight off of one foot.

      “The mountain,” he murmured, trying to gather his thoughts and remember, looking back to Jaeger with renewed worry. “Is everyone okay?”

      Definitely getting warmer.

      “No thanks to the mountain,” Jaeger said. Definitely a bit pissed. He was reining it in, though, dragging his stare from Nate to consider the distant wreckage. “You at least get the bastard?”

      Nate tested the air and was relieved to feel the Light there, singing around him, through him. He thought better of releasing his helmet back to e-dim anyway. He pulled the seals and removed it the old-fashioned way instead, taking a welcome breath of fresh air, trying to remember what he’d seen in those last moments—the fury of his attacks washing over the golem, bleaching it from sight. An entire mountain’s worth of rock crashing down on top of them as he’d thrown himself at the creature, the construct, with all of his might.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted.

      Jaeger considered that, then nodded slowly, like he wasn’t all that surprised by the answer. That unspoken prickliness still clung to the colonel, poking Nate’s aching body in all the wrong places.

      “I’m sorry, did I do something wrong, pulling you all out of the creepy murder pit back there?”

      “That’s not what anyone’s saying, Kid.”

      Kid. That word poking at him like a hot needle to the brain.

      He pulled himself to his feet, momentarily regretted it, then gathered himself and turned to face Jaeger anyway. Good as Jaeger’s cool-as-a-cucumber act was, Nate knew it got under the man’s skin on some level, the way he towered head and shoulders over Jaeger at full height now.

      “Maybe you should tell me what they are saying, then, John.”

      Jaeger opened his mouth to fire back, Cool Cucumber Mode fully engaged, then paused and shot a sideways glance at the onlookers Nate had forgotten were even there.

      “Maybe we should leave you boys to it,” said Hannah O’Sweeney, making no move whatsoever to leave.

      “That’s okay,” Nate said, right at the same time Jaeger gave a curt, “Please.”

      They traded a look—one of the ones that always made Nate feel a little bit like he was staring down a dick-tied bull.

      “Maybe a moment, then,” he conceded to Hannah O’Sweeney, who looked them both over one more time, shrugged, and strode off up the hill. Nate turned his gaze to Tor, who hadn’t budged an inch, and gave her an appreciative nod. She touched fist to chest, bowing her head, and strode off after O’Sweeney.

      Nate looked back to Jaeger, feeling drained and a bit more like a scolded schoolboy than he would’ve liked, but also like this was as good a place and time as any to get a handle on whatever this was. “Maybe you should tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “Maybe,” Jaeger agreed. “But first, maybe you should tell me why you’ve been letting us think the princess’ snatch and grab was all smooth sailing back there, when really—”

      “She told you?”

      Nate saw the words were a mistake the moment they left his mouth.

      “No,” Jaeger said, grim frown darkening a shade. “She didn’t. Didn’t have to. Truth be told, I think she actually—” Jaeger shook his head, as if to clear it of some annoying thought. “Doesn’t matter anyway. What does matter is that you’re running around like Don Quixote out here, trying to pretend like you’re some storybook hero when really—”

      “I never—”

      “No.” Jaeger cut him off with a sharp gesture. “Listen. It may be your ship we’ve all been riding in, Kid, but that’s my team licking their wounds back there. My team that’s damn near died three times over since this shit show kicked off.”

      Nate caught hold of the emotion swelling in his chest, forced himself to relax, to remember whose side they were both on. “I never read Don Quixote, is all I was trying to say.”

      Jaeger blew out a neutral huff. For a moment, it almost looked like he’d smile. Mostly, though, he just looked damned tired. “Look, Nate. Our people need us. They need you. At your best, preferably.” He raised a finger, like here’s the kicker. “But they also need to know what’s real, when your best isn’t enough. You get that?”

      Some small part of him wanted to point out that his best had just taken a goddamned mountain to the head covering their escape—and that he’d never technically lied to them, besides the fact. The rest of him, though, did get it. At least on some level. More importantly, he didn’t miss the change. Our people. Jaeger was trying, here.

      “I get it,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’ll do better.”

      The words tasted a bit sour on the way out, but he knew Jaeger wasn’t wrong. No point getting twisted up over what was and wasn’t fair to ask of the team’s superpowered punching bag, here. It would’ve made about as much sense as Cammy bickering over having to shuttle their sad asses around all the time. They all had their parts to play, and so forth.

      At that moment, Nate accepted it, and it actually felt pretty damned good, despite everything. He even felt Ex’s approval lightly radiating from the place where his companion had been silently observing the exchange. But ahead, Jaeger was still shaking his head like Nate had missed the point entirely.

      “What? What else do you want me to say?”

      “It’s not about what you say, Nate. It’s not even about what you do. It’s…” Jaeger grimaced and shifted on his makeshift crutch, searching for the right words. “It’s about what happens when the people around you trust you know what you’re doing. And it’s about everything it’s gonna cost them on the day you don’t.”

      Nate swallowed, uncomfortably aware of just how thoroughly that day might already be upon them. “And what do we do on that day, if it does come?”

      Jaeger eyed the distant mountain wreckage with an unmistakable aura of when, not if, like that was indeed the question. “The right thing, I hope,” he finally said, focusing back on Nate. “You remember the moral of the story?”

      It took Nate a moment—and a soft nudge from Ex—to pinpoint what story he was talking about. That shiny little chestnut of advice the colonel had once given Nate, right after the clash on Avalon.

      “War is fucked?”

      “War is fucked,” Jaeger agreed. “And then you die.” He tilted his head. “Or not. But either way, there’s no escaping the decisions you’ve made.” He hesitated, like he wasn’t sure he should say whatever else was on his mind. Nate was thinking about the slight discrepancies between Jaeger’s present words and those contained in his Ex-powered memories, recalling how the man had cocked three fingers the last time, like he’d only been getting started.

      “Two of the Asgardians died in the collapse,” Jaeger said. “More than half the group was wounded. Some pretty bad. Carter’d be dead right now if it weren’t for your Round Table buddy back there. Maybe Elmo, too.”

      The words settled over him like a landslide, crashing down like the very same deluge that must’ve hit his people in the wake of his mountain clash, despite his best efforts to buy them time to get clear. His fault. His decision. Not the wrong one, maybe. But clearly not the right one, either.

      “You never did tell me the rest of that story,” he said quietly.

      “Guess I’m saving it for a rainy day,” Jaeger said slowly, gaze distant. Nate didn’t know what to say to that. Didn’t particularly want to point out that they’d left rainy-day status in the distant rearview a while ago. Finally, though, the colonel stirred, and the rest settled to the murky sidelines for the moment being. “Come on,” he said, thumping Nate on the shoulder despite the uneasy airs lingering between them. “Team’s waiting.”
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      “So just one question, Ser Nate,” said Ramirez, some short time later, once Nate had returned to the crew’s rudimentary camp with Jaeger and gotten through the initial rush of the greetings and the glad you’re not deads. “Am I, or am I not going to need to be worrying about three-eyed children if and when my seed happens to be sowed?”

      “What, you and the big guy breaking up?” Pierce cracked.

      “I didn’t use nukes, if that’s what you’re asking,” Nate answered Ramirez, ignoring Pierce. But the pilot only perked up more.

      “No nukes? The hell’d you do in there that toppled a goddamn mountain, then?”

      “I…” He wasn’t even rightly sure how to quantify it with words. “I hit it. Really hard.”

      Somehow, that drew a round of laughs.

      Well said, Ex chimed in. Honestly. The stuff of legends.

      Nate was too busy looking around the bare frills camp, realizing in mild disbelief that, despite everything Jaeger had said, none of them seemed to blame him for the mountain. For any of it. Their smiles and good cheer at having him back felt so genuine that he couldn’t help but wonder if Jaeger hadn’t twisted the knife harder than was actually warranted, whether intentionally or otherwise. But all it took was a second glance to see how beaten and bloodied the team really was, beneath their surface level grins and jibes. They’d been through hell and back.

      And that was to say nothing of the two Asgardians who’d been caught in the collapse.

      The rest of their golden-skinned kin watched him from the other side of camp with guarded expressions, decidedly not laughing. He moved on to the mutely shell-shocked expressions of Amelia and Gendra, Lundquist and Ramachandra. A trio of odd looks from Tessa, Carter, and O’Sweeney across the camp, where Carter was checking on the pilot’s wounds in her makeshift medic’s corner. He met Tessa’s eyes and hung there for a moment, thinking of that delirious moment of confusion back on the flooded shore—wondering in a flush if Hannah O’Sweeney had told her that it’d been Tessa’s name on his delirious lips as he’d awoken.

      He moved quickly on, stowing the thought as best he could, reminding himself that his most pressing concern was that he probably owed the group at large some kind of… what? An apology? The facts played themselves through his head. The decisions he’d made.

      Maybe an apology. He didn’t know.

      Luckily, the conversation picked itself back up without him, Pierce asking the others what this so-called Myrr thing had done to them, where it’d been keeping them, how they’d been planning to escape before the Boy Wonder had dropped in on them.

      “Hey, ask the Bringer of Light, here,” Ramirez said, hooking a thumb at Hannah O’Sweeney as she settled down on the other end of his narrow log bench. “She’s the man with the plan when all you’ve got is jack shit to work with.”

      “Literally,” Snuffy murmured, face wrinkling.

      “I missed something here,” Pierce observed.

      “But hey,” Snuffy continued like he hadn’t heard, “isn’t that, like, what they called Lucifer, though? Bringer of Light?”

      “What about Prometheus, then?” Ramirez asked. “He was a fire guy, right?” He turned the question to a surly-looking Elmo and got a firm how the hell should I know? shrug in response.

      “Still better than Bob,” Ramirez muttered, with a defensive shrug of his own.

      “Aww.” Snuffy turned an almost wistful look toward the ruined mountain. “Say, you guys don’t think—

      “We’re not worried about Bob, Snuffs.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Bob was a dick.”

      “I definitely missed something,” Pierce decided.

      Nate was still just stuck on the name, Prometheus, and on the sudden memory of the inscrutable warning Anastasiya Blackthorne had left scrawled on that yellowing scrap of parchment. Beware the Promethean.

      There was no way, he thought, as he eyed Hannah O’Sweeney, almost one-hundred percent positive it had to be nothing more than some cosmic coincidence. But only almost.

      “Anyway,” Ramirez was saying, gesturing at O’Sweeney, “our girl Prometheus, here—”

      “Snuck in a toy, lit some shit on fire, and cast light on a hairy situation,” Jaeger cut in, with a back to business air.

      “Again, literally,” Snuffed added.

      “Personally, I’d lean more Loki on the whole thing,” Jaeger continued, shooting a mild sideways frown O’Sweeney’s way, “but I’d just as soon we all set the mythology grab-ass aside and get back to—What?” he added, scowling at the looks of plain surprise from Dr. Ramachandra and a few of the others. “I read. Sometimes.”

      “Girl could do worse than Loki,” O’Sweeney reflected.

      Somehow, the implied parallel didn’t ease Nate’s funny feeling.

      There’s that squishy meatbag superstition.

      “Splendid,” Jaeger said. “In that case, maybe we should get back to where we were before Loki and her alien dog ska-doodled off. Chiefly—”

      “Snargladorf,” Snuffy corrected, waving at the bald green beast that’d been happily shadowing Nate’s every move since she’d apparently fished him out of the floodwaters. “Snargles the—”

      “C’mon, man,” Ramirez groaned. “You lost naming privileges after Bob. You can do better.”

      “My ass can do better,” Pierce said.

      “Chiefly,” Jaeger repeated, scowling the lot of them into obedient silence, “what the piss that thing was back there, and what it was doing in that cavern.”

      About that, Ex said, with that half-excited, mostly superior, you’ll never guess what I just read tone he always got. After reviewing what few records I could find in existence—and, admittedly, a rather piecemeal existence at that, courtesy of our Greatest of Purges—I am beginning to believe we might’ve found ourselves an Archon.

      Nate frowned, rousing himself from the mental haze that’d been creeping in. A what?

      An Archon, Ex repeated, as if that explained anything. But that’s obviously impossible, he added a second later.

      Right. Sure. But impossible because…?

      Because the Synth are barely a year back from galaxy’s edge, Nathaniel. And because, assuming the Alliance’s oh-so-patchy records and esoteric doctrines are at all to be trusted in the matter, the Archons of the Great War couldn’t have even begun to manifest until well into the third century of—

      Can we just… Nate forced taut muscles to relax. Maybe we should start over here, Ex. Why don’t you just tell me what the hell an Archon IS, and then maybe we can move on to how I kill it. You know, assuming I didn’t already.

      Kill it? Ex seemed confused by the proposition. I already told you: I’m not rightly sure it was alive to begin with. Pay attention, Nathaniel.

      That’s—fine. Whatever. Just the first question then.

      What IS an Archon? Ex thought about that as if it were a philosophical question more than a factual one. I’m not sure anyone knows, to be honest, save for possibly the Merlin. The records of that era were—

      Shot to shit by paranoid Luddites, Nate finished. I get it.

      Well, that’s putting it rather simply—

      Imagine my shock.

      —But what I was GOING to say is that the records of that era were particularly vague on a few choice branches of Synth lore—the Archons being one of them. More to the point, the very existence of the Archons seems itself rather hard to describe in any precise, deterministic way.

      And if you had to summarize for a noodle-brained monkey anyway?

      Hmm. Ex sounded pleased by the admission. I suppose you could do worse than to think of them as the Synth’s answer to the Knights. Synth-powered Anti-Knights, if you will.

      Nate thought of the pulsing red golem thing, and the casual nonchalance with which it’d shrugged off his attacks. I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to you. Any idea what it was doing in there?

      Possibly. I’m running a few simulations. In the meantime, your meatsacks are speaking to you.

      “—ny input, Ser Knight?”

      Nate broke from their shared mental space and brought his focus back to the campsite discussion, where the group was turning expectant looks his way. He made use of Ex’s enhanced recall to catch up on the last few seconds of conversation he’d missed—all of them unanimously agreeing that the golem had been one freaky operator, Ramachandra and Lundquist riffing a few ideas about its apparent control of the nanoswarm, Jaeger agreeing that Snuffy hereby lost all naming privileges after the mechanic had referred to the thing as Ruby Stonestockings. All of them dancing uncomfortably around the burning question: was it still kicking?

      Nate scanned the group, returning to the present, and noticed Princess Elsa had joined them, sulking on the outside edge of the gathering. She looked subdued, and there was something almost like a flicker of guilt as she met his eyes, but it passed quickly enough, her usual demeanor reasserting itself.

      “Not much,” he said, looking back to Jaeger. “We think it could’ve been something called an Archon.”

      “Well, that sounds fun,” Pierce muttered.

      “The hell’s an Archon?” Jaeger added.

      “Still trying to sort that part out. Ex says it shouldn’t be possible this early on, but details are apparently hard to come by, thanks to—”

      “Ye old Great Purge?” Ramirez offered sagely.

      Nate nodded.

      “I thought that was more folklore than definite historical fact,” Lundquist said.

      “There are several conflicting theories,” Amelia admitted.

      “Yeah, because of the Great Purge,” Pierce said, as if he’d been there to witness the act himself. Even Ex didn’t have adequate records to confirm what’d actually happened back then—whether the Alliance 1.0 had deliberately wiped their own systems for the fear that some kind of Synth infection had taken place, or if it’d merely been a string of more straightforward casualties of war. Either way, the records had been lost, and Pierce didn’t seem even a touch uncertain as he declared, “Morons set up a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

      “A self-sucking data void,” Ramirez added thoughtfully.

      Snuffy cracked a wry grin. “Hey, I think they sell something like that back on…” He frowned as he realized what he was saying. “Uh, never mind.”

      “And I love that we’re still talking in shoulds and coulds right now, by the way,” Pierce continued, to no one in particular. “Really gets the old confidence juices flowing, you know?”

      Nate refrained from pointing out how delighted the grumpy bastard would be, then, to hear that they could be dealing with a bona fide Knight Killer, here. He also made a point of not asking Ex whether that description would technically be appropriate. He had a feeling his companion would fill him in, if and when it behooved them.

      That’s me, Ex murmured distractedly. Here to serve.

      “So how do we kill an Archon?” Jaeger asked.

      Nate almost could’ve chuckled. “Inconclusive.” He frowned toward the mountain. “Assuming I didn’t do the job already.”

      I think we both know you didn’t, Ex chimed. The look on Jaeger’s face seemed to say much the same, and honestly, Nate couldn’t really bring himself to even try to disagree with them.

      “Wait.” Pierce was looking back and forth between them. “You’re telling me you think this thing’s still alive? After the punch that knocked down a mountain?”

      “Inconclusive,” Jaeger said, eyes on Nate.

      “Christ,” Pierce said. “And if death by mountain didn’t do the trick? We got a Plan B?”

      “That kinda was Plan B,” Nate admitted.

      “Well, shit.”

      Dr. Ramachandra looked disheartened. “I’m sure between all of us we can conceive of a viable Plan C?”

      “Sit on our hands and hope Zedavian Kelkarin comes riding in to kill that thing?” Ramirez suggested.

      “Or that Iveera finds us,” Snuffy offered. “She was headed this way, right? And also not halfway across the galaxy like the Z-Man?”

      “I can kill it,” Nate said. “If it’s still alive,” he added, scowling at the lack of conviction in his own voice at those words. “Look, it caught me off guard, okay? It won’t happen again. If it’s still around, I’ll deal with it.”

      They all traded looks. Too many looks. Too much uncertainty. Nate felt the weight of the Asgardians’ stares, watching him from across camp, where they’d stationed themselves close enough to hear, but decidedly apart from the team.

      “And for what it’s worth,” Nate pushed on, “I… I’m sorry I almost dropped a mountain on you guys.”

      “You were engaged in just combat, my lord,” Tor said, eyeing the Asgardians warily. “Lamentable as the collateral may be, such is the cost of war at times.”

      “We serve, my lord,” boomed Tristan, from over where Carter was now tending to the sitting Atlantean’s midsection with concerningly bloody hands. Tessa, having shed off the survival blanket to help Carter with Tristan, gave Nate a look and a succinct nod that stirred something inside, even if he couldn’t quite parse in the moment what it was.

      “Yeah,” Snuffy added weakly, in the pregnant silence. “Don’t sweat it, big guy. Happens to…” He trailed off with a thoughtful look, like he had no idea what his mouth had been intending to say. “Well, you know. Happens.”

      An incoming ping from Nate’s comms array thankfully saved him from having to decide how to feel or what to say to any of that. It took him a full second to even place the cue, unexpected as it was. His breath caught when he saw the name on Ex’s retinal HUD.

      “What is it?” Jaeger asked, picking up on Nate’s expression. But Nate was furiously jamming on his helmet, opening the channel.

      “Iveera,” he gasped, the second the comms connected. He barely cared that he sounded desperate. The helmet acoustics were sealed. The crew wouldn’t hear. And he was desperate, he was just then realizing. Christ, he was desperate. “Iveera, there’s something down here. An Archon—At least, Ex thinks it’s an Archon—And it’s-it’s…” He slowed as her still image flickered, frowning in stutter-step, like they were caught on a bad connection.

      Ex, what the hell?

      “—thaniel,” came the Gorgon Knight’s voice in a burst before Ex could answer, her image sputtering back to crisp life. “Did you just say there’s—”

      “An Archon. Down here. I don’t know what it’s…”

      The words died in his throat at the way her eyes widened.

      He’d never seen her eyes widen. Not like that.

      “You’re certain?”

      “No,” he admitted, reading her flattened jin, not liking what he saw. “Not entirely, but…”

      The connection sputtered again, Malfar the blight-spotted Troglodan Knight appearing over Iveera’s shoulder, beady eyes scanning them both in patchy stutter step.

      “—e’re outbound from Asgard,” Iveera was saying. “Hold o—”

      The signal died completely.

      “Shit,” Nate hissed at the empty comm line. Ex?

      Something’s happening under the mountain, Ex reported, laying some incoherent energy tracings across Nate’s HUD. Something rather large.

      Which seemed like a fair enough assessment, right up until a mountain-sized sound split the air, like the firing of some massive world cannon—or the splitting of the planet’s crust, Nate decided, as the sound deepened and stretched, the ground shaking in full-scale earthquake.

      “Down!” Jaeger snapped, as half the camp reflexively came to their feet, looking around for incoming threats. The SAS crew listened. Nate and the rest just stood there, staring dumbly off at the mountain, where sky-high jets of dust and debris had started spewing up from the wreckage. The dry, grating rumble of colossal bodies scraping against one another, shifting beneath the surface. Nate watched with a kind of blank, helpless wonder as something came plowing up from the planet’s crust.

      Something rather freaking enormous.

      A dark, winding spire growing straight up from the planet, thinner and even taller than the mountain from whose ruins it sprung, all cruel angles and jagged edges.

      “You know, something tells me maybe you didn’t kill this thing after all,” came Pierce’s voice from down in the dirt.

      Nate spared a sideways glance at the pilot, who, despite his blasé tone, was watching with eyes set just as wide as the rest of the camp’s. All of them staring speechlessly at the giant tower of doom still ripping its way out of the planet, ruby red energy crackling up its black surface in stark contrast to the faint azure haze that began siphoning down its length in great, soft waves.

      No one even seemed to notice the ground was still shaking.

      Nate gaped at the looming spire light show, waiting for Ex to rouse from his analyses long enough to tell him something, trying fruitlessly to piece it together himself in the meantime. The otherworldly interference. The Archon’s superstructure. Abandoned labs, and supercats, and sinking Knightships. The Last LeFaye. And now this tower—nearly ten damned kilometers high, and still growing.

      It was only when Jaeger crutched up beside him that he registered the earthquake had lessened, if not quite ended. Ahead, the dark spire’s ascent to the heavens was slowing, its upper reaches blossoming outward in a haphazard maze of jagged tendrils, stretching far and wide across the sky. The air was thick and sulfuric. The steady churning rumble of impossible masses in motion giving way to the clattering rain of rock and displaced earth still tumbling down from the structure’s many sharp edges.

      “It was Iveera,” Nate offered to Jaeger, after a length of silence—both of them coming to some unspoken agreement to set aside their mutual flabbergasted-ness and focus on something more tangible, even if neither one of them could pry their eyes away from the thrumming spire.

      “You tell her about the Light?”

      “Didn’t really have time.”

      “About Myrr, then? About her ship?”

      A length of silence later, Jaeger finally pried his gaze away from the spire long enough to take in Nate’s blank look. “Christ, did you even set rendezvous coordinates in case we lost comms again?”

      Nate blinked at him, mutely wondering which part of this Jaeger was missing. They hadn’t had time. End of story. Nate wasn’t sure what more the grumpy bastard wanted. All he knew was that his mouth probably didn’t do him any favors, spontaneously deciding to make like a flopping fish out of the water instead of pointing any of this out.

      “Maybe next time we’re all marooned on a derelict planet, we take the lifeline call together, hooah?”

      The fog of stunned silence finally broke.

      For one hot-headed second, Nate was actually tempted to grab the colonel and shake him. To scream in his face. What the hell did he think Nate was doing, here? Who the hell did he think he was? His hands, he realized had already traveled the first few inches toward the colonel, fingers curled like talons. Jaeger didn’t miss it.

      “Yeah,” Nate said, turning himself forcefully back to the spire. “Maybe you’re right, Jaeger.”

      He felt the colonel’s lingering stare. Felt the man’s Commander Brain ticking back and forth like a game of retro Pong between two options: push the kid, or let it go and pray for the best. Somehow, Nate didn’t imagine the third option—freaking trust him, for once—even entered the colonel’s calculus.

      He didn’t even fully register what he was doing until Jaeger’s sharp, “Where are you going?” cut in.

      “Going to get Iveera back on the line,” Nate replied, already drifting upward on gravitonics. “Please hold.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. Just shot off like a rocket, bound for space. Bound, he hoped, for some damn answers. It felt good to fly uninhibited, kilometers dropping away like nothing.

      Nathaniel. Ex sounded nervous, of all things, as they broke the sound barrier. We should talk about this.

      Not now, Ex. They were already approaching the upper atmosphere. If he’s gonna act like—

      Not that, Ex growled. There’s something seriously wrong with the—Nathaniel! STOP!
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      It was like he’d fallen upside down, straight into vacuumed crusher space without a suit. One second, Nate was reaching for the brakes, stirred by the edge in Ex’s voice. The next, the breath had left his lungs. The heat left his body. For a moment that stretched confusingly between a blink and an eternity, it was like he’d fallen halfway out of existence—senses fading, compressing. The Ginnungagap horizon warping oddly. A hazy miasma of pale red nothingness crowding in around him, glomming on like some arcane, soul-sucking specter. It waxed stronger, coalescing around him.

      Nate ripped free from the hazy void with a scream of effort, open sky exploding out around him, decompressing, senses reeling. He toppled end over end. Rushing air and a blinding flash of light. Searing ozone and booming thunder. He was falling. Plummeting. The heavens above coming alive with an angry storm of ruby red energies. There was just enough sense left in his brain to adjust toward Ex’s nav point, throw on the gravitonics.

      He reached the ground faster than seemed to make any sense. He hit the dirt with a dull thud on all fours, head spinning, dimly aware of distant voices shouting something. His name. Pounding footsteps in the dirt. He heard and felt them in some paradoxical combination—muddled by whatever had just happened to him, yet somehow also sharper, like the first plunge of a cold hand into hot water.

      He looked up as the first runner reached him.

      Tor, shortly followed by Tessa—actually Tessa this time.

      “Nate?” Tessa asked, kneeling down beside him, reaching out only to jerk back as she felt the heat pouring off his suit. Beside her, Tor was ready with shield and lance, like she half-expected the sky itself to come falling down on them at any second.

      “What the hell was that?” Jaeger called, limping his way over in a bounding hobble of crutch steps, trailed by Ramirez and Snuffy, who both hovered like they wanted to help the colonel but didn’t want to incur the wrath.

      Nate blinked at the question, higher faculties still coming online, the daylight flickering oddly in his eyes. He wasn’t especially sure whether Jaeger was referring to his impromptu space race, or to the burgeoning hellstorm he seemed to have awoken above. Didn’t have answers, either way.

      “’Sure looked like the Dark Tower there just tried to zap him like a fly, Boss,” Ramirez replied, when Nate didn’t.

      That might’ve explained a few things. But only a few.

      A ruffle of movement and sound beside him. Tessa, fanning him off with the thermal blanket Tor had just tossed her from her pack. He gathered his wits enough to tap into his systems and help vent the excess heat from his outer shell. His head was pounding. His insides, like a half-cooked frozen dinner.

      He tried to focus up as Jaeger and the others neared, Snuffy talking a mile a minute about the size of the lightning bolt the spire had apparently just pegged him with, Ramirez adding something about how he looked to have already been in free fall when it struck.

      “Nate,” Jaeger grunted, crutching right up to him and Tessa, his breathing labored as he dropped to a knee beside them and fixed Nate with a serious look. “What happened up there?”

      “I… Some kind of energy barrier,” Nate said, trying to play the scene back in his head and reconcile it with their words. He dimly noted that Jaeger didn’t even look that pissed—or not just pissed, at least. There was worry there, too. And the quality of the light on his face…

      He hadn’t been imagining it. Not just a trick of the light in his scrambled eyes. Above them, through the disconcertingly silent haze of dissipating energies, the daylight was actually shifting. Waxing and waning. Wavering in and out with a kind of surreal, almost nebulous quality. The effect might’ve actually been beautiful, had he witnessed it in a dream. Still was beautiful, he supposed, in a way. Mostly, though—crashed there on a hostile planet, knowing the likely source of the disturbance—it was just unsettling.

      He looked back to Jaeger. “I think we might be stuck here.”

      Faces fell. Jaeger chewed on the words.

      “Well,” he finally said, looking down from the eerie sky and back over to the Dark Tower, “guess it’s a damn good thing you got your Light back, then, because it sure is looking like you might have to make good on all that I’ll deal with it talk.”

      But Nate was already testing the words as Jaeger spoke them. Already eyeing the hazy blue waves descending that dark spire with a sinking feeling. He knew, even before Ex emerged to confirm as much, that it was exactly what it looked like.

      The Light wasn’t gone. Not exactly. But it wasn’t exactly where it should’ve been, either—the sweet, ethereal touch of the Lady’s song waxing and waning in strange waves, just like the daylight. Strange planes, he thought, for some intuitive reason he couldn’t have put to words. Something about the feel of those crests. Like it wasn’t oscillating in intensity so much as actually shifting in and out of… what? Existence? Reality?

      “Kid. Tell me you still got your Light.”

      He felt Ex searching for answers. Felt the clear lack of any good ones, and the eerie gravity of colossal bodies at work in the planet’s depths. “It’s… complicated.”

      Faces fell further.

      “So, uh… What was after Plan C, then?” Snuffy asked.

      “Plan F,” Ramirez muttered.

      “Sounds about right,” Jaeger said, standing back to his crutch with a heavy sigh and looking around for some inspiration he clearly didn’t expect to find. Begrudgingly, he offered Nate a hand. “Maybe we should go figure out what the hell that looks like, hooah?”
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      “Right, then,” Lundquist said, looking around the somber gathering with what Nate imagined must’ve been his standard Professor Face back on Earth. “Let’s start with what we know.”

      In a strange way, the man looked more at ease at this moment than he had at any other point since he and Dr. Ramachandra joined the Camelot. Like he was simply in his element with a class in session and a good problem to solve—even if that problem did seem rather liable to get them all killed at the first misstep.

      Nonetheless, at an affirmative nod from Dr. Ramachandra, the two scholars began listing off the observed facts in meticulous detail, taking additional notes here and there from the peanut gallery—including but not limited to freakazoid terror cats, huge fucking towers growing out of the ground, and a distinct lack of adequate campfire snacks.

      Nate sat back and tried not to interrupt the proceedings, conferring instead with his own internal roster of hard facts and intestinal intuitions as they went. Even after Jaeger’s call to order upon their return to camp, it’d taken the group a while to collectively unclench and shake off the looming certainty that some horrible attack would come raining down from the eerily shifting sky at any moment, or that the looming Dark Tower would simply smite them with a choice bolt of lightning. Slowly, though, something like a sense of moderate stability had reasserted itself over the camp—even if they did all know deep down that it was totally superficial—and they’d moved on.

      They’d elected two of their three multi-doctorates to lead the discussion, not because Lundquist and Ramachandra had the answers, but because they were feasibly the most qualified in the party to think about how they should attempt to get them—provided, of course, that the Asgardians weren’t hiding any world-class academics in their ranks. If so, none of the gold-skinned titans had stepped up to bat. They sat apart from the crew, pitching in with a scathing remark here or there, but mostly just sitting in surly silence, casting glares at Nate and occasionally eyeing up Princess Elsa in a way that made him worry they might have problems if they didn’t find something productive to focus on soon.

      “I think that leads us right up to what we might begin to deduce from these collective data,” Dr. Lundquist was saying. “Would anyone care to offer their hypotheses to the group?”

      Nate almost chuckled at the resultant crickets. Looming Doom Spire or no, for a second there, it almost felt like he was back at Penn State, sitting through yet another one of those painful lecture moments where pretty much everyone in the room probably had an answer to the teacher’s question, and exactly zero of them were willing to be the one to step forward and prove themselves the idiot who’d gotten it wrong. He caught Tessa’s eye, saw his grim amusement mirrored there, and couldn’t help but smile a little. Beside her, Carter frowned at the both of them.

      “I think you’d better tell us what you’re thinking, Friedrich,” said Dr. Ramachandra.

      “Very well. I’ll begin with the supposition that there’s something special about this Archon’s swarm.”

      “No shit, Doc,” Pierce said, earning himself a stern look from Jaeger. “You know, with all due respect,” he added, with an unapologetic shrug.

      “Special how?” Jaeger asked, turning back to Lundquist.

      “Well, there is the obvious,” Lundquist admitted, with a permissive gesture toward Pierce. “It clearly moves and functions like nothing we’ve seen since the first Synth protoswarm attack on Demeter-12. But I was referring more to the curious feature that there doesn’t seem to be all that much of it.”

      More than a few gazes shifted uncertainly to the rather mind-bogglingly expansive spire jutting out of the planet’s crust a scant handful of kilometers away.

      “Relatively speaking,” Lundquist clarified, in response to their collective confusion. “As compared to the total mass available here on this planet.”

      “Yeah, that part is kinda weird, right?” Snuffy said, looking around for some support. “I mean, chewing up planets and assimilating them into Team Synth is like, kinda their thing, right? So why not just gobble this whole place up and crap out more nanoswarm?”

      “Precisely my question.”

      “Yeah, but the fact that it hasn’t doesn’t really prove anything, does it?” Pierce asked.

      “No,” Lundquist agreed. “Not in and of itself.”

      “But,” Ramachandra picked up, smoothly as if she were finishing his sentence, “if this Archon could simply, as Airman Killian says, ‘gobble this whole place up and crap out more nanoswarm,’ it’s prohibitively hard to explain why it hasn’t found us yet. Because were that the case, it could literally tear the planet apart, simultaneously increasing its search power and effectively decreasing the searchable area as it went—and both of those at an exponential rate. Provided, of course…”

      “Provided that it is looking for us at all,” Lundquist finished for her. “And that we haven’t missed some other crucial aspect of the situation.”

      “And provided I didn’t already kill it,” Nate pointed out, albeit not even half-heartedly. “The Dark Tower over there could be running on autopilot, for all we know,” he finished anyway, mostly just wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. Since the moment he’d washed up on that muddy flood plain, he couldn’t seem to do anything but kill the team’s faith in him a little more every time he opened his mouth.

      “Yeeeah,” Pierce said, clearly not buying Nate’s alternative. “Look, I don’t wanna burst anyone’s bubble here—”

      The group erupted in a chorus of snorts and assorted mmhmms and oookays.

      Pierce spread his hands. “Fine. So, sue me for being the voice of reason. But don’t we all think the fact that that thing tried to peg our boy here with a lightning bolt kinda suggests it probably already knows exactly where we’re at?”

      That shut up a lot of the chatter right quick.

      Nate had an alternate explanation—or liked to think he would have, had Ex not pointed it out faster than he could blink or say wait a second. Either way, he was still grateful he didn’t have to be the one to speak up in defense of his own idea.

      “I won’t claim to know who’s controlling what here,” Lundquist said, a little hesitantly, “but I will agree with Nate on at least one point: it’s entirely plausible that tower was merely responding in an automated fashion. Nate’s flight could have triggered some kind of proximity alert, coupled with any manner of atmospheric perimeter sensors. Indeed, for my money, that seems the best guess here, given the speed and pinpoint accuracy with which Nate was targeted upon contacting this, ah, mysterious barrier.”

      Pierce didn’t look all that convinced, but it seemed good enough for the rest. Or most of the rest, at least.

      “We are in the demon’s domain,” one of the Asgardians rumbled, raising his bowed head long enough to cast them a haughty glare. “It matters not. You weigh ember to ember whilst we sit in the depths of the ninth hell.”

      “Thanks for the reminder,” Tessa said. “Think we got that the first hundred times, though.”

      “Just be thankful you weren’t there for the pit,” Ramirez told her with a pointed look, flapping his hand like talk, talk, talk.

      Nate tensed as the affronted Asgardian rose smoothly to his feet, muscles tight and golden chin held high, but after a few moments, the tall warrior satisfied himself with spitting on the ground and stomping off into the unyielding daylight. His kin watched him go with an air like they were considering joining him, possibly for good. It was a pointless waste, this dickish culture clash of theirs, but Nate didn’t have the energy to begin to try sorting it out. Maybe a word with Elsa was in order. Or Jaeger. They both knew how to win friends and manipulate peons far better than he did.

      “At any rate,” Lundquist was saying, glancing around like he expected someone might have more to say, “it seems to me that the most likely, and indeed, possibly the most desirable explanation for this lack of proliferating nanoswarms”—he made air quotes like he still wasn’t wild about that terminology—“is that we are witnessing some kind of finite limitation to this so-called Archon’s influence. Perhaps it’s something unique to these nanoswarms, or to the Archon, or perhaps we’re merely looking at evidence of some more universal constant governing the, ah…” He rolled a hand, searching for the words. “Whatever you’d like to call it. The maximum effective ‘control units’ of a particular Synth hivemind entity. The total possible bandwidth of a single swarm’s intrapolymeric cohesion. Something to that effect.”

      “Provided the Synth are composed of discretely functioning entities to begin with,” Ramachandra added, earning herself a concessionary tilt of the head from Lundquist. “That much seems rather unclear, based on the available data.”

      “Indeed. Regardless, whatever this Archon creature—or construct—is aiming to do here on this planet, it seems likely there’s some reason, some rate-limiting step, that explains why he—it—hasn’t simply proliferated its swarms to the degree necessary to, ah, as you Americans might say: ‘just do it.’”

      “Maybe it’s waiting for something,” Pierce suggested. “A signal from the motherland. The fucking Age of Aquarius. Who knows?”

      “The signal hypothesis does seem possible,” Lundquist admitted. “Though it does raise several questions about the nature of the mechanisms the spire seems to have employed to disrupt communications with the outside world. Not to mention”—He gestured demonstratively to the skies unnatural roil of mismatched daylights—“to modulate the environmental lighting situation.” He glanced thoughtfully at the sky. “Potentially worth noting, as an aside, that there appears to be a low frequency phasic component to this… let’s call it interference. Somewhere on the order of decihertz, I believe.” He looked back to the group, scanning the class. “Anyone have any idea what to make of that?”

      Crickets.

      “So just to be clear,” Snuffy said slowly, gauging faces around the camp, “we’re not sold on the tower-as-fly-zapper theory, then?”

      “Insomuch as we can’t technically rule out anything, I suppose we’re not not sold,” said Dr. Ramachandra. “I personally find it unlikely the structure is purely defensive in nature, but all we can really say at this point is that the data are inconclusive.”

      “This is why no one likes scientists,” Pierce said. “Can one of you just tell us what you actually think, for Christ’s sake?”

      “What I think,” Ramachandra said, “is that it is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts.”

      “Arthur Conan Doyle,” Jaeger observed.

      “Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, thank you very much,” amended Hannah O’Sweeney.

      “Huh,” Snuffy said, looking back and forth between them. “Coulda swore that was Sherlock Holmes. No?”

      Ramachandra and O’Sweeney turned incredulous looks from Snuffy to Jaeger, as if imploring for some explanation.

      “We’ll teach Snuffy about books later,” Jaeger said, pinching his nose over crossed arms. “For now, Dr. Lundquist, as the most qualified expert here…” He glanced at Ramachandra like he realized how that sounded, but she only gave a curt nod, like he was undoubtedly right in this particular instance. Jaeger focused back on an uneasily shifting Lundquist. “I’d like your professional best guess as to what the hell’s going on here, please.”

      The physicist worked his jaw, clearly not wild about being backed into a corner like this. “May we see the imagery again?” he finally asked Nate.

      Nate obliged, casting the holo imagery Ex had reconstructed of the superstructure they’d dropped a mountain on. Lundquist walked around the three-dimensional image, as he’d already done half a dozen times, frowning and tut-tutting to himself all the while.

      “Knowing virtually nothing about this structure as it stood, not to mention this new development,” he finally said, indicating first the holo, then the dark spire towering in the background, “if you insist I start casting wild speculations… I think this Archon may be attempting to construct its own version of a Beacon relay here on this planet.”

      The words settled through Nate’s brain like deceptively warm honey, clogging out his racing thoughts until they all turned, all at once, and struck like anvil and hammer on hot steel, ringing their terrifying conclusion.

      I believe the good doctor is correct, Ex confirmed, as soon as Nate began to ask.

      Nate gaped. And you’re just saying this now because…?

      Well. Not that I place much stock in the jabberings of superstitious meatbags, as you well know…

      You don’t freaking say, Nate mustered, when it became apparent Ex was waiting for some response.

      But, Ex rolled on, I suppose it’s POSSIBLE I wished to hear a second opinion. One unaffected by any, shall we say, higher influences.

      Well now you’re just being modest.

      Be that as it may…

      “We need to go have a closer look at that spire,” Nate said aloud to the group. “Get to the bottom of this. Figure out how to stop it.”

      It was the first thing he’d said that didn’t seem to cause an uncomfortable silence, if only for the simple fact that the uncomfortable silence had already arrived by the time he said it. Because if Lundquist was right—if the Synth actually did manage to open a backdoor straight into Alliance space… It was hard to even begin to quantify what kind of catastrophe they might be sitting on, here.

      Maybe that was why no one seemed all that displeased to hear Nate stepping up and putting on his Big Boy Knight Pants.

      “I agree,” was all Lundquist said.

      “Yep,” Jaeger added.

      “Hear, hear,” O’Sweeney agreed.

      “Thought you’d never ask,” Tessa said.

      “Okay,” Nate said, before the momentum could falter. “I can get two in, fast and easy.”

      “Without Light?” Jaeger asked.

      “Just trust me, okay? I can take two.”

      There was that uncomfortable silence.

      “Or I can go alone.”

      “I would accompany you, my lord,” Tor said, rising with her lance.

      “As would I,” Tristan added, drawing a rare look of admiration but also consternation from Carter as he stood, torso plastered in bandages, and moved to gather his gear.

      Across the camp, one of the Asgardians gave a great hrrrmph and shoved forcefully to his feet. “If it’s warriors you need, you need look no further.”

      “Is it warriors we need?” asked Dr. Ramachandra, seemingly to herself. It still turned pretty much every eye in the camp first to her, then more pointedly to Lundquist, who, after a moment, did a double take like he’d just found himself naked in a dream.

      “Me?” he asked weakly.

      Just as quickly as the wild thoughts began passing into the gathering, though, Tessa dispersed them with an air of gentle practicality.

      “No offense, Doc, but how’s your mental clarity in a life-or-death situation?”

      Lundquist made a dry swallowing sound. “Suboptimal, to date.”

      “So, seeing as we’ve also got a ship in there in need of flying—”

      “And seeing as she’s the only worthy pilot in all the land,” Pierce added, though he was clearly in no rush to volunteer himself.

      “—I say we check to see the coast is clear,” Tessa continued, gesturing to herself and Nate, “bring our girl back if we can, and then, if everything’s clear, then we take our Doc in for a closer look—With a ship and a backup plan. Everyone wins, right?”

      The look on Jaeger’s face—not to mention the uneasy tug in Nate’s gut—said that plainly not everyone won, sending Tessa right back into the lion’s den after they’d just gotten her back. Tessa, though, was unimpressed by their unspoken concerns.

      “Look, you’re all hammered to shit, Pierce is a cock—

      “I resent that,” Pierce said, though he sounded unconvinced.

      “—and no one knows Cammy like I do,” Tessa finished, ignoring him, eyes still fixed on Jaeger as she stepped up beside Nate. “Let me get her out of there, Boss.”

      Tor appeared to Nate’s left, wordlessly claiming the other ticket, Nate’s insides churning with some mixture of warm-and-fuzzy gratitude to the both of them, and a sudden wriggling certainty that he should’ve kept his mouth shut, kept things simple, and gone alone to start with, with or without the old man’s blessing.

      “Fine.” Jaeger considered the three of them, clearly not thrilled. “Fine. You poke your heads in, you have a look, and you get the hell back here.” He focused on Nate like he wasn’t quite sure whether it was even worth trying. “No going rogue and pissing off the Dark Tower, hooah?”

      Nate touched his middle and index finger to his forehead in a casual salute, narrowly resisting the temptation to fold down the index finger for full effect.

      “Good luck, then,” Jaeger said as they gathered up to go, the mood in the camp somber and tense. Nate eyed a pair of Asgardians as they rose, seemingly in disgust, and set off after the comrade who’d stormed out after Ramirez’s comments. It wasn’t the most heartening sendoff. Everyone looking for something useful to say. No one finding it. No one but Snuffy, as Nate took hold of Tessa and Tor and began to lift off.

      “Take lots of pictures!” the mechanic called after them, as they flew off to see what they could see.
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      A few short kilometers distant, on the far side of the hill, Celdór stomped across the dusty yet softening soils at the edge of the flooded grasslands, scanning the muddy waters below for any signs of catchable food, and generally cursing the Terrans for their undying arrogance.

      “Excalibur Knight,” he growled under his breath, and spat into the shallow edge of the dark waters for good measure.

      He’d considered returning to their paltry camp. Had considered it doubly at the sight of that cursed Terran Knight flying off across the strange skies, bearing two of his compatriots. Celdór couldn’t help but think about what proper respects he’d have drawn from the brown skinned Terran for his earlier insolent words, without his so-called Knight there to protect him.

      As if the Terran could protect any of them, here in this hellish place.

      The boy was no warrior, and this was no tale of the fay. Perhaps, had the Lady seen fit to bestow her gift upon one more worthy… It hardly bore thinking, what a good Asgardian soldier could have done with that amount of power. Yet think on it, Celdór did, resting down to his haunches, staring through the brackish waters, thoughts of nourishment momentarily forgotten.

      It was hardly the first time the Asgardian people had witnessed such an utter lack of appreciation for martial might. Such were the times. Just as their soft Atlantean ancestors had forsaken the rule of the lance and the shield for that of their skewed words and political maneuverings some many generations ago, so too now went the way of the Alliance’s oldest and most sacred of orders. The Knights. The Alliance. All of them cheerfully building their house of fancies on a wobbling foundation of polite smiles and lies. All of them pretending they could somehow escape the unerring edge of nature, as it swung back to consume them for their generations of trite decadence and soft-bellied weakness.

      On some level, Celdór couldn’t help but delight in the knowledge that the entire Alliance seemed nothing if not well poised to reap exactly what it had sown these past millennia. He wasn’t alone in that thinking. But nor was it an especially useful line of thinking in the interest of Asgard’s survival—or otherwise—were the tales of the Great War to be trusted, as Celdór believed they were.

      Centering himself back on that most banal of concerns, Celdór palmed a rock from the dirt and stood to calmly face whatever was coming, unstartled by the shadow that’d just flitted over him and his worthless ruminations. Unafraid of whatever that shadow brought.

      He did not jump or startle as the slender figure punched into the dark waters some hundred meters ahead, seemingly from the sky, or perhaps having launched from the distant precipice on the far side of the overrun river. He did not recoil as a grotesque form emerged from the disturbed waters, hissing and tearing straight toward him like a wild, drowning beast.

      An Ooperian, he realized, at a splashing glimpse. Mayhap the very same half-starved wretch from the pit, he thought, as the thing neared, its movements wild and flailing.

      Celdór hefted the rock, suitable enough for a crude missile, or to the purpose of braining the half-starved savage, and waded into the stagnant waters, going to meet it. It was only at his first good glimpse of the thing’s face—and more specifically, its cloudy eyes—that he felt his first hint of surprise.

      A blind Ooperian.

      Perhaps this was more a tale of the fay than he’d imagined.

      Celdór nearly could have laughed.

      “Be still, demon,” he growled, plucking the pathetic wretch from the churning waters, holding his stone at the ready. “Be still, or I will teach you the meaning of—”

      The sound was wet and startlingly sudden. It came on a blinding thud of impact. Came from his own stunned throat. So fast that Celdór’s mind failed to keep pace as he looked down, dimly aware that he’d dropped the Ooperian wretch into the shallows, and that the creature was scrambling clear with a frantic terror of speed and churning water. Fleeing. Something innately unbelievable, nonsensical, about the black, clawed fist sticking out of Celdór’s own chest. His bloody, screaming chest.

      Celdór tried to scream too, then, as his flailing senses realigned. Tried to spin and fight, to look his cowardly assassin in the eyes. But all that left his throat was a weak, wet gasp, his powerful legs buckling beneath him without permission.

      Shame.

      Voices in the distance, crying his name. Crying challenge to his cowardly attacker. Stabbed in the back. The Ooperian, gone. Gone. Scrambled off up the hill with its frantic hisses. Fleeing. Not him. Paying no mind to the charging Asgardians it passed. Charging for Celdór. Charging to his aid.

      Stabbed in the back.

      Shame.

      The last he saw was a curious sight, as that clawed fist tore free and spun him around. A great, upright jungle cat, awash in bloody waters and a black flood of whirling particulates. The swarm dancing around it like living armor. Utterly silent. Senses failing. Shame and fury.

      And the black jaws of Ginnungagap, coming to swallow him whole.
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      “You’re sure you’re—”

      “Ask me one more time,” Tessa cut him off, “and I swear I’ll break my foot on that rock solid ass of yours.”

      “Okay?” Nate finished. Or maybe acknowledged. He wasn’t sure. He showed his hands in surrender anyway, then glanced back to the ridge where Tor was keeping watch. It was hard to fight off the feeling that they didn’t have the faintest clue what they were looking for here. Maybe in large part because it wasn’t really a feeling at all. More an unfortunate fact. But that was kind of the point of this recon, wasn’t it? Best case scenario, they found the Camelot right off the bat—and maybe discovered a nice big “Detonate” button for the Dark Tower, to boot. Worst case…

      He frowned after Tessa as she puffed her chest at him and started off down the treacherous slope.

      “Just be—” he started, then darted forward as some loose stones skittered out from under her boots.

      Tessa caught her balance just fine on her own, then regarded the armored hand on her forearm with a wry grin. “Wouldn’t wanna slip and hurt myself before we get inside the big evil Synth tower, right?”

      Nate looked up at the enormous dark spire—it was kind of hard to look at anything else this close up—and released her arm with a sigh. “Point taken.”

      The flight over had been uneventful, albeit uneventful with bated breath, the spire looming so large and sinister he swore the thing had its own gravity—a fact which, as Ex had helpfully pointed out, was indeed true of almost any and all matter in the known universe and not at all unique to spooky towers. They’d spent the rest of the short flight bickering semantics and you know what I means, the spire not so much coming nearer as simply blotting out more and more of the sky, until Tor had interrupted to point out a prime lookout perch and request landing. For a minute, Nate had almost forgotten he was carrying Tor and Tessa.

      Nothing like a know-it-all Ass Bot riding shotgun to keep things interesting inside one’s own head.

      You fly on gravitational manipulators, Ex grumbled. Forgive me for assuming you should understand the most basic fundamentals of your toys.

      I’d rather someone explain to me the most basic fundamentals of THIS thing, if you don’t mind, Nate countered, peering down into the oddly hazy depths of one of the many fissures that’d opened between the crumbling mountain roots and the pulsing spire that’d plowed its way up from what may or may not have been the ninth hell these Asgardians were so fond of. What is it doing with the Light?

      Conducting it, obviously, Ex replied. I thought you already understood that much, he added, before Nate could manage an indignant remark. I watched that very thought chitter across the spaghetti soup you call a brain not thirty minutes past, whilst you ogled the descending waves. Is it my fault I assumed that implied some level of comprehension?

      Yes. That’s exactly your fault.

      Hmph.

      Nate considered those faint blue waves of Light disappearing down the length of the spire, each one adding a subtle thrum to the ongoing showers of crumbling rock and shifting earth raining down into the open cracks of Ginnungagap—down to Lady knew where. Any idea where it might be conducting that Light to? he wondered hesitantly.

      Presumably to something that has some use for Light, Ex replied, oh-so-helpfully. Something thataway, he added, pinging toward the planet’s core on Nate’s HUD. Alas, that’s hardly the strange part.

      Nate considered Tessa as she turned to him from the chasm she’d been surveying. What’s the strange part?

      The strange part is that it’s conducting Light at all—obviously. I don’t know of anything else in the universe that can do that, aside from the Excaliburs, their Knightships, and the Beacons. Unless we count the Merlin, or the Lady herself.

      So maybe… Nate trailed off, trying the pieces on for size. The way the swarm had hunted him through the jungle at his most vulnerable. The way it seemed desperate to glom onto the Camelot and the Kalnythian Wilds. The way it had yanked them here across the Asgard system to begin with—possibly by the threads of Elsa’s damned rocks. Maybe that’s Lundquist’s rate-limiting step, then. Maybe this Archon just didn’t have enough Light to power its relay. Maybe that’s why…

      Ahead, Tessa was hooking a thumb deeper into the gorge, like we gonna have a look or not? Atop her ridge lookout, Tor’s dark form was still and vigilant against the murky ripples of shifting daylight.

      It could explain a few things, Ex confirmed. Including how and why that protoswarm ended up strewn across the sector at the beginning of this mess. An underpowered relay would likely be quite erratic. It might even provide some clues as to when and how the Archon awoke on this planet. Which is why I already thought of all this well before Dr. Lundquist hatched his bold relay hypothesis back there.

      Nate raised a wait a minute finger at Tessa’s splayed what gives hands, processing that last sentence, weighing it against yet another flutter of indignation. But something about the way Ex said it. Something about the way he invoked Lundquist’s name.

      For a second, Nate couldn’t help but wonder if maybe his companion wasn’t stretching the truth—maybe even straight up fabricating it—out of plain, old jealousy that he hadn’t been the one to think of it all first.

      Oh, please. You can’t comprehend the number of diverging probabilities that cycle through my processors every nanosecond, Nathaniel. If I inundated you with every tiny little maybe that passed through my mind—

      You’re really gonna tell me my brain would’ve turned to jelly if you mentioned you’d solved the entire damned mystery?

      No. I’m telling you that what you’re proposing right now is predicated on more maybes, remote possibilities, and outright unknowns than you’re consciously capable of perceiving at once, much less processing. I could provide you with over seventy-million alternate macropossibilities of virtually identical probability, not to mention compelling mathematical proofs that strongly suggest neither one of us truly even possesses free will, thus rendering this entire exercise rather pointless, but suffice it to say, Nathaniel, that I’d simply rather have a look around before I go wagering the fate of the galaxy on your singular intuition.

      That’s… Yeah, okay. Fair enough. I’m just saying, in the future—

      You’d prefer I turn your brain to mush and spell out everything in nauseating detail. Understood. I shall henceforth make no assumptions of probabilistic competence, especially—

      Especially where my sad noodle-brained intelligence is concerned, Nate finished for him, guessing the gist of it. Or, for that matter, where—

      Where the safety of the crew is in doubt, Ex fired back, just to show two could play that game. See? he added. We’re getting so good at this, Nathaniel.

      Two peas in a freaking pod, Nate thought. Just—

      If you see something, say something? Ex offered.

      Something like that.

      Never trust the obvious to land, Ex confirmed. Got it. No assumptions here. Radical transparency, all the way. Lady be praised.

      “I feel better already,” Nate muttered, turning to go meet Tessa, and drawing up short as his HUD overlay came alive with a positively overwhelming stream of ghostly virtualities—hundreds, thousands, of Alternate Reality Nates stepping forward only to trip and fall down the chasm on the left. More still falling at Tessa’s feet on the right. Several others falling and knocking her into the pit with him. Alternate Reality Nates attacked by the spire in a sudden rush of dismantling swarm. Zapped by spire lightning. Unleashing hell on the spire only to watch the planet sundered through at the core. A few poor Alternate Reality Nates spontaneously combusting on the spot.

      “Everything okay?” came Tessa’s voice somewhere through the chaos of a thousand Nates, adding a whole new universe of diverging possibilities to the mess.

      I get it, he snapped at Ex.

      The HUD cleared instantly, like magic, leaving one mildly concerned looking Tessa watching him a few meters away.

      “Trouble in paradise?” she asked, as he went to join her.

      “Who, us? Never.”

      But some part of him kept chewing at the edge of the irritation he wanted to feel for his partner as he and Tessa resumed their sweep of the area.

      You really see all that, all the time? he finally asked.

      In grossly oversimplified terms, yes. That, and much, much more.

      Something in the way Ex said it struck at Nate’s heart. He’d felt hopelessness before—genuine Up-the-Creek-Without-a-Paddle Blues. But the thought of being unable to rally his mind and body back around the definite—to be stuck drifting among a mess of diverging madnesses without a lever to collapse the world back down into one predictable reality… That seemed… Not just horrifying. Lonely, too. Like some desolate traveler cursed to wander the spaces between countless lush realities without ever having one to call his own. And to think he’d gone this long without understanding such a basic fact of his friend’s existence…

      Oh, spare me your pity, Ex grumbled, sounding properly disgusted. I could make a similarly pathetic assessment of your single-minded perceptions. And besides, I do have methods for modulating the convergence of my so-called ‘experiences’ when the need arises. In particular, I find it… enhances my deterministic focus, shall we say, being forced to interact with—

      With my sad noodle brain? Nate offered, unable to hold back a smile.

      Just so. Though it’s possible ‘enhance’ is entirely too positive a word.

      “Ass Bot,” Nate muttered beneath his smile, as if Ex couldn’t hear.

      They spent some time picking their way across the wreckage from there, hovering from one vantage point to the next on Nate’s gravitonics, Ex running scans all the while. As many precautions as Ex had prepared for the contingency of losing the Light again, their energy stores held just fine throughout. The only thing that was missing was the Camelot. And the Archon. Ex’s sweeps showed no hint of either nearby. Interesting readings from the tower, they had in spades. But not enough to draw any hard conclusions from the outside. Nate didn’t push Ex to speculate.

      Finally, they reached the point where there was nothing left to physically inspect on the surface level but the tower itself. It stood massive and silent as they approached, its surface oddly smooth close up, compared with how violently sharp and prickly its higher extremities looked from afar.

      “Sooo…” Tessa said, eyeing the jet-black wall from what felt only nominally like a safe distance. “You reckon we just knock, or what?”

      Nate tipped his head back, tracing the gargantuan obelisk into the sky. The spire’s surface seemed to eat the warbled daylight. He wasn’t sure he could even see the top of the thing this close up.

      “Guess that depends on whether or not we think it’s a good idea to touch the giant lightning rod.”

      They both looked at each other. Back to the tower, considering. Back to each other.

      “Just the tip, then?” Tessa asked.

      “Something tells me you’re not taking this as seriously as Old Man Jaeger would prefer.”

      “Defense mechanism. I’m actually shaking in my boots, beneath all the bravado.” She followed his pointed look down to her planted boots and shrugged. “You know, metaphorically speaking.”

      Nate considered the tower, trying to weigh the options like a responsible Knight type would, knowing even as he did that he didn’t have any better alternative. Jaeger and the others would be waiting, probably beginning to worry. But Cammy was waiting somewhere too. Quite possibly somewhere in there. And they needed answers, regardless.

      Ex, for his part, was at least marginally convinced that the thing probably wouldn’t be able to possibly, mayhap suck them dry of Light and life at first touch. Perchance. Maybe.

      I believe in you, Nathaniel. I swear.

      But which me? Nate wondered, picturing a fleet of Alternate Reality Nates stepping forward to try their luck.

      That IS the question, isn’t it?

      He blew out a long breath. “Fine.” He glanced at Tessa. “Fine. We’ll do it. Just the—Just take cover, will you?”

      “I shall duck behind this rock,” she chimed, practically beaming, definitely far too chipper for any sane mortal in this particular situation as she sidled over to a long, flat boulder.

      He wanted to argue with her choice of cover—wanted, in truth, to pick her up and fly her at least as far back as Tor’s lookout. Farther, if they were being even remotely realistic about the kind of power the structure might be ready to unleash. But then again, if they were really being realistic, even the camp might not be safe. Probably wasn’t.

      “Nate.” The playfulness had gone from Tessa’s tone. From her face too. She saw his hesitance. Wanted him to know it. “Let’s find our girl,” she said, in a way that made it clear she decidedly wasn’t screwing around beneath that chipper surface. “Hooah?”

      He nodded, waited for her to take cover, then turned and stepped up to the monolithic monstrosity. It screwed with his ears, standing so close to something so gigantic yet so eerily silent. It was only as he drew up the last few meters that he was able to fully appreciate the extent of that silence—like, in addition to daylight, the jet-black surface ate sound waves as well. Like it consumed everything that touched it, refusing to reflect anything back to the outside world. Nothing but those crackling arcs of red energy racing across its surface here and there, and the soft waves of azure Light descending. He felt each passing thrum more as a tingling in the hairs of his forearms than as actual sound.

      None of it seemed to bode well.

      He thought of Iveera. Tried not to think of the way her eyes had widened at that word, Archon. Let out another long breath, sinking into focus, pulling up every shield and barrier he had at max power. Then he reached out to touch the thing.

      The wall rippled and parted before his hand like fluid magic.

      The effect was so unexpected, so smooth yet unsettling, that he jerked his hand back before he could think about it. The tower wall fell back into place like a waterfall resuming its shape after some perturbation, but other than that… Nothing. No furious alarm or flaring defense cannons. No bolt of ruby red lightning.

      Well, that was unexpected, Ex said.

      Even for you? Nate asked, too stunned to be sassy about it.

      Exceedingly improbable, then, if you’d like to split hairs about it, Ex amended. Roughly equal in likelihood to the scenario in which the wall spontaneously became ham.

      Nate just gaped at the black wall, unsure what to make of any of it.

      Okay, that was a teensy-weensy exaggeration, Ex admitted, as if a wall of ham was surely the bit that Nate was hung up on, here. Regardless…

      Nate glanced back at Tessa’s rock. Saw a pair of peeping eyes caught up in a stupefied look to rival his own. He gestured for her to get back behind cover, then turned and tried again.

      Again, the black wall parted several centimeters ahead of his reaching hand, like flowing water preemptively fleeing a coming glob of oil. He reached a little farther in, tracing his fingers back and forth, surprised to see the outer wall didn’t appear to be more than a few centimeters thick—at least in this spot. That seemed rather improbable too, for a structure of this size. But he was more captivated for the moment with the way the wall continued to react to his tracing fingers, parting wherever he moved his hand whilst closing back at the places he left behind, like the material was electrostatically repelled from his armor.

      “Huh,” Tessa said behind him, so close he almost jumped. He glanced back at her with a flicker of anger that she hadn’t stayed behind cover.

      “Well, that was easy,” she said, too busy gaping at the flowing gap around his hand to notice.

      “A little too easy,” he thought out loud, withdrawing his hand and watching the wall close back up with a disconcerting lack of sound.

      “Mmhmm,” she said, nodding thoughtfully, looking between him and the once-again flawless black tower wall, wheels turning.

      “I think maybe I should get you and Tor out of here.”

      “That wasn’t the plan, Mr. Knight,” she said, stepping closer to the spire with a strange, almost dreamy expression. He was barely aware of her moving till he caught her hand in mid-reach for the black surface. She looked at him, trance broken.

      “How much of this has been ‘the plan,’ Tess?” He felt her tense at the heat in his voice. It surprised him too. “I…” The words caught in his throat. Now wasn’t the time for this. Anytime wasn’t the time for the thoughts going through his head. He undid the seals and pulled off his helmet, willing her to heed his words. “Look, you weren’t awake to see what happened here before, but you saw the state everyone’s in back at camp because of it. I need space to work without having to worry about you or anyone else.”

      She looked up at him, searching his face in a way that made him suddenly and overtly aware of how close they were. “I hear what you’re saying,” she finally said. “I really do. But you need to get it through your head that we’re with you in this, Nate. In all of it. What do you think happens to us if you go die in there because you didn’t have a third hand to take the stick?”

      He searched her face. She didn’t back down.

      He broke first, and they both knew it.

      “Pretty sure Ex could grow a third hand, technically speaking,” he muttered, scowling at nothing in particular.

      “A quick peek. That’s all I’m asking.”

      Nate blew out a sigh. “Just the tip?”

      “Just to see how it feels,” she confirmed, with the most solemn of nods.

      “Tess…”

      She pitched an eyebrow, like didn’t we literally just do this?

      “If I tell you to run…”

      “Ah.” She threw him a loose salute and made a clack-clack sound with her tongue. “Then you’ll already be talking to an empty room. Promise. C’mon, Mr. Knight,” she added, brushing past to take cover behind him, like she already knew he was going to ask. “What could possibly go wrong?”
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      There were no floors to stand on inside the spire.

      In hindsight, Nate wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. A black onyx welcome lobby, maybe—inlaid with a nice, inverted pentagram, he supposed. Arcane elevators, and orc guards, and goblin receptionists sitting behind deceptively tidy desks, manning the ol’ nine-to-five. Aside from a lifetime spent around Terran buildings, he supposed there really hadn’t been any reason to expect the structure’s innards would reflect its outward tower-ish appearance at all.

      And they most certainly didn’t.

      He looked down at Tess, hovering there in his arms. She sensed his gaze in the eerie red light and met it with a clear are you seeing this shit? look. Neither of them spoke for some silent fear that the structure would hear them and respond. Which part of the the structure, he wasn’t exactly sure. But there were more than enough potential options to choose from.

      Everywhere they looked, dark whirring pieces of all shapes and sizes drifted about their business, some relatively fixed in position and apparent function, others more amorphous and flighty. The entire dance had an almost organic sort of feel to it, coupled with the long, rhythmic waves of Light that seemed to go pulsing down the length of the spire every ten seconds or so. In another light, something about the whole production might’ve felt mesmerizing, even satisfying. Cast in the ominous red glow of the crackling storm high above, though, it just kind of felt like they’d gone and wandered onto the busy streets of hell.

      He glanced up at that angry ruby electrical storm—seemingly raging at the spire’s distant peak, though it was hard to actually gauge distances in here. A rush of azure Light descended from the chaos, searing dark red shadows to violet and sending glitchy jitters through the machinery as it passed, on and on, down into the heart of Ginnungagap.

      Watching the Light descend into the depths, watching all of it, Nate wasn’t sure what to think. There were a lot of moving pieces to take in, and the structure did invoke the feeling of some dark wizard’s tower, in more ways than one. But… He wasn’t quite sure. For some reason, watching it all, he had the vague intuition that they weren’t really in a “tower” at all, so much as they were floating inside one impossibly long, synthetic nerve, just doing its thing—whatever the hell that thing might be.

      And that, he figured, was probably that for the moment.

      They’d come. They’d seen. There was no Camelot waiting to be snatched, and as far as interior details went, Ex could replay the whole thing in holo schematic for Lundquist and the others. Not that Nate really expected they’d have any more idea what to make of all this than he did. But still. For now, getting out while they still could seemed the smart move. At least until he could come back unencumbered to scout deeper.

      Tessa must’ve felt him starting to drift them backward for the spire wall. She turned palms upward in silent question, jerking her head back toward the heart of the dim shaft like we already came this far, right?

      Not to side with Ms. What Could Go Wrong, here, Ex added, but in keeping with the Great Noodle Brain Accords of Ten Minutes Past, I’d be remiss were I not to tell you that I’m fairly certain I feel our Camelot down there somewhere.

      Somewhere? Nate wondered, eyeing the drop. The blue rings of descending Light seemed to go on forever in that darkness. Far enough to blur together in what little snippets Nate could see before they were obfuscated completely by layer after overlapping layer of swirling spire machinery.

      At least a few hundred, um… Hmm.

      Hmm?

      It’s difficult to tell with all this interference. It could be a few hundred kilometers down. Could be… thousands? The Light pingback is quite finicky in here. Can’t imagine why.

      Nate stared unseeingly at the unfathomable pit, trying and failing to grasp the magnitude of the depths Ex was proposing.

      My most convergent guess is that the Archon is moving shop, Ex added. Either closer to the core, or perhaps to the pole on the far side of the planet. Either way begs the question—

      Wait—This thing goes… all the way?

      But even as he asked, the image was already taking shape in his mind—a central shaft, some nine or ten thousand kilometers in length, connecting the vast array of dendritic tendrils blooming out by the tens of thousands from those jagged spire peaks high above. Tendrils he might well have unknowingly contacted, it seemed, on his hasty flight up into the soul-sucking void. Tendrils that stretched untold kilometers through the atmosphere, too fine to notice but for the accumulated red haze. All of them funneling, funneling. Funneling an entire planet’s Light back to this bipolar, planetary backbone. And not just funneling. There was something else there, too. Some function he couldn’t quite grasp. Teleportation. Spatial folding. Unfolding.

      Unreality.

      Are you…? Are we…? Nate tried to parse the murky schematics in his head, distantly aware of the thought, if not quite the sensation, that he smelled something burning. Are these my thoughts, or yours?

      Yes, Ex replied, in a mildly self-satisfied tone. Though the latter is still clearly somewhat lost in translation to the former. With a bit of practice, though—and a good bit of dumb luck, I wager—Lady willing, perhaps I won’t have to continue spelling out my every cycle for you with clunky words for all the centuries to come.

      Nate considered that.

      Be careful what you wish for, I think, is the pertinent phrase here, Ex concluded, when he’d been silent too long.

      Maybe I’m just touched you still think we have centuries right now, Nate countered, coming back to the dim red world of the shaft and all its fastidious worker bees with the realization that Tessa had just said something. For a moment, he’d nearly forgotten he was holding her. For the next, he could only look around in mild alarm, waiting to see if the busy streets of Spire Hell would spring to red alert at the intrusion of her Terran voice. Tessa looked around too, clearly cognizant of the same possibility.

      Nothing changed.

      Not as far as he could tell, at least.

      Finally, Tessa looked back to him like she was still awaiting some answer. “You didn’t, did you?”

      “Didn’t what?”

      “Stroke out on me.”

      “Oh. Technically, no.”

      “Reassuring,” she said, hyphenating the syllables out as she gazed around the apparently largely mindless business of the tower. “So then… onward?”

      “Just a quick look,” he agreed, hovering them gently forward into the open. “Ex thinks he has a read on Cammy somewhere below.”

      Tessa gave a sober nod. It still didn’t feel right—or particularly intelligent—speaking aloud in this place. Or lingering a second longer than necessary. He pointed them toward the nearest curiosity and eased them downward.

      While such pedestrian modalities as floors were wholly absent from the spire shaft layout, there were multiple series of geometric nodes interspersed down the length of the shaft—most of them spaced every few kilometers or so, from the looks of it, with the nearest being a quick hundred-meter descent away. He approached cautiously, steering clear of the quivering nanite tendril linkage and taking care to make sure Tessa was enveloped inside his energy shields, just in case.

      The darkness thickened noticeably with every passing meter they drew away from the already distant spire apex—Ex’s Light-sucking dendrite, with its raging red electrical storm. There was no sign of the Camelot below, or of anything else patently non spire related, really. But that probably wasn’t surprising if Ex was anywhere close on his estimated distances. Nate wasn’t really sure what he was expecting to glean at all as they drew closer to the node, aside from maybe a slightly less obstructed line of sight down the length of the shaft.

      What he definitely wasn’t expecting was for the thing to lash out at them with angry nanite tentacles.

      The first rushing arm glanced off his energy shields with a sharp sputter and hiss, the breath catching in his lungs. Freezing. Freezing right along with everything else.

      It was like a switch had been thrown.

      One instant, he was recoiling, reaching to conjure his sword, Tessa sucking a sharp, “What the—” in his arms. The next, it was like his mind had gone and fallen right off the edge of chartered time and space, leaving his body behind. Space constricted. The depths of the spire rushing up to meet him. His limbs heavy, leaden. Time coiling in on itself. The whirring worker bees suddenly still. In his arms, Tessa was frozen. And below…

      Below.

      Two thousand kilometers and a hair’s breadth away, the Archon turned from its work to look at him, the only thing moving in this frozen world of theirs—just him and it, the space between them bizarrely telescoping in on itself. Collapsing. He noted the megatons of collapsed superstructure cargo it seemed to have shuttled along from the surface. Felt Cammy’s presence buried somewhere therein. Felt the Archon’s will bending, sharpening, frozen space quivering as it set its sights on him.

      In that moment, Nate knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it would be suicide, challenging the Archon here, at the seat of its power.

      He pulled back against its hold, willing the world to unfreeze.

      Below, the Archon flared brighter.

      Nate strained harder. Felt Ex straining with him. Felt searing heat and pressure, the Archon thrusting a glowing hand forward across the impossible distance.

      They fought, its will crushing in around them. Absolute.

      Fought harder. Screaming. Straining. Straining until—

      Time shattered.

      Disbanded. Uncoiled. Snapped back into place, ripped across the vast space by Nate’s ragged gasp.

      “—piss?!” Tessa concluded.

      Nate was already moving. Moving on pure instinct. Grasping her tighter. Punching the gravitonics.

      “Nate?”

      The walls closing in on them. Coming alive.

      “Nate!”

      He leveled his wrist cannon and blasted through the spire wall where they’d entered, positive that whatever magical visitor’s pass had let him in had been revoked the moment the Archon laid eyes on them. He fed more power to the gravitonics, nanites hammering their shields from behind.

      They broke through the gaping spire hole into murky orange daylight, hounded by more nanoswarm than Nate could process. It came from everywhere at once, plunging after them through the opening, tearing itself from the dark spire walls, clogging the air. The entire damn tower rippling to life. Enough to swallow twenty Camelots whole. More.

      He didn’t think. Just moved. Tearing out of the ruins on the gravitonics. Barely slowing to snatch up Tor from her lookout perch on the way. It was only as he did so that he registered how molasses-slow she was moving, and the strange stillness gripping the land. The daylight frozen. The swarm slowing behind them. Tor and Tessa practically stuck to his sides like magnets as they flew, their faces twisting in slow motion expressions of pain and alarm.

      It was so disconcerting Nate almost lost track of their flight and brought them down at full speed.

      Well, that’s one way to break into the wonderful world of flash-stepping, Ex chimed, rather cheerfully, as they thudded down to the camp site in a sudden rush of air. The empty camp site, he registered dumbly, save for two surprised looking Asgardians and an openly gaping Pierce and Snuffy. And had Ex just said—

      “Ughh,” Tessa groaned, doubling over to clutch at her knees like she might be sick.

      Typically inadvisable with sensitive cargo, Ex added, as Nate hurried to stabilize her, feeling a bit inside out. Beside them, Tor looked a little green at the gills too. You’d best be careful next time, Nathaniel. A little more spacetime warpage and you could have killed them. And speaking of which—

      “The hell’d you come from?” Pierce asked, before Nate’s spinning head could properly begin to process Ex’s words, or even think about asking where everyone was.

      Beside them, Tor dropped to one knee and vomited.

      “Yup,” Tessa said, grimacing at the sight. “That feels about right.”

      “Nate?” Pierce tried again. “What’s the deal? What happened over there? You all look like you—”

      They all whipped around at an awful, airy hiss from the direction of the flooded river valley, Nate preparing to fight, fully expecting to see a tsunami of nanoswarm blocking out the sky. Instead, he took in one emaciated Ooperian cresting the hill, running like the devil himself was on his tail.

      —I believe we have company, Ex concluded.

      “Bob?” Snuffy asked, like he couldn’t quite believe his eyes.

      The Ooperian hissed and hacked as it ran, waving its arms like a survivor flagging down a passing plane.

      And not just this one, Ex added.

      Then the sky did go black, and the thing chasing Bob came flying out of the flooded river valley on a rushing wave of darkness.
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      It happened faster than Nate could process. He threw his hands wide and pushed the others aside on twin bursts of gravitonic force, clearing the way. Then the darkness crashed into him like a force of nature.

      Myrr, he registered, as his heart leapt on a surge of bioengineered terror. Stronger than before. No doubt about it. And coated in flowing swaths of jet-black plating that looked too much like nanite armor. Even gassed up on Light as Nate was, the impact sent them skidding across the soil, tearing a deep furrow, and damn near knocked him on his ass.

      Something—three guesses what—had supercharged the homicidal supercat.

      He didn’t have time to wonder how before Myrr quite literally tried to bite his head off. He moved without thinking, jamming a defensive forearm into the beast’s jaws, trying to conjure up some of that newfound superspeed, focus breaking like a brittle twig as Myrr chomped down with crushing force. Nate gritted his teeth and shoved back, adding a gravitonic blast that sent Myrr cratering into the hillside.

      The swarm was already descending on his people, ripping into the fleeing Ooperian, Pierce and Snuffy firing hopelessly into the mass as the Asgardians dragged them back. Tor and Tessa hurried their way, Tor’s shield disintegrating from her arm as the Atlantean tried to defend them, Tessa waving and shouting at the others, “Go! Go!”

      Nate lifted off, catching the thickest swath of nanites with a column of plasma that probably singed his friends’ hair off. He might as well have been trying to punch back an ocean, as fast as the swarm kept coming. He charged forward on his gravitonics, hoping against hope that the nanites would focus on him and let his people escape.

      Snuffy went down, Pierce crouched protectively in front of him, firing all the while as one of the Asgardians snagged the mechanic’s weapon and the other plucked him up, threw him over one broad shoulder, and started running.

      Nate felt Ex offering something. A weapon. A distraction. He didn’t ask questions, just took it and swung for the hills. The air ruptured with a frenetic burst of sound waves and electromagnetic chaos. For a moment, it almost seemed to work—the nanites reeling in an unfocused mess, like a colony without a queen. Then the swarm coalesced back around some central will, and Myrr came flying in for Round Two.

      Nate was ready this time, smacking the beast down with a hammering blow. He conjured his sword from e-dim, preparing to follow for the kill, but the swarm enveloped him, pressing in from all sides, obscuring his view of anything else. He cooked the surrounding area with a flare of his energy shields, resisting the urge to start swinging wildly. In the moment the blast bought him, he caught sight of that crazy snargladorf charging onto the scene from…

      The facility. The abandoned buildings.

      Shelter.

      “Get to the buildings!” he shouted. Unnecessarily, it seemed, as he glimpsed Vampire Bob dragging a bloodied Asgardian and a struggling Pierce that way, hissing at the snargladorf, which darted over to grab Snuffy by one tear-resistant pant leg and start dragging.

      The swarm was back on him before he could spot Tessa or the others.

      He did start swinging, then, hacking through the mess with sword and plasma. It wasn’t as futile as it should’ve been. Something about this swarm. Weaker than the one he’d clashed with before. More erratic. He pushed on through the thick of it, bolstered by these observations, determined to find Myrr and end this.

      He didn’t have far to go.

      Myrr was waiting for him when he broke through the swarm. Waiting with Tessa held high in one black clawed hand—a kicking, cursing human shield. Or a trophy. Either way, designed to give Nate pause. It just lit a fury instead. Some internal dam breaking. This thing. This planet.

      He exploded forward with a wild bellow, pushing the gravitonics. Pushing till the swarm slowed around him, the world caught in molasses. Tessa’s face frozen mid-snarl. Myrr’s yellow irises tracking him from behind her shoulder, moving faster than the rest of the world. Not fast enough.

      He took the beast’s arm off with one clean cut at the elbow—glowing sword edge hewing through armor and flesh and bone like nothing. Time snapped back into shape with a keening animal scream as he took Myrr by the throat and ripped the creature away from Tessa. They crashed through a dead tree, Myrr snapping its powerful jaws at him, flailing. The chemical fear wilting. Spoiling. Shifting to something else completely.

      They slammed into the dirt, Myrr first, hard enough to kick up a shockwave of soil and dust, Nate plunging his sword into Myrr’s abdomen to end it. The blade was halfway buried when the beast caught hold of his wrist with both enormous hands, and something alien and half-crazed washed over him—through him.

      Pain.

      Terrible, gnawing pain.

      Ripping at his flesh. Crawling under his skin like fire ants. The world flashing before his eyes, desperate and out of control. Filthy cages and probing stunners. Leering eyes. Blood on the walls. Wild gray curls. Tang of burnt herb. The Children. The Meyerwitz. The Cursed—

      Nate jerked back from Myrr, breaking away from whatever spell it was exuding, gripping his sword to try again. But not before he saw her. Blackthorne, standing there in his mind’s eye. Alone and shaking in a wrecked room. Here. The facility. Dangling wires and blood on the walls. Blood on her. Turning to him. Turning to it. Seeing.

      Myrr’s kick took him in the stomach like a runaway train. He was too stunned to see it coming, too slow to react. He hit the dirt rolling some twenty meters later, gasping for air. He kicked up on gravitonic wings, fully expecting waves of nanites to come crashing down on him with a vengeance, but the heart of the swarm was there—a rather small swarm, he registered, as he finally got his first clear look—gathering in a swirling mass around the dark predator that somehow seemed to have become its master.

      He locked eyes with Myrr across the battlefield. Read the thing’s intent clearly as if they were still caught in some kind of psychic link. The beast was clever. Too clever to press on with a fight it knew it wouldn’t win. So, it was off to go lick its wounds, find another way. Cunning predator’s eyes scanning the field for an out. Spotting it.

      “No,” Nate choked past a paralyzed diaphragm, eyes falling on Tessa right at the same time Myrr loosed its swarm like a thousand-thousand archers letting fly at once.

      Nate exploded forward, pouring on the speed, uselessly blasting holes in the swarm’s leading edge, Tessa pulling herself up from the ground in slow motion. He was so focused on reaching her—so caught up on Ex’s warning about flash-stepping precious cargo—that he never saw the second prong coming.

      The nanites punched into his side out of nowhere. Not enough to overload his shields outright, but more than enough to rip him off course. They rode him to the ground, driving, constricting, seeking some flaw in his defenses. He clawed at dirt, smoking energy shields burning off his attackers. Tore up from the ground, throwing himself toward Tessa. Too late.

      Slow motion terror as the swarm fell over her, reaching tendrils slashing at her back, her legs. Rushing forward to consume her completely. Her mouth and eyes wide with horrible realization.

      An animal scream tore from his throat, fists thrown wide. A thrumming blue shockwave punching out in all directions, washing over Tessa and the swarm. He didn’t understand. Not as he crashed to his knees in front of Tessa. Not as the buzzing masses around her sputtered and died, nanites dropping to the soil like someone had killed the network signal, the fringes at the edge of the shockwave recoiling as if burnt, then speeding away for the river valley.

      Myrr was gone.

      The camp site air muffled, silent but for the sounds of their breathing.

      Well, Ex said, stirring warily from combat silence, that was—

      “Exceedingly improbable,” Nate whispered, watching nanites fall like a fine ash rain.

      Just so.

      Tessa pushed up to her knees in front of him, looking around in disbelief, black nanite dust falling from her hair, clinging to her bloodied cheek. Nate hurried to wipe it clear, some part of him paranoid the things might somehow reawaken in her blood, crawl right in for a swim. The touch drew her shocked attention back to him, her hand reflexively shooting up to stop his. For a moment, they were caught in something like a struggle, wrestling more with what had just happened than with each other. Then he pulled her to him, and she didn’t fight it.

      “Jesus,” she breathed against his shoulder, arms clutching at his sides. “Jesus Christ, that was—”

      “Too close.”

      They sounded like someone else’s words. Someone else’s voice. Almost by surprise, he found himself pulling them to their feet, chest tightening with more anger than he knew what to do with. He let her go, turning toward the facility, thinking to look for their people but mostly just trying to calm himself. He wanted to hit something. Was being childish. Wanted to hit something anyway.

      “Nate…”

      He yanked his helmet off, rounding on her, finger raised. He wanted to scream at her. To grab her. Crush her. Crush her lips to his. For one dizzying moment he was sure his body would, whether he liked it or not. It was only as she stood there, jaw set, daring him to do his worst, that he remembered she’d taken at least a few slashes before he’d gotten there. A crash of thunder and ruby red lightning won out over their impromptu staring contest before he could ask, drawing their attention to the spire, and to the sizable swarm stirring up around its base.

      “Fantastic,” Tessa sighed.

      Nate spun at the sound of something approaching. That hissing Ooperian, hurrying their way, moving at an inhuman clip despite the pronounced limp he seemed to have developed from whatever wounds he’d sustained.

      Vampire Bob looked like he’d gone for a run through a nice field of razor wire.

      Lady’s Grace, he’s blind, Ex pitched in, as the Ooperian drew up several meters short of them, gangly hands raised in peace. Nate was too washed out from everything else to feel surprised, or to even wonder whose side the creature was on. He just took dim note of the cloudy gray haze in Bob’s eyes as the Ooperian began gasping some wild, hissing gibberish that even Ex couldn’t understand. Bob seemed to be functioning well enough on his remaining senses, if his frothing concern and wild gesticulations for the growing swarm on the spire horizon were any indication.

      “Shit,” Nate muttered, eyeing Tessa, then turning to consider their options, exceedingly slim as they were. Pierce and Tor were hoofing it back their way, bloodied but still on their feet. Further down the way, Tristan and Ramirez had appeared along with some of the Asgardians, all of them pitching in to bear Snuffy, the snargladorf, and the injured Asgardians down the sloping plain for the abandoned facilities where Jaeger must’ve decided to move camp.

      Nate eyed the flat stretch of ancient prefabs, knowing there was no way those walls—or any others—could hold against the swarm. Ex agreed emphatically. But shelter was shelter, said his primal caveman brain.

      And the swarm was coming.

      “Shit,” Nate repeated, as the black clouds began peeling off from the distant spire in earnest, headed their way. Fast.

      There was no time to deliberate. No time to fret over the sudden realization that his Light stores weren’t nearly as recovered as they should’ve been in the wake of his clash with Myrr. He grabbed Tessa, ignoring her indignation, gesturing furiously down the slope and barking orders that roughly rhymed with get the duck back to those gildings. Then, saved at least one decision as Vampire Bob recoiled from his offered hand and turned to bolt, Nate took flight.

      Moments later, Tessa delivered, he turned back to relieve the others of Snuffy and the half-frantic snargladorf. Then again. Back and forth like some ping-ponging ferryman, plucking wide-eyed crew and indignant Asgardians to safety with borderline violent speed, painfully aware at every leap that he was losing the race to the closing swarm.

      He sped in with the last cursing Asgardian, nanites nipping at his shields, just in time to witness Vampire Bob arriving on foot—only to skid to a hissing halt, dancing awkwardly right at the perimeter of the facility. Nate adjusted course, not even remotely sure if or when the Ooperian had become an ally, but intending to yank him into the courtyard with them all the same. At the last second, though, Bob gave a strange, high-pitched yowl, and threw himself forward.

      They all touched down more or less together at the corner of the forwardmost building, Nate and his cursing Asgardian passenger whirling to face the coming swarm, Bob merely cocking his head like he was listening. But there wasn’t anything to hear.

      Just an utterly silent, ocean-sized swarm crashing down on their heads.

      For an instant, Nate was back in Atlantis—a helpless boy standing frozen as the dark, icy waters came plunging down on him. The swarm blotting out the discolored Ginnungagap sky.

      Then his better senses took hold, and he tensed to throw himself at the swarm, to tear into the enemy with everything he had.

      He was already mid-leap when the entire swarm jerked to an abrupt halt, just clear of the facility walls. It happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly, that he touched down on the rooftop and almost pitched over the edge. He stayed there, perched and frozen, as the swarm did much the same—an ocean of blackness, staring him down like some cocked serpent, waiting to strike.

      The silent standoff stretched. Nate a hair’s breadth from saying to hell with it and taking his best shot. Terrified what might happen if he didn’t. Equally worried what might if he did. His finger was stroking the metaphorical trigger when the perfectly repelled swarm gave a sudden, network-wide shudder and began to recede from the facility. Slowly, at first. Then in greater swaths.

      You know, I’m getting kind of tired of saying this, Ex started slowly, but—

      “What the actual fuck is going on with this planet?” someone murmured from somewhere in the courtyard below.

      Just so, Ex agreed.

      Nate was too razor focused watching the nanites slink away, racing heart still pounding in his ears. He held steady, waiting for the other foot to fall, for the Archon to come screaming in. The greater swarm looping almost lazily around in the distance, headed back for the spire.

      It was only when the last of the nanites had turned tail, with no sign of coming back—and when someone down in the courtyard had sounded the cry, “We’re not dead, yet!”—that Nate finally allowed himself to unfreeze and look down at the ancient prefab rooftop beneath his boots. Only then that he allowed himself to wonder what in the hell had happened within these walls all those many years ago, and what they were hiding now.

      “I think maybe we’d better have a closer look at this place,” he said, watching the inky black clouds reunite with their mother spire in the distance.

      Just so, Ex agreed.
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      It happened in less than a blink.

      One instant, Myrr was perched safely in the arms of the jungle canopy, devouring the last of its latest catch. Willing the aching stump of its arm to regrow faster. Dark-sand armor tingling weirdly against its chest as it watched the Dark One’s swarms turned back by the lingering taint of the Meyerwitz’s cursed ruins, and by the Strong Armored One who seemed wholly unaffected by the place.

      One instant, Myrr was watching the Dark One’s forces retreat to its Dark Tower, beginning to question the strength of its new ally.

      The next, the jungle was gone, and Myrr’s flesh was screaming.

      Myrr reacted with jungle-honed reflexes, springing into motion, senses leaping to full alertness in the dark. But there was nowhere to spring. An unnatural lack of things to sense. Something other. In between. As if the sleeping mind sights had come to join the waking. Pain and alarm. Dark-sand armor ripping free from its flesh. Betraying Myrr’s control just as it had during Myrr’s retreat, when the Strong Armored One had conjured his scalding sorcery.

      But the Strong Armored One was not here, now.

      Only the Dark One.

      They were deep. Far deeper than Myrr had ever been. Its chest burned. Flesh failing to mend. The Dark One hovered there, considering Myrr with its glowing face-spot of red light and tainted brimstone. Myrr should have known, it realized. Knew now. The smells were wrong. Had been all along. Myrr should’ve listened. Had tried to listen. Senses fooled. The smells never lied.

      There was no anger as the Dark One took Myrr into its sharp embrace. Rent flesh and deep pain. The touch of darkness, leeching the lifesong from Myrr’s bones. No sense of failure or regret. Only pain. Pain, and betrayal, and an overwhelming sense of otherness. Failing senses. Foiled senses. Tricked by this force of un-nature. This Azmodeus. This Dark Invader. Its touch a portal. An entrance to a place Myrr dared not venture.

      The Dark Invader took Myrr by the scruff of the neck, unrelenting, and pushed it through.
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      Nathaniel.

      The voice was like a drop of water breaking against the perfectly flat plane of his world. Which, at the current moment, was nothing more than darkness. Long, sprawling darkness. Unbroken. Alone. Alone, but for—

      “Nate.”

      He opened his eyes to find Iveera watching him. Only… not Iveera. Not in the simple flesh. Something more.

      Her jin swished back and forth in a familiar gesture of casual disapproval. “You haven’t been practicing your mental defenses.”

      “I…” He stood and looked around, some dim corner of his mind noting that it was a tad strange, the way Iveera remained right in front of him, unchanged in his frame of reference, as he did so. Nothing else to see but hazy light and wispy nothingness. “Where are we?”

      “I would very much like to know the answer to that question myself.”

      “Dreaming,” Nate figured out loud, connecting the dots as the details came trickling back.

      “Uncoupling,” Iveera countered. For some reason, she’d never liked that word, dreaming. One of those cultural things he’d never gotten around to clarifying.

      Someone snorted at that thought from over behind a traipse of ruby red curtains.

      “Oh, never mind me,” Ex said, poking his mustachioed face out from behind the curtains. “We have more important matters to tend to.”

      “The Archon,” Nate said, looking back to Iveera.

      She was studying the place where Ex had just appeared, like she knew exactly what was there but couldn’t quite see it.

      “It’s building a relay,” he added. “I think.” He glanced at Ex. “We think.”

      “I surmised as much, from what few readings we’ve been able to gather.”

      He blinked. He should’ve known better than to expect to be a step ahead of the Gorgon. But still. She hadn’t even been here. There. Wherever the hell. Hadn’t seen what this Archon thing could do.

      “So how do I stop it?”

      She turned away, jin flitting in thought. Somehow, he still saw her face, brow wrinkled in consternation. “Destroy its apparatus,” she finally said. “Break this shroud it’s cast upon the planet. I will take it from there.”

      She considered the posture he hadn’t meant to let tense. Even in a dream—an uncoupling—his body defied him on some level.

      “The Troglodan and I will help you finish it from there,” she amended.

      Somehow, the appeal to his ego only made the slight feel that much worse. He decided to move on.

      “What do you mean, the shroud it’s cast?”

      “Whatever you’re facing down there, it’s phased the entire planet out of reach.”

      “I… don’t think I understand.”

      “Ginnungagap is there, and yet not.”

      Nate thought uneasily of the soul-sucking annihilation he’d felt when he’d tried to clear the atmosphere, just before the spire had zapped him from the sky. “How is that possible?”

      “I suspect in much the same way that siphoning an entire planet’s Light is apparently possible.”

      “So, you didn’t…”

      He tried to parse what he was even trying to ask.

      There was a lot to unpack here, even without that most basic question of what the hell was going on. Like why she didn’t already know that siphoning an entire planet’s Light was possible, for instance. Or how the hell they could possibly be so short on all the details surrounding nanoswarms, Archons, and everything else when their predecessors had ostensibly dealt with much the same in the last war.

      The Great Purge this, he imagined.

      The mystery of history, that.

      “What is this thing, Iveera?” he finally asked. “How is it here?”

      “I wager you learned as much in your clash with the entity as I could tell you from our purged records.”

      A flicker of suspicion. He couldn’t help it here in this strange dreamscape, knowing his body was stuck back on a planet that was very much cut off from all comms.

      “How’d you know I fought it?”

      He hadn’t had time to tell her that before, had he?

      “Because, unlike your mental defenses, your physical strength appears to be developing on course,” she said, paying no mind to his reaction. “I felt the perturbation in the Light, Nathaniel,” she added, when he failed to take her meaning. “In much the same way our uncoupled minds are currently sharing this lovely congress.”

      She gave the jin-flicking equivalent of an eye roll when she saw some piece of his tension lingered. “Something was clearly responsible for the momentary interruption of the construct’s communication jamming. A conflict, complete with concomitant property damage, seemed a likely enough explanation.”

      “Right. Makes sense.”

      “All I truly know is that this level of construct synthience should not have been feasible for another several centuries, were the Synth invasion to proceed in similar fashion to what we know of the Great War, as everyone expected it would.”

      “Even the Merlin?”

      She gave him a look like he should know better by now than to ask about what went on inside the Merlin’s head. No one knew the answer to that. Not even Zedavian Kelkarin, probably.

      “Yeah, well, Ex said as much. That we’re too early in the… whatever, the progression, for this to be happening.”

      She bobbed her jin in benign acknowledgment. “As for how the construct arrived on Ginnungagap, then, I cannot offer any more than baseless conjecture.”

      “Plenty of that going around these days,” Nate said, thinking that Lundquist and Ramachandra, at least, would probably appreciate the Gorgon’s intellectual honesty. He tried to think of anything else he could tell her about the Archon. “I think it’s made a friend down here. Some kind of… I don’t know. A mutant predator. Feline. Has some kind of chemical fear trick. I think it’s been here for a long time.”

      He was debating how to broach the topic of Blackthorne when Iveera spoke up.

      “There were legends about this planet, long ago.”

      “So our Asgardian friends have informed us.”

      “It’s more than superstition, Nathaniel. There was an Atlantean. A disgruntled Castor. One of the earlier generations, from back when vat births were only beginning to overtake natural reproduction among the rapidly expanding Atlantean Empire. It’s said he went rogue, began conducting all manner of profane experiments, shaping life in unnatural ways.”

      Nate was thinking uneasily of the time-withered cages back in the facility. Myrr and the fire damage. The perfect perimeter the nanostuff had left around the place. The protective bubble that seemed to linger around the facility even now. Something else teasing at the edge of his memory. He felt Iveera’s watchful eyes on him.

      “It’s said he was determined to bend the Light itself to his will,” she continued.

      Nate met her eyes, the word surfacing.

      Meyerwitz. The Meyerwitz.

      That got a reaction. Iveera’s brow crinkling in a rare frown.

      “Where did you hear that name?” she asked.

      He hadn’t realized he’d been thinking out loud. Quirks of dreamspace, apparently.

      “The Archon’s pet predator, Myrr,” he explained. “And where were you on all this stuff, by the way?” he called over at Ex’s ruby red curtains, only to find they’d vanished. When he turned back to Iveera, though, there was Ex, hanging out behind a rich mahogany bar in an even richer silk vest, polishing a rocks glass with a tidy white bar cloth. He just shrugged and tipped his head at Iveera like pay attention.

      “None of this is common knowledge,” Iveera said, paying little mind to his side conversation. “I learned of it in person, from a source close to the matter, quite some time ago.”

      “Blackthorne,” Nate guessed, grasping at the proximal dots, and at something in the way those last words seemed to irk her.

      “The Pirate,” she agreed, like she didn’t want to say the name. “She made many curious claims of Ginnungagap.”

      “What kind of claims?”

      “I suspect you’ve already experienced much of it firsthand. Bizarre creatures, born of something well outside nature’s course. Mythical beasts. The Asgardians’ so-called demons. The Pirate stubbornly held, despite something of a lack of ecological evidence, that the place was in fact the birthplace of the Ooperians.”

      “And you didn’t think to…”

      “I assume, based on your waning accusation, that you are perhaps beginning to appreciate just how many strange tales I have encountered across this galaxy over the centuries.”

      He was. He just didn’t want to admit it.

      “This Meyerwitz was hardly the first to attempt to bridge the understanding between the Light and known science,” Iveera continued. “Nor was he the last. Admittedly, the manmade creation of an entirely new sentient species—Even one now approaching extinction—is something of an oddity, provided that bit happens to be true.”

      “No kidding,” Nate muttered.

      “Alas, the Pirate’s fickle relationship with the truth has become something of a legend itself throughout her long history, and the legends of Ginnungagap, while plenty curious, hardly struck me as requisite learning for a fledgling Knight who’d yet to learn the difference between jin and jinra.”

      Behind his bar, Ex helpfully set down his polished glass to make a crude and repetitive finger-in-the-hole gesture, just in case he’d forgotten that particular lesson in Gorgon culture. Nate scowled at the both of them.

      “Nevertheless,” Iveera relented, “given current circumstances, perhaps it was in error that I failed to bring my full attention to Ginnungagap before now. It occurs to me, based on this planet’s history, that this construct might well have been buried here since the Great War. Driven to the planet in defeat, perhaps. Dormant for millennia.”

      “Hibernating,” Nate murmured, mostly to himself.

      “Perhaps,” Iveera agreed.

      He sat back, dimly noting he didn’t remember having sat down at all—much less having done so on the snargladorf he suddenly found himself riding like a loyal steed, trotting along through the cascading landscape of random memories and colliding factoids. He watched the pieces of dreamscape pass by, sensing the existence of some great underlying connection even as its precise nature eluded him. This facility. This planet. Dark figures in the night. The Archon. Meyerwitz and Myrr, and Blackthorne and the Wilds, and Avalon, and the last LeFaye, and… and everything. All of it flitting by, faster and faster, until the scenery became little more than a messy blur, kaleidoscoping out to the infinity of an endless Synth swarm waiting patiently by to consume it all.

      The more he learned, the more every damn thread of this galaxy seemed to be tied together in some mystically complex knot—a single thread weaving its incestuous way through every single piece of existence.

      “Lady be praised,” Ex agreed as Nate rode by, his mahogany bar having morphed to a well-worn workbench, where he was diligently cleaning what appeared to be several dismantled modules of Nate’s armor and armaments.

      For once, Nate considered the words beyond their face value, testing them against the odds. The Terran Beacon arriving at Atlantis—or to Terra at all. The Merlin, too. Following it. Finding him. Him, of all people. Blackthorne too, out there in the ruins of Demeter-12. Waiting. Collapsing Beacon. Lady’s visions. This planet. Some darkness rising to the surface.

      He eyed that vague shadow closer, captivated, clarifying.

      It was on the verge of taking shape when Iveera drew him back to her orbit with an abrupt hiss—the kind he’d more or less come to understand as the Gorgon equivalent of a deliberate throat clearing. The teeming trail of memories faded, color and detail draining, bleeding out, until he found himself back in their pleasantly featureless dreamscape, Iveera watching him with crossed arms. Slight tension in her jin, he recognized past the flicker of annoyance. Tension at odds with the casual timbre of her interruption.

      He realized that darkness was still there, then, passing beneath their amorphous gossamer dreamscape like the gargantuan shadow of some deep-sea monster. Not some internal revelation, he was suddenly certain, but an external presence. An interloper.

      “Three guesses who,” Ex muttered, from over where he was now trimming his mustachio in the mirror with a pair of preposterously delicate scissors.

      Iveera kept her eyes trained on that murky darkness until it passed from sight, sinking back into the depths—or into some other subspace completely. She turned back to him. “Perhaps we should keep our time here short. Is there anything else you need to tell me?”

      Nate stared dumbly for a moment, trying to collect himself, gather his thoughts. He perked up. “There is one thing. Good news, if you can believe it.”

      The look on her Gorgon face—or the lack thereof, really—conveyed a complete lack of curiosity or intrigue. “We’ll worry about my ship once the Archon is dealt with.”

      Nate was floored. “How the hell’d you know?”

      She gestured behind him with a flick of her jin. He glanced over his shoulder, to where the Kalnythian Wilds had appeared in the mists—apparently on plain display to Iveera’s eyes, unlike Ex’s persona. The ship stood in clear detail and to believable scale, save for the comically large tag that hung off the prow, signed, “Love, Blackthorne.”

      “Have I been doing that the whole time?” he wondered aloud. He nearly jumped when Iveera spoke right next to him, having appeared without a sound.

      “You still have much work to do in learning to guard your mind, Nathaniel. Uncoupled and otherwise. Give the pilot my regards, by the way,” she added, looking a touch amused as Tessa appeared in the haze, watching them with a smoldering come hither look. “And don’t even think about it.”

      The soft touch of Elsa’s smooth golden fingers on his cheek, the sweet warmth of her leaning closer. He shook his head to clear it, the phantasms dispersing with the motion like smoke in the wind.

      “I wasn’t thinking about it, for the record.”

      In the corner, Ex cleared his throat loudly enough that Iveera almost seemed to hear.

      “I wasn’t, dammit,” Nate insisted. “People—Terran people—have these thoughts, you know? It doesn’t mean anything. I’m just…”

      “Lonely.”

      The word struck him silent. He didn’t know what to say.

      Iveera watched him, jin swirling, gently thoughtful. “That, too, will pass with age,” she finally said. “Eventually. In a manner of speaking.”

      He didn’t love the way that sounded, coming from a six-hundred-some-year-old immortal. He glanced at the empty space where Tessa’s likeness had appeared a moment ago. Was surprised to feel Iveera’s hand settling on his shoulder. She looked like she’d come to some decision.

      “There’s one last thing you should know before we go, Nathaniel.”

      Something about her tone set his stomach sinking in advance.

      “We’ve had word from Zedavian and the others on the frontlines. Multiple reports now that the protoswarms have ceased their inward drive across most of the rim, with a few notable exceptions. They appear to be amassing, as if—”

      “They’re waiting for something.”

      Her jin bobbed a soft affirmative. “There’s more. Some central fixture drawing them out there. Zedavian believes it to be the missing Tarkaminen Beacon.”

      “Holy shit,” he whispered, the tectonic plates shifting in his mind even as some detached observer noted that this was merely the obvious culmination, the inevitable end of the chain they’d been tugging at all along. “He’s… It’s…” The pieces played through his mind anyway. Vanaheim. A test drive? A misfire? It hardly mattered. “That ruby red bastard’s trying to warp an entire armada in from the outer rim.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Iveera.”

      “Breathe, Nathaniel.”

      “But it’s—We need to—You need to tell everyone. Call for backup. This is—”

      “This is but a hunch,” Iveera said, taking his other shoulder in hand, holding him steady. Or maybe preparing to shake him. “One simple hunch amidst a galaxy that already stands far closer to the brink on more fronts than anyone wishes to acknowledge. We’ve made the pertinent calls. We’re attempting to contact the Merlin directly. Even as we speak, there are numerous fires bidding for Alliance attention.”

      “But—”

      “We will have reinforcements, Nathaniel. The Asgardians at the very least, whether they like it or not.”

      “What about the Eldari? Phaldissus—”

      “Phaldissus, like many power-hungry tyrants at the moment, appears to be using the chaos of the attacks to his own ends. He stirs Vanaheim to anger, turning their gaze inward and stoking anti-Alliance contempt even as he seeks to elevate himself within that very same power structure.”

      “The High King, then,” Nate said, but he could already read it in Iveera’s jin that it was a moot point.

      He opened his mouth, looking for the next option anyway. They could invoke the emergency authority of the Order Excalibur. Have Princess Elsa make an appeal to Vanaheim, get Phaldissus and the others to understand. Except, as things stood, they had no way of letting her communicate with anyone, and he was pretty sure they’d already blown that particular bridge anyway, the moment they’d blasted off from Vanaheim with their shiny new Envoy Princess. And as for invoking the wartime authority afforded the Knights in the Accords…

      It’d only be fuel to the fire, he knew deep down, for the very same reasons he knew that an appeal from Elsa could never change Phaldissus’ mind at this point. Yet another unavoidable culmination of all the shit they’d been seeing and hearing throughout the Alliance this past year, playing Council Errand Boy. The conspiracy theories. The outright denialism. The preposterous agitation that flared up at even the slightest brush with the undesirable truth, from the lowest commoners up through entire bodies of ruling class elites.

      No one wanted to deal with the existential threat in the room.

      So, no one did.

      “This stuff is happening galaxy-wide? Just like Vanaheim?”

      He read it in the weariness of her motions as she released his shoulders. For all of his power—and all of hers too—he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so small and alone as he did right then.

      “Strong the Alliance may be, Nathaniel. But brittle, too. More brittle, I think, than even the Supreme Chancellor fully appreciates. And often in the very places upon which the Council is least likely to cast their well-meaning gaze. Something is clearly afoot here. The Synth appear to be demonstrating a level of coordination previously thought impossible, redoubling their efforts at the few key points where fighting continues even as the heart of their forces amass behind the lines. But even were that not the case…”

      She hesitated, like she wasn’t sure the rest bore saying, then continued on.

      “It was all fine and good, so long as the conflict was contained out there, on the rim. But now… I fear the Alliance has grown too accustomed to peace and prosperity. Too addicted to its identity as the Victor of the Great War, even as our people have sought to cleanse the unpleasant details of that victory from sight and mind. I’d hoped that the resurgence of our enemy would one day be sufficient to galvanize the people of the Alliance back under one cause. And perhaps it yet shall. But for the time being, it seems the galaxy must first confront a universal panic to which everyone subscribes but to which none are willing to confess.”

      Nate stood there, steeping in the bleak weight of it all, thinking, of all things, of the time he’d lost his parents in the grocery store. The rushing panic of finding himself alone in a strange land. Five years old. The certainty he’d never see his parents, or home, again. The all-consuming relief when they’d finally found him and restored order to the universe. The adults were there. The adults, with all their answers. All their infallible power.

      It had never occurred to him—at least not back then—that they hadn’t had a goddamn clue what they were doing. That his infallible adults had been, in that situation, little more than panicked children in their own right. Panicked children in aging bodies, with just enough practice and worldly experience to think to try the front desk and its mighty PA system.

      There were supposed to be adults running the show.

      Iveera was watching him, waiting for something.

      It occurred to him that she’d been considering not telling him any of this and merely letting him carry on without the weight of massing Synth hordes and crumbling Alliance civility riding on his mind.

      Concern over his ability to handle the pressure, no doubt.

      Concern over what might happen if he didn’t.

      Concern for all of it.

      He didn’t blame her.

      “So, what do we do?”

      “We do whatever we can,” she answered, without hesitation. “Destroy the apparatus, Nathaniel. The rest can wait. Must wait. Pierce the veil of Ginnungagap. The Troglodan and I won’t be far behind.”

      “Tell me how,” he said, clearing his mind to listen.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            The Distance

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometime later, in the dim ruins of what must’ve once been the pristine—or at least functional—labs of the Mad Castor Meyerwitz, Nate opened his eyes. His mind briefly stutter-stepped between realities before continuing to churn like an idler-wheel with everything he and Iveera had been discussing in their uncoupled dreamscape.

      For a second, he couldn’t help but wonder if it hadn’t all been in his head—little more than a standard dream. Some amalgamation of his and Ex’s thoughts and memories of Iveera, combined with their lengthy list of factoids, worldly assumptions, and general doomsday pessimism. But he dismissed the thought as soon as it arose. He knew it’d been real, despite—or maybe because of—the fact that their meeting of minds had ultimately culminated in nothing but the hard reality of a problem without any convenient solution.

      Versed as she was in saving the day and kicking asses of all shapes and sizes, Iveera had never fought an Archon. Never even seen one. There were no secret weapons lying in wait. No instruction manual on how to disarm a potential planet-sized Light bomb.

      Outside, the strange, spire-touched daylight of Ginnungagap was slowly dying. The beginning of the long night, Nate thought, until Ex pointed out that it was more like early afternoon, sunwise, and that the dimming must’ve been something to do with whatever spell the spire had wrought on Ginnungagap. The veil, as Iveera had called it.

      Nate scanned the sleeping crew, idly counting, consulting with Ex to make sure none of the Asgardians had gone missing from the next room over. A few of the golden grumps sat awake, brooding in view of the open doorway. Nate considered Tessa’s sleeping face nearby, thinking about everything and nothing. Wondering, not for the first time, what it was he’d unleashed on that swarm, and how the hell to reconcile it with the fact that Tessa’s wounds, exposed to the same mysterious pulse, had somehow closed themselves by the time Carter had had a chance to look at her.

      A hair-raising scratching sound drew his attention to one dark corner of the room where Bob the Creepy-Ass Space Vampire was carving something into the wall with one grimy claw, hissing quietly to himself under his breath. Nate didn’t spend long wondering over it. It was possible the Ooperian might know a thing or two that could help them unravel some of the mysteries of this planet. Hell, old and ragged as Bob looked, Ex thought it was possible the Ooperian might’ve actually been here since Meyerwitz’s time. But none of that did them much good, considering they hadn’t been able to communicate a damned word with Bob. Even Ex couldn’t yet understand the creature’s bestial language—if that’s even what the airy sounds were. Too old. Too wild. Too potentially irrelevant to worry about, with everything else going on.

      Moving quietly, Nate rose and padded out of the room, seeking fresh air, or space, or maybe just some reprieve from Bob’s damned scratch-scratch-scratching. The snargladorf rose from nearby and came with him. The thing had practically been glued to his side since he’d returned. Outside, though, it roamed the arid courtyard, sniffing every square inch like the place told a story, pausing only occasionally to glance back at Nate, like you gettin’ all this?

      In the distance, the spire still loomed at angry attention, spouting brilliant red fury into the hazy skies, a great band of nanoswarm circling at the ready, a few hundred meters up its length. Some kind of defensive pattern, they’d assumed, ever since the swarm had returned from its pants-crapping probe run on the facility and taken up this new holding formation. Like the Archon was overall less interested in hunting them down than it was in merely making sure they kept out of its business.

      Nate still wasn’t sure what to make of that, but it didn’t seem to bode well for the Archon’s timeline. No more than did the dwindling Light in Ex’s coffers, and in the Ginnungagap air all around them.

      Whatever they were going to do, it needed to happen fast if he didn’t want to end up running on fumes again.

      He felt someone appear in the doorway behind him. Felt a flutter of disappointment at the first crunch of boot on pebbles, quickly chased by annoyance that he should be disappointed at all, as his mind’s eye shifted from the image of Tessa to reassess the data. The footsteps too heavy. The presence too stiff. Not to mention the abundantly clear creak-and-shuffle of a makeshift crutch under load. He didn’t look as Jaeger drew up, spared a brief scratching for the snargladorf’s head, and took a seat next to him. For a while, they sat in something like an easy silence, the colonel waiting for something.

      Grumpy bastard was always waiting for something.

      “Spoke with Tess,” he finally ventured aloud, probably fishing for a reaction.

      Nate kept his face neutral. Probably, Jaeger just wanted answers. Answers Nate didn’t have. But the casual sound of her first name still irked him coming from Jaeger’s mouth. The man never called her Tess. Always Kalders, or Lieutenant. Maybe it was just some unconscious mirroring thing. Or maybe he really did want to get under Nate’s skin—make it clear he knew damned well how Nate thought of her, how he felt about her. It was kind of uncanny, the way the colonel could always get in his head and put him on the defensive with the tiniest, seemingly inconsequential details. Nate wasn’t sure the man even meant to. But he had a feeling.

      He looked at Jaeger. For a brief moment, the colonel met his gaze, positively earnest.

      “Thank you, by the way, for getting her out of there.”

      The somber weight in Jaeger’s eyes left Nate averting his gaze, stuck for words, defenses forgotten. He knew Jaeger cared for their people. They all knew. But sometimes it was easy to forget just how deeply those roots ran.

      “So…” Jaeger pushed on, like that was enough of that. “You wanna tell me how long you two’ve been knocking boots, then?”

      “I—What?”

      So maybe not enough of that.

      Nate was still trying to recover from the unexpected accusation when Jaeger laughed a good, full laugh and clapped him one on the back. The contact slapped the words right out.

      “Look, just because half our crew’s getting it on doesn’t mean—”

      “Christ, I’m just pulling your leg, Kid,” Jaeger chuckled. He sobered at whatever he saw on Nate’s face then, sliding back behind his Resting Commander Face.

      For a second, Nate almost felt bad. Laughter wasn’t exactly something he heard often from Jaeger. It wasn’t an entirely unpleasant sound. Hell, maybe the man was even trying to reach out in his own way. But still.

      He opened his mouth, unsure as he did whether he meant to apologize or tell Jaeger to screw himself.

      Jaeger raised his hands in peace, nipping it in the bud before he could speak. “Bad joke. Forget it.” Then, with a wry twist of the lips: “Failing your willingness to take the bull by the horns, though, so to speak—”

      “Jesus.”

      “You at least wanna tell me how you stopped that swarm out there?”

      Nate glanced up at the ghostly ripples of the darkening “afternoon” sky, thinking again how it might’ve been beautiful, if it hadn’t been so tinged with all the ruby red dread of what they were up against. “I’ll keep you posted if I ever figure that out.”

      “Aw, come on now. I said I was sorry.”

      “You didn’t, for the record,” Nate pointed out.

      “Hmm,” Jaeger agreed thoughtfully, awaiting an explanation anyway.

      Nate wasn’t being coy. He really didn’t know how to answer Jaeger’s question. Ex didn’t even have a satisfactory explanation for what had happened back there, beyond some hand-wavy mumbo jumbo about Light pulses and transdimensional resonance.

      Ex roused with an indignant air. It’s not ‘hand waving’ when a slightly more accurate explanation would literally require weeks to jam through your obstinate noodles.

      Nate gave him an exaggerated mental eye roll. They both knew he was glad for the jab of camaraderie. Just like they both knew that, exquisitely complicated explanations aside, even Ex was still a touch confused by what had happened. And maybe a little unsettled too. Nate wished he’d remembered to bring the incident up to Iveera, but given how little they knew about nanoswarms in general, he doubted she would’ve known more than Ex.

      Ex practically purred at the concession.

      “You know, I popped off for a pretty girl myself, once upon a time,” Jaeger said out of nowhere, clearly still stuck on this little pet theory of his. “Susie Bedingfield. Mmm-mmm. Pushed her truck straight out of a ditch with my own two hands like you wouldn’t believe. Swear to god I tapped a higher power that day.”

      “Well, I’ll be sure to call up Mr. Springstein’s Glory Days Hotline for you, old man, but that’s not what this was.”

      Jaeger just shrugged, unconvinced, and let the uncomfortable silence do the talking for him. Nate eyed the dusty courtyard, looking in vain for some distraction.

      At the center of the space, the snargladorf had worked its sniffing way over to that battered, vaguely statue-of-liberty-esque monument—drawn, no doubt, by the veritable buffet of assorted animal droppings, just as Nate imagined each other contributor had been drawn by the one before it, like some sick, never-ending version of the chicken and the egg. The shit and the shitter. He frowned at the shit-stained, weather-worn shapes of the spear and the shield at the monument’s base, noting how they looked at place there, unlike the crumbled remnants of what might’ve once been—

      A pentascope, Ex provided, rousing to overlay a simulated reconstruction of the pieces into a thin, cylindrical device on Nate’s retinal HUD. Once an iconic tool of the Castors’ guild, he added, as the virtual reconstruction continued, the reassembled pentascope hovering up along with some of the other rubble to complete the image of a humanoid figure holding his iconic instrument aloft.

      A less than subtle statement of the triumph of science over the barbarism of war, perhaps, Ex concluded, clearly unimpressed. It seemed to fit the mold well enough, from what little they’d gathered of this rogue Castor turned would-be god. The thought brought a faint grin to Nate’s mouth as the snargladorf shimmied in to add its scent to the pile of droppings.

      How the mighty inevitably fell.

      Nate turned to find Jaeger watching him with a kind of expectant air, like he was still stuck on this whole pretty girl thing.

      “So, how’d it work out for you, then?” Nate asked, somewhat hesitantly, and mostly because he didn’t know what else to say.

      “What, the truck thing?” By the look on his face, Nate had read it wrong, and Jaeger had already moved on. Now, though, he returned to the memory with a wistful look. “Blew out both hamstrings and my back. But Christ if it wasn’t worth it. Met my first wife that day.”

      “Wow.” Nate couldn’t help but smile a bit. “I take it Susie was grateful, then?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Your, uh… Your wife?”

      “Oh.” Jaeger roused from his recollection, eyed Nate with a soft frown. “What, Susie? Oh, hell no. I mean, about the truck, yeah, I suppose. But… Well, it’s a long story.”

      They traded a searching look, like they were mutually trying to suss out via some intangible interpersonal telepathy whether the two of them, as a unit, were quite “there” yet.

      “Suffice it to say,” Jaeger continued, breaking eye contact, “you never know which one’s the one you really needed until you’ve busted your ass—Literally, metaphorically, any other way—for the one you thought you wanted.”

      He looked at Nate then, like he’d only just realized what he’d said, and to whom.

      “You know. Sometimes,” he added. Almost apologetically.

      But Nate was already drifting down the spirals that seemed to be becoming more familiar these days than the subjects themselves. How long since he’d last spoken with Gwen? Seen her face? How long since he’d thought about his friends back home? Since he’d even thought of it as home at all?

      “Long distance,” Jaeger grunted toward the passive horizon, in the kind of tone he might’ve normally reserved for such anachronistic dudebro aphorisms as, women, right? “Not that there’s anything wrong with it,” he added, almost looking uncomfortable himself for the first time since ever. “Just, you know. Never was for me.”

      “I spoke with Iveera,” Nate said. Partly because Jaeger needed to know. Mostly because Nate just needed the man to shut up.

      But Jaeger didn’t seem to hear him. “I know it’s not really any of my damned business, Nate, but—”

      “Nope, you were right the first time. None of your damned business.”

      Jaeger raised his hands in peace, lips pursed like too hot to touch, got it.

      “Sorry.”

      Jaeger shrugged. “Hey, as long as it doesn’t get in the way.”

      And there was the crux of the matter, hiding beneath the rest of Jaeger’s words like an angry little ember. He was worried Nate’s head wasn’t in the right place. They all were, probably. But Jaeger was already moving on.

      “How’d you two break the comms blockade?”

      So, he had heard that bit, then. Nate pushed the rest aside for the moment, thinking about how to explain it to Jaeger, and kind of wishing he’d done something more heroic and impressive than the tame, half-bored tone of Jaeger’s question seemed to give him credit for. Sadly, all he had was the truth.

      “I… had a dream with her. Sort of. It’s—”

      “Light stuff?”

      “Complicated.”

      “Sounds about par for the course,” Jaeger said, unshakable as always. “You sure it was, you know… real?”

      “Maybe. Probably. I’m not really sure it matters.”

      “Well, there’s the broody old Nate we all know and love. So, what did this dreamy Gorgon specter of yours have to say?”

      “Nothing good.” Nate considered how to sum it up in as few words as possible. “I don’t think the Alliance is taking kindly to the news that Y-Sec is finding bits of Synth protoswarm in their porridge out here.”

      Jaeger gave an amused chuff, like that much went without saying. “Welcome to Polite Society 101. Anyone declare civil war yet?”

      Nate stared at him, taken aback, as always, at just how naturally the man always seemed to grasp the emotions and power dynamics of an entire smorgasbord of alien civilizations. Jaeger stared back.

      “What are we doing here, Nate?”

      “Aside from being stranded?”

      The colonel just held his gaze with an even and wise no shit expression. Nate was grateful for the distraction of the snargladorf, returning from its olfactory voyage—or hers, he remembered—to come lay down at their feet. Briefly, she rose to sniff the ground once more, then settled back down for good, panting contentedly.

      “We need to bring it down,” Nate finally decided aloud.

      “The Archon? The spire?”

      “All of it,” Nate said, eyeing the black tower in the strange half-darkness. “Destroy the apparatus. Pierce the veil.”

      “Pierce the veil?”

      He met Jaeger’s curious look, waiting for the colonel to ask him what, how, and why. Knowing the man wouldn’t be sold on any of it until Nate played the big guns: Iveera and Malfar, waiting in orbit, ready to come to their aid. But it wasn’t what he wanted to say.

      “I know I haven’t been…” He searched for the words, uncertain what he was really trying to say. Somehow, he couldn’t come up with anything other than Knightly. “I know I could’ve handled things better, down here,” he finally said instead. “Before here, too. The pirates. Elsa. Vanaheim. I’m…”

      He frowned at the sorry lurking in his throat, frustrated that it wouldn’t come out. Frustrated it was there at all. Ex hovered at the edge of his mind, watching as he often did at moments like these. Waiting to see what kind of Knight he was becoming—what kind they were both becoming, together. Down in the dirt, the snargladorf paused in her panting and looked up at him, like she was wondering too.

      “I’m doing my best,” he told Jaeger. “I swear, I’m doing my best.”

      Jaeger licked his lips and frowned at that, then settled into a thoughtful silence. Nate waited, feeling suddenly and uncomfortably on the spot. Finally, Jaeger sighed and tipped his head back.

      “Christ,” he muttered at the darkly nebulous sky, before begrudingly fixing his gaze back on Nate. “Look, Kid. Nate. I was”—his jaw muscles twitched—“I was wrong to come down on you earlier. I know you did everything you could.”

      Nate stared, taken aback.

      “Any other situation,” Jaeger pushed on, frowning thoughtfully at some indiscriminate point in the dirt. “Any other engagement…” His frown took on a pained edge. “Your pal Tor is right about the cost of doing business. I just…” He shook his head, like the rest didn’t bear saying, and focused back on Nate. “You care about the team?”

      “What?”

      “The team. Our people. You care? You care enough to do anything?”

      Nate blinked at the sudden change in direction. “I… Of course, I…” He measured the somber weight in Jaeger’s eyes and straightened a tad. “Goddamn right, I do.”

      Jaeger watched him, impassive. “And the mission?”

      “What about it?”

      “Do you care?”

      Nate opened his mouth to give a resounding no shit, and drew up short, realizing that wasn’t actually the precise truth—or not the whole truth, at least. “It needs doing,” he finally said. “And I don’t see anyone else who’s in a position to stop this thing.”

      “Right,” Jaeger agreed, nodding. “I get that.” Something in his face tightened. “So, what about you, then?”

      “What are you—”

      Nate cut himself off, not entirely sure what Jaeger was playing at here, but also not in any rush to ask what for a third time. He met Jaeger’s scrutinizing stare, recalling again how the colonel had cocked those three fingers on that day back on the Camelot, in follow-up to the war is fucked scriptures he’d never finished handing down. He wanted to ask what the colonel was after—what it was he was really asking Nate, here. He waited in stubborn silence instead.

      “Well,” Jaeger finally said, dropping Nate’s stare to shoot a furtive frown at the eerie horizon, “I’m not so sure we’re going to be getting that rainy day, after all, so I guess I’ll just say I’ve made my share of fuck ups too, Kid. Some have cost lives. Some have saved ’em, too. The worst one, the one that landed me in a cubicle under some god forsaken mountain for insubordination, monitoring for space aggressors back when that was still a complete fucking joke, did both. And now here we are.”

      Nate looked to Jaeger in the following silence, waiting for more, sure there must be more. There had to be. But, after a thoughtful pause, Jaeger just nodded to himself, like that was probably that, and sat back to gaze at the distant spire in peace.

      It all seemed rather anti-climactic.

      “So, pierce the veil, huh?” Jaeger asked out of nowhere, glancing back to Nate like no part of the last few minutes had happened at all.

      “Pierce the veil,” Nate echoed, his throat dry and thick, uncertain as to what actually had happened. Only that Jaeger seemed to have been looking for something—not to mention that the man had nearly apologized, for the first time since ever. It occurred to Nate that that almost-apology was what Jaeger had truly come out here for in the first place—that that might’ve in fact been exactly why the colonel had been hesitant to speak at first, and quick to beat around the bush with all the talk of Tessa and old pickup trucks.

      Jaeger, for his part, just chewed on this new thought another minute, then shrugged, like why the hell not?

      “All right,” he said, dusting off his field pants and rising to his feet. “Pierce the veil.” The snargladorf rose with him, excitement in her quivering body language, as Jaeger turned back to offer Nate a hand. “Let’s get to it, then.”
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      When all was said and done, Nate hardly should’ve been surprised that Pierce would be the first one to take qualm with… well, pretty much everything.

      “Someone wanna tell me again why we can’t just blow the whole damn planet and be done with it?” the churlish pilot asked, looking around the arid compound courtyard where they’d gathered around the campfire in the not-quite-darkness of the not-quite-night.

      “You mean aside from the part where we’re currently stranded on said planet?” Tessa asked.

      “Trapped in atmos,” Pierce countered, jabbing a finger at the line of banged up Camelot escape pods Nate had risked the time and energy to fly out and haul back from the jungle in the past couple hours. “Not stranded. There’s a difference. And that first one goes away as soon as that thing”—he hooked his thumb in the direction of the spire—“comes tumbling down.”

      “Emphasis on the sorely lacking maybe, there,” Ramirez added, from over where he, Snuffy, and Tor were busy retrofitting one of the pods to carry a small away team to the far side of Ginnungagap, along with the arsenal of warheads Nate had pulled down from e-dim.

      “Ad infinitum,” Ramachandra agreed under her breath.

      Somehow, Nate was almost comforted by how few shits Pierce obviously gave about their little stipulation. The pilot’s moody dissent was an annoying drag of a constant, maybe. But it was a constant, nonetheless. Safe and familiar, in a way. Which was exactly why Nate assumed everyone—even their lurking Asgardian shadows and Space Vampire Bob—probably knew better by now than to bother trying to convince Pierce of pretty much anything other than his own scathing wisdom and rugged good looks. Lundquist, though, apparently hadn’t given up hope.

      “You’re stuck in a room with an atomic bomb,” Lundquist said, idly tracing the lines of one pod with his fingertips in the firelight. It wasn’t the first time he’d started a thought experiment with the you’re stuck in a room assertion. “The bomb is guarded by an extremely vicious dog, and you’ve naught but your bare hands and a single proximity detonator. One which you’re told has a 1-in-10 shot, maybe less, of actually working.”

      “Stupid metaphor,” Pierce said.

      “More or less stupid than simply assuming that bombing the very machinery currently holding us in a quasi-alternate reality will somehow result in our perfect, non-catastrophic return to normal space?”

      That got a nice oh no he didn’t silence from the courtyard, complete with several snickers and grins. Ramirez clapped Lundquist on the back.

      “Well gee whiz, Doc,” Pierce said. “Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?”

      Lundquist, maybe bolstered by the show of support from the camp, just held his gaze like answer the question, or don’t.

      Pierce shrugged. “Fine. With the fate of the damn galaxy allegedly on the line? Blow the room. Hope for the best.”

      “How do you get past the dog?”

      “Gee, I don’t know. I think I might send my superhuman friend here to go punch the dog—”

      “Dude,” Snuffy protested, cringing at those last three words.

      “—to punch it,” Pierce pushed on, “and I quote, ‘really hard.’” He raised a hand to mimic thumbing a detonator. “And then on with the clicky-clicky.” He frowned Nate’s way. “Though, now that you mention it, I’m not sure why we don’t all just make like escape pod sardines and send Sir Mountain Dropper here to go do his thing again. We get airborne, he punches ol’ Red where it counts, we ride the wave out, bada-bing-bada-what-the-fuck-ever.”

      “Or we all die,” Tessa pointed out.

      “Or we all die,” Pierce agreed. “But it’s still better than sitting around like a bunch of assholes trying to plan a tower heist or whatever the hell it is we’re talking about here.”

      For some reason, all eyes turned to Nate and Jaeger at that point, expecting something.

      The two of them traded a look.

      “I’m still just trying to process the part where you think we’re friends,” Nate said back to Pierce.

      “Don’t get too excited, Wonder Boy.”

      “And provided any of that works as you imagine it should,” Lundquist continued, still focused on Pierce like there’d been no interruption at all. “What happens to the civilization carrying on just outside the room?”

      “What, you’re saying…?” Pierce started, brow furrowed. “Look, I’m no astronomer, but last I checked, space is pretty damn big. You don’t seriously think…?”

      Lundquist patiently waited, inviting Pierce to fill in his own blank.

      “The Merlin did use a collapsing Beacon to shoot an entire planet across the galaxy, right?” Snuffy chimed in. “I mean, what do you think might’ve happened if he hadn’t channeled all that energy somewhere?”

      Pierce spread his hands like how the hell should I know? “But this isn’t even a real Beacon, right?” he added, directing the question at Nate. “We’re talking about nukes here, but this thing might not be anything more than, like, a cheap knockoff. A pipe bomb, sitting off in a quiet corner of Alliance space.”

      “Quite close to a sun that appears well poised to go supernova via any number of even relatively minor perturbations,” Lundquist added. “Not that I see any reason at all to lend credence to your pipe bomb analogy.”

      “And so what if it isn’t?” Pierce said. He waved a hand at Ramirez’s and Snuffy’s fully loaded bomber pod. “I thought that was the entire point of sending a team across the world to blow off the other end of the cannon, right? And even if that all turns out to be for shit, and we are looking at another full-blown Beacon collapse, we’re talking, what? A few thousand people? Hell, a few planets? That’s still better than the entire damned galaxy, right?”

      They all traded grim looks, most of them clearly less than satisfied with Pierce’s utilitarian logic, but not so much as to speak up then and there.

      “Perhaps if Nate could act as the Merlin did on Avalon, and contain the fallout…” Amelia started to offer.

      Nate loosed a delirious huff before he could find out what was supposed to come next. He didn’t mean to. It just slipped out. He’d had nightmares for months after witnessing that Beacon collapse firsthand. Still did. Strange dreams. The Merlin, everywhere at once, ablur in an explosion of frenetic activity. Visions of Mordred le Faye’s withered corpse burned to a husk, black armor and all, by the fury of the escaping Light. And that had been a man who’d known how to tap a Beacon’s power.

      The thought that he could contain a collapsing Beacon… Cheap knockoff or not, that was one hell of a tall flight of fancy.

      “I think we’ll put this train of thought up on the ‘break in case of emergency’ shelf for now,” Jaeger said.

      “Filed neatly under ‘maybe blow up half the goddamn galaxy,’” Tessa chimed, with acid cheeriness.

      “Not to mention ourselves,” Ramirez added, poking out from behind one of the pods. “Just in case anyone’s forgetting that bit.”

      “I, personally, would prefer not to die,” Snuffy said. “If we’re putting it to a vote.”

      “We’re not,” Jaeger said.

      “We would stand with the one who punches dogs,” announced one of the Asgardians, literally standing from the fire in support of the declaration.

      “Worst. PR. Headline. Ever,” Snuffy whispered to Ramirez, loud enough that everyone probably heard anyway.

      The Asgardian paid him no mind. “If we are to choose a righteous end to our time here in this cursed land—”

      “We’re not,” Jaeger repeated, with a stony weight that seemed to give even the Asgardian pause. “Not yet,” he added, turning his stern gaze on Pierce. “And definitely not until we have something more on the table than half-baked dick swinging parading as a plan.”

      Nate was a little surprised by even that slight concession of potential future authority, but he had no doubt Jaeger knew what he was doing. Desperate times and whatnot. Pierce, for his part, nodded to Jaeger and backed off. He didn’t even look all that pissy about it.

      Somber silence settled over the gathering. The weight of everything they didn’t know pressing down on them.

      “There is one potential opportunity I believe we may have overlooked in all of this,” Lundquist finally said. “One that’s predicated upon entirely more ‘maybes’ than I’d prefer. But if what Nate says is true, and this planet has indeed fallen, for lack of more clear language, out of phase with our standard physical reality, then it seems to me that whatever might come through this putative relay might well be stuck here with us until the so-called veil is dropped. Indeed, I can’t help but wonder if relay travel will be possible at all until Ginnungagap returns to, ah, standard phase, as it were.”

      Traded looks around the fire, checking for some mutual understanding.

      “You’re saying the Death Star has to drop its shields before it fires?” Snuffy ventured.

      “I’m saying there seems to be a possibility, however remote.”

      “Makes sense though, right?” said Ramirez. “If we can’t get in and out, neither can they?”

      “I hesitate to agree with you on the matter of what does and doesn’t make sense, standing here on a planet currently at work defying every bit of worldly sense I thought I knew how to apply. Even so…”

      Ex? Nate asked, while the others traded uncertain looks.

      The doctor’s caution is wise.

      That’s it? No transdimensional hiccups this or spacetime tangles that?

      Allow me to answer your question with another question: Do you know where your excrement ends up when you flush the toilet, Nathaniel?

      Um… Kind of?

      Then we would be roughly on the same page were you to ask me whether relay travel is possible in this state.

      Charming.

      “But we might have a shot,” Snuffy was saying, back in the hellish firelight of the courtyard. “We just need to, like, find the thermal exhaust port, or whatever. Right?”

      “Not to mention our proton torpedo,” Nate pointed out.

      “Oh.” Snuffy shot him a look. “You were, uh, actually kind of the torpedo I had in mind in this scenario. Sorry, buddy.”

      “Don’t mention it. But this is probably a good time to mention that that spire might not be coming down as easily as we all seem to be thinking.”

      “I don’t get it,” Pierce said. “You already knocked down this thing’s house once.”

      “He brought a mountain down on top of its house,” Tessa corrected, apparently having already connected the dots. “There’s a difference. We all saw the way that swarm juked Cammy’s direct firepower, out there in the black. Conventional weapons barely touched it.”

      “But that was…” Pierce glanced from the smoky void of the sky to the auspiciously absent nanostuff that had previously coated the adjacent landscape, prior to the Archon’s great relocation act. Finally, he looked to the black tower, clearly connecting some dots of his own. “Well, shit.” He looked back to them. “At the risk of sounding like a broken record, then—”

      “I might’ve accidentally managed a mountain,” Nate said, already guessing his drift, “but I’m pretty sure I’m not ready to blow apart an entire planet, even if I—”

      “I was actually gonna ask why we can’t use the Knightships to do it,” Pierce cut in.

      “—wanted to,” Nate finished at a murmur, brow furrowing, unthinkable possibilities flitting in.

      “We think Red took ’em down to his evil lair, right?” Pierce pressed on. “The lair that seems to be conveniently tucked down deep in the planet’s crust?” He looked around the campfire. “You guys ever seen a lumberjack split a log with black powder?”

      There was no way in hell. Not Cammy. He wouldn’t. Probably couldn’t. Except…

      “Just a thought,” Pierce said, almost apologetically. “You know, in case of emergency.”

      Tense looks darted around the fire, everyone waiting for someone else to pipe up. Lundquist looked like he’d just witnessed a monkey learning to talk.

      “What do you think, Doctor?” Jaeger asked.

      Lundquist roused, about to admit, Nate was pretty sure, that their girl might well be, or at least had been, carrying enough potential yield between all of her systems—probably even in her arsenal alone—to see the job done. The last job she’d ever see done.

      They were mercifully interrupted before he could. A hacking hiss from their temporary shelter back in the ruins. It sounded like the throat clearing of a chain-smoking python. Bob the Space Vampire stood in the open doorway, milky, oversized blind eyes gleaming weirdly in the dancing firelight. He hacked a guttural scratch of consonant and vowel that easily could’ve been a cough but had the feel of deliberate speech.

      “Bob?” Snuffy asked, perking up. “Did you just, uh…?”

      “C-c-come,” Bob repeated, slightly more annunciated on the vowel this time, waving one slender, clawed hand toward the room where they’d all caught a few winks earlier. “Cccome.”

      With that, the blind Ooperian turned and shambled back into the building.

      “It’s… learning to talk,” Ramirez said. “That’s just… that’s super.”

      Nate could practically see the airman’s skin crawling.

      “I think he wants to show us something,” Snuffy said, dusting off his hands and stepping away from the pod to follow the Ooperian. “What’s up, Bob?” he called again, thumbing on one of the hand torches they’d pulled from the salvaged pod interiors.

      “Cccome,” came the airy whisper from inside.

      Snuffy made it as far as the shadowy threshold before it seemed to hit him that he was willingly following a wild Ooperian into a dark room, alone. He looked back to them for support, eyes seeking out Nate. Nate traded a look with Jaeger, who shrugged, then went to go check with Ramirez and Tor on their final bomber pod prep.

      “Okay, then,” Nate said, as he turned and started across the courtyard to go see what Bob the Space Vampire had to share with the rest of the class.
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      Inside, the Ooperian was waiting over by his creepy scratch marked wall, beckoning for them to come have a look. It was pretty obvious at a glance that he’d drawn out the facility they were currently standing in. To Bob’s credit, the detail of his final work was actually damn impressive for something scratched out by claw in short order—and by blind vampire senses, no less. What was less obvious, though, was why the Ooperian had gone through the trouble. The answer though, Nate was pretty sure, had something to do with the cloud of nanoswarm Bob had peppered in around his masterpiece, seemingly scattering away from the facility based on the comparatively crude arrow marks he’d etched.

      “I think he’s saying the swarm’s scared of this place,” Snuffy said beside Nate. “But we already kinda knew that, right?”

      “Something in this place,” Hannah O’Sweeney corrected. Nate hadn’t even noticed her and Tessa following them in, Lundquist and a few of the others on their tails. O’Sweeney stepped closer, reaching between Nate and Snuffy to tap at the squiggly markings Bob had embedded in his illustrated walls, right around the base of each arrow. Beside them, Bob gave an odd little shoulder bounce, sniffing the air like he could tell she was on the right track. He tapped emphatically at the base of another arrow near O’Sweeney’s finger, blind eyes glinting weirdly in the torch light, then he shambled over to a fresh patch of wall to start tracing a big, wild circle, over and over.

      “I, uh… I don’t think we’re getting it, Bob,” Snuffy said after several frantic seconds of this.

      Nate considered the squiggles, like some kind of electromagnetic field, or something of the sort, but…

      I still haven’t sensed anything of particular interest, Ex answered, before Nate could ask. Perhaps the Archon and this flighty Ooperian merely share a mutual distaste for the smell of decaying—

      It occurred to them both at once, their joint attention snapping back outside, back to—

      Nate paused midway through turning for the door, something catching the corner of his eye.

      “What’s this?” O’Sweeney was saying, leaning in to inspect the same point in Bob’s handiwork. “The Gorgon’s ship, maybe? He’s saying it arrived… three suns past? A few weeks ago, then?”

      “Ohhh,” Snuffy said. “I thought that was, like, because there are three suns, you know?”

      Nate hadn’t even noticed the suns. Was too focused on the small, humanoid figure etched there beside the landed ship.

      “Looks like maybe the swarm was after it,” O’Sweeney continued, thinking aloud. “Chasing it. Or maybe chasing this… this woman? Would that happen to be your…?”

      “Blackthorne,” Nate murmured.

      “What?” Tessa said, looking from face to face for some explanation.

      “Oh, yeah,” Snuffy chimed. “Guess you missed that episode of cave catchup. She brought Iveera’s ship here, we think. Remember how she—”

      “Yes, Snuffs, I remember. Why the hell would she bring the Wilds here?”

      “For, you know, like… mysterious pirate reasons? She left you a note, right?” he added, turning to Nate for help, but Nate was already turning to Bob, possibilities awakening.

      “You saw her?” he asked the lurking Ooperian, pointing at the small figure on the wall. “You saw Blackthorne? The… the pirate lady?”

      O’Sweeney seemed to be biting her tongue to keep from pointing out that the additional words were probably not going to clarify the matter for Bob the Space Vampire. Tessa’s lips were pinched, probably just impatient for more answers.

      “What about Myrr?” he asked, more to the group than to the Ooperian.

      The Ooperian, though, was the one who answered.

      A guttural hack and a violent swipe later, Bob had taken a meaty gouge out of the wall, and Nate had yanked the others behind him without thinking about it. They all regarded the Ooperian in tense silence. It was only then that Nate noticed Tristan had appeared like a wraith out of the shadows at Bob’s flank, dagger at the ready. But Bob was done. The Ooperian deflated, shoulders and head drooping almost like he was ashamed. Nate hadn’t the faintest clue what to make of any of it.

      For some reason, everyone looked to Snuffy to translate.

      “Umm… Okay,” the mechanic said, taking a tentative step toward Bob, wiggling his fingers like he was preparing for something. “So this, uh, Myrr—”

      A ragged grunt from the Ooperian.

      “Right, so you obviously… know him, or something. But uh… Hey, c’mon!” Snuffy fumbled as Bob turned, took hold of the wall, and ascended the first meter or so with a clear lack of concern for such petty obstacles as planetary gravity. “C’mon, Bob,” Snuffy called after him. “Don’t be like that. We’re trying to help.”

      The Ooperian slowed his climb, peering back over his pale shoulder with blind eyes. Then, with disconcerting speed and an eerie lack of noise, Bob sprang from the wall and alighted back in front of them. Nate tensed as the Ooperian bared ancient, dirty fangs, but Bob’s agitation wasn’t with them. The Ooperian turned, slapping at the illustrated swarm. “Myrr,” he huffed, clapping his hands together as if catching a firefly. “Myrr.” Before they could ask, he abandoned the hand cage gesture, violently slapping at his own protracted forehead with both hands, then brandished claws and teeth in a dramatically intimidating fashion.

      “The swarm… took him?” Snuffy hazarded. “Turned him, uh… evil?”

      “Because he seemed like such a lovey bear before,” O’Sweeney muttered.

      Bob hissed at her like he didn’t appreciate the tone, even if he didn’t understand a word she’d said. She didn’t flinch. Cool as a damned cucumber, that one. Bob, though, seemed to have had enough. He scanned them, ignoring Snuffy’s awkward attempts to convey she hadn’t meant it like that, then sprang back up to go crawling away across the goddamn ceiling at an impossible angle.

      “So that’s not not weird, right?” Tessa asked, as they watched him disappear into the darkness with one last foreboding hiss.

      “Just when we were getting somewhere,” Snuffy sighed, hands draped over his head in defeat. “Thanks a lot, Loki,” he added, shooting a frown at Hannah O’Sweeney. O’Sweeney just shrugged and turned back to Bob’s etchings.

      “Blackthorne by the way?” Tessa said, turning to Nate for answers.

      “Yeah. Like a bad penny,” he confirmed, glancing to the door, eager to go test this other hare-brained theory of theirs.

      “I don’t get it,” she said. “How could she have possibly known to… I mean, she left you a note? Left you a random note on some random lost planet in the middle of freaking nowhere, like—”

      “Like she knew we’d be here,” he agreed.

      “A very tricksy pirate,” Snuffy murmured to himself, studying Bob’s wall art next to O’Sweeney.

      Tessa just spread her hands at Nate in a clear what the hell, man?

      “I don’t know. Something to do with…” The gears of his brain turned round and round on collapsing Beacons and shared dreams. Ground to a noisy halt on lost planets and sprawling tendrils of Lady’s Light. He shook his head. “You know what? I can’t even try to guess anymore. I just need to go find that snargladorf real quick.”

      He started to turn. Registered the strangeness of what he’d just said.

      “I’ll, uh… I’ll explain in a minute.”

      Confused looks followed him all the way out of the room.

      “What the hell’s going on on this planet?” Tessa asked the others, just as he reached the door.

      No one seemed to have an answer for her.

      “Anything important?” Jaeger asked as he emerged back out into the courtyard.

      “I don’t know,” Nate said, scanning the dusty space in the dancing firelight. “Maybe. Think he’s trying to tell us there’s something about this place the Archon’s swarms might be allergic to.” He glanced at Jaeger, a manic flicker lapping at his brain. “Something that really rankles its nose, you know?”

      Maybe he was losing his mind. Grasping at preposterous straws. Jaeger’s frown was a palpable weight, suggesting so. But he couldn’t stop thinking of the way Bob had drawn up at the perimeter of the facility, like his hyperacute vampire senses smelled something rotten in Denmark. And there. There was the snargladorf, still sniffing around the courtyard. Sniffing at everyone’s legs. Sniffing the ground beneath their feet. Circling around that crumbling, shit-stained monument.

      He met Jaeger’s eyes.

      “This is gonna sound a little bat shit, but I think maybe we should do some digging.”

      Jaeger looked from him to the snargladorf and back, understanding setting in on his furrowing brow. “You’re right. That is bat shit.” He considered the monument and the sniffing snargladorf again. Glanced off to the tower in the distance, and to the angry red lightning storm raging on at its peak. “I’m not sure we have time to be chasing geese right now, Nate. You really think this is worth it?”

      Nate tried to think of a valid answer to explain, visions of the Lady’s infinite threads dancing in his head. He blew out a helpless breath, eyes glued unseeingly on some distant point beyond the monument. “You’re stuck in a room,” he said quietly. “A room you were chased into by an unstoppable swarm. And you still don’t have the faintest clue why they didn’t just come inside and finish the job, once and for all.”

      “So, you decide to follow your space dog’s nose on the inkling of some crazy old vampire?”

      Nate shrugged.

      “Longshot and a half, and then some,” Jaeger muttered, frowning stubbornly at the monument. Finally, though, he sighed and shot a sideways glance at Nate. “’Least we don’t have to worry about property damage though, huh? What’d you have in mind?”

      “I was thinking maybe we could ask the Asgardians for a hand,” Nate said, pretty much as the thought occurred to him. Partly because he was just damned tired of doing all the heavy lifting. Partly because it was about time the pale golden warriors did something other than piss and moan. Mostly, though, because blasting the courtyard open with Ex’s artillery, on top of being dangerous and energy intensive, seemed fairly liable to result in the obliteration of whatever they might find below. Provided there was anything to find, of course. Which, admittedly, was feeling less and less like some fateful guarantee, the longer his rational mind chewed at the idea.

      All he really knew was that the Lightsong was growing noticeably more muted by the hour. His energy reserves showing their edges here and there. The storm at the spire’s peak was growing, raging brighter in the deepening night sky. He watched Ramirez and Tor cramming into their bomber pod, preparing to speed off for the far side of the planet with enough firepower to end a continent, and wondered if it was a mistake, sending them.

      Jaeger was watching him with a scrutinizing look, waiting for some explanation.

      Nate shrugged and tilted his head back toward the Asgardian huddle. “They look like they could use a good excuse to put their backs into it, don’t you think?”

      Jaeger just kept up that damned look of his. “You got more important places to be?”

      “I need to have a word with the princess.”

      Not a lie. Just somewhat parallel to the inconvenient truth that he wasn’t sure how many more casual feats of strength he’d be wise to toss around before potentially needing to crawl back into the ring with the Archon.

      “Maybe save a little Light while you’re at it?” Jaeger asked, as usual buying precisely zero of his bullshit. The colonel didn’t wait for Nate to fumble into a coherent answer. Just nodded to himself like he’d already confirmed what he needed to know. Time to move on, just like that. Nate appreciated the general pragmatism of the sentiment, if nothing else.

      “All right, then,” Jaeger said, eyeing the hulking Asgardians and their surly scowls before turning back to Nate. “You wanna go tell the gods of thunder to stop moping around and get off their lazy asses, or should I?”
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      “You have a minute?” Nate asked Princess Elsa a short while later, once they’d gotten Ramirez and Tor safely off on their cross-planet flight, and Jaeger had succeeded in at least getting the Asgardians rounded up into a dubious huddle.

      “My, my,” the princess said, glancing up at him from the open pod lip where she sat beside a grim, bare-chested Asgardian. “Why do I feel as if I should be the one asking that question?”

      “Gotta be the dehydration,” Nate said, settling carefully down next to Elsa in the limited space, not missing the faint crack in that usual holier-than-thou calm of hers. “Jungle delirium and all that.”

      He kept his eyes on the Asgardian, his smile brittle and edged. Something about the Asgardian’s body language, and the fact that he’d clearly decided himself above the meeting into which Jaeger had gathered the rest of his kinsmen across the courtyard. Judging by the tension in Elsa’s posture, this one hadn’t been asking her for directions to the corner store when Nate had interrupted.

      Fortunately, the Asgardian got the message and left peacefully enough, going to lick his wounded pride on the pretext of rejoining his kinsmen. It occurred to Nate, in the unexpectedly benign exchange, that he’d just pulled a total Todd.

      “I do admit I’m beginning to wonder whether I shouldn’t have merely stayed in that tree,” Elsa was saying beside him. “It was a good tree. And the manners of this planet do leave something to be desired.”

      “You did look comfortable up there.”

      They both watched the retreating Asgardian for a beat.

      “So, how bad is it?” she finally asked.

      “How bad is what?”

      She gave him an unimpressed look. “Whatever it is you wish to speak to me about.”

      “Maybe I just wanted to save you from the big beefy Asgardian dude.”

      Her brow took on a delicate wrinkle, like she was having trouble parsing some part of that. “That’s not a ‘dude,’ Nathaniel. Hetzfelda is one of the Unbridled.”

      She took in his blank look.

      “I shouldn’t need to tell my brave Knight that there are those among the Asgardian people who believe sex to be an unacceptable diversion from the path of the true warrior. Unfortunate for them, if you ask me,” she added, even as Ex pitched in with an abbreviated explanation. The Unbridled. Vat born Asgardians engineered sexless, tweaked for the most desirable combat traits of both hormonal sexes, but beholden to neither.

      “I haven’t spent much time around Asgardians,” Nate admitted. “Guess maybe I have a bit to learn.”

      “You and the rest of the galaxy,” she said quietly, seemingly lost in some memory. She roused. “Not that I’d especially recommend prolonged exposure.”

      “So, these Unbridled consider sex a… what, an obstacle? A constraint?”

      “Physiologically, yes. Behaviorally, it’s merely a pointless engagement. A distraction from the true way.”

      “So, what did this, uh, Hetzfelda want with you, then?”

      The unspoken implication of his words didn’t really register until it was too late: like what could she possibly have to offer to an Asgardian who presumably wasn’t interested in sex?

      The look she gave him was a golden scalpel, coming right for the giblets. It was kind of scary, how intense her air of royal indignation could be. As soon as it came, though, it was gone—evaporating so quickly he was left wondering whether she’d actually taken offense at all or had merely wanted to give him a moment to think about what he’d said.

      “I think it’s safe to say that’s personal business between myself and Hetzfelda,” she told him.

      He nodded, studying Hetzfelda across the courtyard, all the more curious now. He really had pulled a Todd.

      “Now, you wouldn’t be talking to me if there wasn’t something uniquely urgent you require of me,” she said, matter-of-factly. “An unexpected Synth attack shaking Alliance wills. My brave Knight shaking Vanir politics.” She showed him a faint smile at the memory. “Scorning highly excitable Vanir princes. Coming to speak with his loyal Envoy shortly after presumably receiving some news of the outside world from his Gorgon colleague. So… How bad is it?”

      Nate stared for a second, taken aback by her pristine read of the situation. Between her and Jaeger, it was starting to feel like it’d be a wonder if his every thought and twitch wasn’t anticipated ten moves ahead from here on out.

      “Iveera—Ser Katanaga—thinks Phaldissus is making moves,” he said. “Attempting some kind of power grab.”

      “I expect he is.”

      “I’m not sure we’ll be able to establish any kind of comms contact in time for it to matter…” he continued, fishing for the right words.

      “But if we were to do so, you’re wondering whether I would be willing or able to talk my disgraced betrothed—a man whose social station has no doubt been indelibly stained by none other than my own hand and intrepid pluckiness, by the way—into playing nice with others and rushing to our aid.”

      He couldn’t help but smile a little. “See, when you put it that way…” He met her eyes, sobering. “If anyone can do it, it’s gotta be you.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, Ser Arturi. But I’m afraid my good charm won’t. Phaldissus’ better nature will not be appealed to by the likes of me. Not in any way that could matter at this stage.”

      “We need the Vanir fleets out here. And we need them now.”

      She scrutinized his expression, and he imagined he could see the questions playing out in her agile mind: What would this favor cost her—in pride, in personal sacrifice? What might Phaldissus demand of her in kind? And would it be worth it? Would the Vanir fleets even make a difference, if the worst came to pass?

      He didn’t know. But there was only one thing to do about it.

      “We need them, Elsa. We need someone.”

      She held his gaze a few seconds longer, probably sensing the uncertainty his tone sought to hide. Some part of him perched at the ready, waiting to remind her that, political ploy or not, she had bound herself to him as Envoy—that this was her duty. But something told him that would’ve been a mistake.

      “Then I will of course do my utmost, my brave Knight,” she finally said, tipping her head in a shallow bow. “Provided any such contact can be established.”

      “Thank you,” he said, touching her gently on the shoulder. Meaning it.

      She eyed the hand curiously until he withdrew the touch and stood.

      Whatever Jaeger had told the troops seemed to have worked. The Asgardians were already marshaling around the crumbling monument with what hand tools they’d found in the pods, plus a few they’d improvised from parts around camp. Hetzfelda’s compact shovel was the first to break ground. Nate felt a pang of guilt.

      “I’d still be talking to you, by the way,” he added, turning back to the princess. “At least once our asses were out of the fire. Even if I didn’t need something.”

      Her lips quirked in a wry smile. “Do tell me should you ever find yourself in a state of needing for nothing, won’t you? I’d quite like to know how that feels.”

      He smiled back. “I’ll be sure to let you know if the day ever comes.”

      “Splendid. And speaking of which…” Her smile turned a shade wolfish. “I note your skill with damsels in distress has increased markedly since our misadventures in the belt.”

      He followed her pointed gaze to where Tessa had just emerged from the facility.

      “I surmise you merely required the correct damsel for motivation.”

      “I don’t suppose it’s worth reminding you I was fresh out of crusher space when that happened,” he said, frowning at her. “Literally suffering brain damage.”

      “Hmm.”

      “And that I’m sorry,” he added.

      She held him on the end of her stare, chin tipped up ever-so-slightly, as if balancing the weight of his apology against the veracity of his unspoken denial. Then her face broke into a warm smile—maybe the most genuine he’d ever seen from her—and she breathed a languid sigh, tilting her golden face to the sky as if basking in the sunlight that was only barely there, thanks to the Archon’s otherworldly shroud. Even after everything they’d been through, there was a trace of floral sweetness around her. Like the universe simply refused to allow royalty of her caliber to stink outright.

      “To tell you the truth,” she said quietly, opening her eyes to focus back on him, “crazy as it might sound, I do believe there’s no place in this galaxy I’d rather be.”

      Nate considered the camp, chewing on those words. His people, busy at work. Lundquist and Snuffy arguing over a pod thruster modification while Ramachandra and Carter shook their heads at them. Tessa, catching his eye across the courtyard. The dark tower crackling malevolently on in the distance. Everything riding on them. And through it all, a stillness in his heart—sure, and certain.

      “It’s not crazy,” he said quietly.

      Then the spire roared to life with a blinding brilliance, and all hell broke loose.
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      The spire lit the sky, and the world moved in a paradox of motion. The crew’s movements, fast and slow. Desperate and disciplined. The courtyard suddenly alive with the presence of impending death. For one infinite second, Nate was locked to Tessa’s eyes across the brilliant, ruby-stained yard, shocked that this should be happening now, even if there was no other way. Then the spell broke, and the world came crashing back in at full speed.

      “Readings are spiking in the core,” Ramachandra called from one of the escape pods, eyes riveted to the whining holo display inside. Nate felt the tremors waking in the depths underfoot, subtle now, but unmistakably growing.

      Ex? he asked, pulling on his helmet to an overwhelming spill of flashing alerts and data streams.

      I can’t tell for certain, Ex said, quickly silencing all but the most pertinent metrics on the HUD, but if we’re going to do anything more than sit by and watch the Synth relay parade roll in, now is probably the time to do it.

      The rising tingles in Nate’s bones seemed to agree with his companion’s assessment. The air alive with a building charge. Jaeger jogging over to them looking, for the first time Nate could recall, like he was hoping to Christ someone else knew what to do next.

      Nothing for it, then.

      Nate hurried over to the monument, spurred more by buzzing adrenaline than actual thought. He slipped into the gap between Hetzfelda and another shovel-wielding Asgardian, took hold of the exposed foundation with both hands and a clumsy gravitonic construct, and heaved. Harder than he meant to, apparently, in the rush of nerves. He felt the crushing strain of overworked muscles, along with a disconcerting pop and a slackening as something gave way in his left arm. Then the entire monument ripped free from the earth with a dry thunk of sundered roots and showering rubble, separating into pieces as it flew, and struck the far wing of the facility some twenty meters away with a string of crumbling cracks that seemed entirely too brittle for that much stone.

      A few of the Asgardians cursed. The rest just stared.

      And there, at their feet, in the mess of upturned soil and settling dust… Nothing.

      Freaking nothing.

      Nate stared at the spot, feeling empty as Ex dutifully began to knit his torn biceps back together.

      “You have the warheads,” he said quietly, eyes still glued to the useless dirt as Jaeger drew up beside him. “Just in case.”

      Betrayed. He’d been betrayed by the errant clues of Bob the freaking Space Vampire. Betrayed by his own stupid graspings for hope. Delusions of fate and Lady’s guiding Light. And what the hell else had he really been expecting, here? He couldn’t believe he’d actually been expecting anything at all.

      “That’s it?”

      Jaeger’s voice stirred him back to reality. Nate pulled his eyes from the unmarked grave of their last fanciful hope and considered the colonel. In reference to the warheads, the question might’ve felt downright indignant. Nate had left them with the same payload they’d sent Tor and Ramirez. Two atomic warheads and one antimatter, plus one additional last resort kill switch on Jaeger’s end, just in case. But that wasn’t what Jaeger was asking.

      The colonel’s dark eyes flicked from the rumbling ground and remorselessly empty patch of dirt at their feet up to that damned spire. Back down to the most lethal escape pod on the hemisphere, and finally back to Nate. “You’re sure?”

      It was an indirect admission of the unspoken secret about which none of them had truly harbored any illusions. They’d all been hoping for something more. More time. A better plan. Any plan at all, really. Some miraculous outside intervention from Iveera and Malfar. Anything but this.

      “Tor and Ramirez won’t be making the far side for—”

      “At least five hours,” Jaeger finished for him, tipping his gaze up to the unnaturally reddening sky. “Which is starting to look like it might be a little late to the party.”

      “So, I’ll take first crack here. Hope for the best.”

      He expected Jaeger to argue, or at least tell him to wait a second while they got the away team on the horn—provided that horn hadn’t already succumbed to a fresh burst of Ginnungagap interference—and figured this thing out properly. But the colonel just stared on at the unholy storm above, mouth slightly agape. The Unshakeable Man, shaken at last. And when Nate followed Jaeger’s gaze upward, it wasn’t hard to see why.

      The storm was propagating, bizarre ruby lightning creeping across the sky in slow motion even as it raged on at frenetic speeds back at the spire’s peak. He’d never seen anything like it. And there, in the hazy red spaces between the brilliant arcs of oozing light, the faintest lines overlaying the muted sprawl of stars above. Lines that looked too much like the stirrings of some vast, ghostly ocean of protoswarm, drifting in the nether. An entire armada, waiting in the wings of some distant corner of the rim, tens of thousands of light-years distant, and yet right there.

      It was happening.

      “You should get everyone to the pods,” Nate said, his voice oddly steady in his ears. The winds were picking up now. Flying was going to be a bitch. “Be ready to get airborne, just in case.”

      Jaeger caught his arm as he turned to go. Nate met his eyes. I’ll be fine. The words didn’t want to come out. Jaeger looked like he was struggling with words himself. Finally, he settled on a simple nod. Go get ’em, Tiger. Class dismissed.

      “Hooah, Boss,” Nate murmured, clapping the man’s shoulder.

      The impact seemed to slap Jaeger back to his usual self. He huffed a grim chuckle and accepted the tiny q-node earpiece Nate offered him. “Hooah, Kid,” he said, slipping in the earpiece. “Give ’em hell.”

      Nate took flight before his brain could indulge in any more second-guessing. No sweeping gaze around the courtyard. No last look for Tessa. No reminding Jaeger of what needed to be done, should Nate fail.

      Nate had never before thought to deploy a singularity bomb. He had only barely ever seen one in action, back when the Trogs had thrown the middle finger to Alliance laws and deployed one over the ruins of Old Avalon. But that had been enough. There was little question that unleashing one here would effectively damn Asgard, Yggdrasil, and the rest of the entire damned sector to a slow, crushing end in the years to come. And that wasn’t even to mention the fact that it would undoubtedly kill everyone on Ginnungagap, with no guarantee of even stopping the Archon. He didn’t particularly intend to find out what lay down that path.

      Not when he might still end things with his own two hands.

      Flying, though, was more than a bitch.

      The air was alive with strange energies, wild thermals and spats of radiation bombarding him as he ascended, jerking him this way and that, energy shields hissing to bright life on the more violent flares.

      Any recommendations here? he asked, as they drew roughly level with the spire’s distant peak, preparing to do their worst.

      I’d suggest the kitchen sink approach, Ex replied. But as the pilot has deftly pointed out—

      Conventional weapons might not do shit, Nate finished. Might at least throw a wrench in the cogs, though.

      Or merely attract the Archon’s full attention and earn us a nice fat lightning bolt in the crotch.

      Graphic.

      Let it never be said you taught me nothing, Nathaniel.

      Well shucks, buddy. Nate spared a look for Jaeger and the others several kilometers below, but he could barely even make out the facility ruins through the deepening shitstorm. Guess it’s the front door for us, then.

      Knock, knock, Ex chimed, generally radiating approval as Nate set his sights through the howling winds and gunned the gravitonics. He could practically see his companion’s mustachioed likeness flying along beside him like some madly grinning sidecar phantasm. They cut through the turbulent Ginnungagap sky together, gathering their energy, preparing to lay waste to anything that tried to stop them. Straight in. Straight to the heart. To Cammy, and to all their combined strength brought to bear on the Archon’s apparatus, right where it counted. To Nate’s blazing sword straight through that bastard’s ruby red heart, even if killing an Archon wasn’t so simple. As long as he moved fast enough…

      The Ginnungagap sky stilled. The slowing of the hellish storm atop the spire breathing life into the thought as he pushed them faster, spacetime warping beneath supercharged gravitonics, the angry nanoswarm peeling off from the spire to meet them slowing to an infinitesimal crawl.

      Faster. They pushed faster, a nimbus of azure fury building around them. A lance of pure Light roaring in to pierce the veil, unperturbed by the shimmering wave of ruby charge coalescing down the black spire wall as if to stop them. Faster. The descending ruby arcs slowing, slowing, until they stood still, like a glowing ocean wave caught in freeze-frame.

      They sped forward, a lance of Light wielded by the Lady herself.

      Then the Light flickered like a sputtering light bulb, and time snapped taut.

      The blast was blinding. It came before he knew it, the world lurching in a drunken burst of light and sound, bathing him in an all-consuming rush of searing heat. His every nerve screaming. Eyes bleached half-blind through Ex’s filters. He hit the ground like a molten missile, only nominally conscious, smoke pouring off his superheated armor and everything he touched, so thick as to choke off his vision completely. An image leapt, unbidden, of Iveera’s blackened husk after she’d been scorched half to death by the Avalon Eternal. Then some corner of his mind registered Ex’s barked warning, and he gritted his teeth and threw himself into painful motion. The swarm punched into the scorched mountain rock behind him, angling to follow with a single-minded hunger.

      He ripped his sword free and spun to meet them with a wild sweep that lit the twilight darkness and left a hundred meters of stony landscape in smoldering ruins. He rounded back for the spire, conscious of the nanoswarm reconvening at his back, and plunged forward, sword raised. He felt the resistance before his blade even met the spire. Felt it like an airborne pressure wave, the jet-black wall condensing to something impenetrable, rousing with angry red streaks of defensive energy.

      He plunged his blade forward all the same. It struck with a solid thunk and hiss, gushing black smoke and atomized nanostuff as the swarm fell upon him. Blade sinking inch by agonizing inch. The swarm ripping at his back. The tower’s angry energies spitting at his front, cooking him alive. He screamed and fought on like a wild animal, pounding at the wall, driving the blade deeper, clawing the rift wider with burning hands. He ripped the spire open, screaming into its depths as it scrambled to mend itself, tearing his sword free to plunge deeper.

      He brought the blade down with everything he had, the Light flaring all around him. All through him. The power incomprehensible. At that moment, there was no stopping him. The blade passed through without resistance, the spire walls giving way completely, warping around him, condensing, expanding, and—

      And suddenly he was spinning ass over teakettle through the dark, nearly weightless. He caught himself on gravitonic brakes, trying to process the combination of sudden pressure and too-weak gravity. Hazy purplish light crackling here and there throughout the stiflingly hot, cavernous space.

      The answer hit him right along with the smell of rotten eggs, and Ex’s sharp cry of warning.

      Something closed in on him from behind, then from everywhere. Before he could so much as blink, he was smothered in it, drowning in a flood of constricting nanoswarm. He growled a curse as the swarm pried the sword from his hand. Kicked the energy barriers into overdrive, burning his way free, but the swarm just pressed in, and in, driving him down, down, until he hit something painfully hot and unyielding, the swarm crushing down on top of him.

      It was like trying to hold off the ocean. Panic at the overwhelming weight of it, at the sudden certainty of where he was.

      Somehow, the Archon had reached up through the backbone of its spire and instantaneously yanked him straight across a couple thousand klicks. Straight to the beating heart he’d thought he’d wanted to reach. Now, there the gargantuan relay superstructure thrummed on above, miraculously reassembled in this impossibly enormous space, mocking him for his conceited notion of coming here to stop its maker.

      There was no stopping it. Not here, at the very seat of the thing’s power.

      Crushing oblivion, folding in on him, squeezing away sight and sound, thrusting him inward, down to the reality of what was about to happen. To the grim face of Iveera, waiting in orbit above, so close and yet so utterly unreachable. To the faces of everyone else he was about to let down. Tessa. Snuffy. Home. His knees buckled under the weight of the swarm, damming untold worlds. The entire cavern flaring brilliant violet with anticipation.

      “Jaeger,” he gasped into the comms, knowing even as he did that it was a fool’s bet that anyone would hear him down here, where the Archon determined the rules of reality. He grated the words out anyway. “Jaeger. The warheads. Now.”

      But it was already too late, some part of him knew. The strength ebbing from his limbs with each dwindling struggle. The swarm pulsating around him like a living thing. Drinking him in. The cavernous sprawl of violet light and thrumming relay superstructure disappearing as the swarm enveloped him completely. He felt the Light draining from his armor, from his blood. Felt the ineffable rift opening at his center, threatening to tear him in two. Consciousness waning.

      Then Ex was there beside him, his face pinched and grave, one arm raised against the crushing weight of the swarm, the other reaching down to offer his hand.

      On your feet, Nathaniel.

      Nate gaped dumbly at the phantom hand, dimly aware it wasn’t really there at all. Dimly aware that he didn’t care. He met Ex’s eyes, holding to his companion’s presence like a life raft in a raging ocean storm. He strained, teetering on the edges of his physical limits, barely a hair’s breadth from what felt like certain implosion. Then something did burst, and he was through, reaching for Ex’s hand. Reaching for his sword, calling for it, the Light flaring bright as it blazed free from the swarm, speeding for his hand. He caught it and launched upward with a furious bellow and a boom of speed, the swarm receding, recoiling from his burning aura like a scalded hand.

      Nate tore forward, shaking with power, the world condensing to a single point in his mind. He threw his sword back for the blow, ready to crack the planet open from the inside. Believing, for the first time, that it was actually possible, with the volume of power screaming through him. Then a solid wall of nanoswarm blindsided him with the force of a vengeful god, and there was nothing but breathless flight and blinding impact.

      By the time the world resolved into anything beyond pain and stars, he was already buried, the swarm coating his every inch, binding him to whatever surface he’d struck. Binding him so completely he couldn’t so much as twitch a finger. He struggled, but it was pointless. He was too pinned down, the last of his strength flash-fried on that last wasted effort.

      The ruby fire of the Archon’s shifting non-face emerged from the swirling cocoon of darkness, the nanoswarm not parting so much as oozing forth, detaching from the larger cocoon to form its master a discrete body. The construct floated over to him with a kind of deadened, mechanical calm. No trace of smug victor’s pride. No nothing.

      Nate hated the thing in that moment—was surprised and even a little sickened to realize just how deeply he hated it. The construct ghosted silently forward, unperturbed by his hatred, reaching for him with one glowing red hand. Mindless. This mindless goddamn machine—this construct—ticking on like a dumb animal even as it pulled feats not even Ex could understand.

      He bared his teeth as it closed its glowing hand over his faceplate, sending his HUD into jittering spasms. He couldn’t move. Could only just make out past the Archon’s hand the way that burning non-face began to shudder with strange shapes and afterimages, almost like it was flirting with the idea of trying to grow a new one. There was a sound like the fluttering of a thousand moth wings in a small room—otherworldly whispers creeping into his awareness in a place somewhere between mind and senses.

      The first hint of real fear bubbled up through the surface of his rage. Fear at what this mindless automaton was truly capable of. At what it truly wanted. Because in that moment, Nate was certain of it: whatever eagerness he’d imagined in the swarm before now, whatever banal animal drives he’d chalked up to the simple motivations of an enemy at war, it had all been just that. Figments of his imagination. Clumsy attempts to anthropomorphize something that was simply beyond his sentient comprehension. Beyond all of theirs.

      He felt it in his bones, as the Archon plucked his helmet free and crushed it like a tin can in one glowing red hand. Felt it in a place well beyond conscious understanding. This mindless machine. This ancient, infinitely complex construct.

      He’d never stood a chance.

      Let go.

      Nate gasped at the breath of phantom winds in his mind, inaudible and yet unmissable—not a voice so much as a tangible force of nature. A static charge in his mind. Icy cold seeping through his insides. The rift at his center flexing. Stretching. Tearing.

      “No,” he whispered, sudden, horrible realization dawning as those phantom winds shifted—striking between him and Ex like an Ooperian dagger between the ribs.

      Nathaniel? Ex asked, his voice small and afraid. Nate had never heard him so afraid.

      “No!” he cried, bucking uselessly against the Archon’s strength. “You get the fuck away from him!”

      But it was already happening. Those strange whispers creeping into the cracks even as fine tendrils of nanostuff blossom from the Archon’s glowing hands and slithered in for Nate’s eyes and mouth. Nate fought helplessly, Ex’s presence clinging to him like a frightened child. The rift widening, ruthless fingers of ice and apathy prying deeper.

      Then the Archon paused. Full stop for no apparent reason, like someone had flipped a switch.

      A flicker of hope in the dark. Nate’s focus leapt upward, to the surface, clinging to some instinctive prayer—the only one he could think of right then.

      Jaeger had heard. Somehow, he’d heard.

      No sooner had the thought occurred to Nate than the Archon’s glowing visage snapped around to follow his gaze up through the vast, cavernous darkness. Not a cavern at all, Nate realized, as the space awoke to the Archon’s attention, but an unbelievably enormous, roughly spherical pocket of the spire itself. Nate watched breathlessly as the mouth at the top of the enormous dome expanded, dilating as if to consume the entire planet above—zooming their view telescopically, he realized. Up, through thousands of kilometers of spire innards and planetary mass, the arcane optics condensing the spire’s endless length all the way to the angry red lightning at its peak, then expanding out to the surrounding area with crystal clarity.

      Expanding right out to the escape pod that was currently speeding straight for the spire’s peak like a kamikaze bomber.

      Nate tensed alongside Ex, both of them knowing what came next, both preparing to fight.

      Then the spire lashed out with a dark tendril and caught the speeding pod like a pond frog snagging a bug. Somehow, Nate felt the Archon’s attention there, an invisible thread of will stretching up through the spire’s length. He watched, breathless, praying for the blast to come anyway, sure there’d be redundancies. A remote trigger. A timed detonator, at the very least. But his heart fell as the Archon reached out from the spire with more tendrils, reeling the pod in like some giant arachnid webbing up its latest victim, ripping into its innards with ruthless, surgical efficiency, like it knew exactly what was aboard, and what to do about it.

      No, the winds seemed to whisper, somewhere far away.

      Nate could only watch as the tower danced to the Archon’s will, dispassionately deconstructing his last hope down to its constituent elements. It swallowed the devastating warheads like it was picking apart a deli sandwich. Nate slackened in his relentless nanoswarm coffin, drained beyond resistance as that burning red non-face swiveled back to him two thousand kilometers below, bringing the full weight of those icy whispers back on his mind.

      Let go, the winds sighed.

      Then the Archon reached into him, razor sharp tendrils piercing armor and flesh like they were nothing, and Nate screamed.
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      Back at the campsite, in the absence of what should’ve been quite the booming ride, even with interstellar-grade shock absorbers and radiation shielding, the inside of the escape pod was deadly quiet. Which, frankly, was fine by Jaeger, right up until Pierce had to heave a sigh at the external display and growl an exasperated, “Mother of fuck.”

      That did it.

      The pod’s cramped inhabitants began to stir from their mesmerized spells of waiting, trading uncertain looks. O’Sweeney had eyes only for Jaeger.

      “You’re quite certain you—”

      “Yes.”

      “And that you—”

      “Yes, for fuck’s sake,” Jaeger growled, eyes still glued to the display, waiting to be sure. Doubly sure. Triply. Fumbling over thoughts of gravitational disturbances. Time dilation. He should’ve pulled Lundquist into this pod. Probably in place of O’Sweeney. Answers over accusations. It was only when he noticed Carter’s pointed look that he registered it was time to reel it back, bring it down a notch, for everyone’s sake.

      “I armed the bomb,” he added, notably more calmly. “And the detonators. And both backup timers. He must’ve disarmed them all.”

      “It,” Amelia pointed out halfheartedly, frowning at the supportive hand Pierce had rested on her leg like that was somehow the most confusing part in all of this. “It must’ve disarmed them all.”

      Right. Because Christ forbid they forget that the thing that’d just effortlessly swatted aside tandem weapons of mass destruction was supposed to be naught but some mindless, inorganic Pac-Man. Sucking down the galaxy chomp by goddamn chomp.

      Jaeger stowed the smartass retort, looked around the too-tight cabin once more, then decided he’d rather risk painful death by atomic incineration or downstream ass cancer than sit around there another minute. He palmed the hatch panel, pulled the manual safeguard release, and slumped back out into the insufferably thick Ginnungagap air, feeling more like an achy old man than he ever would’ve thought possible even a few short years ago.

      “Goddammit,” he muttered at the distant hellscape of the spire and its deepening storm.

      Impotent. That was the word he was looking for. Powerless. Both words notably clearer than the one he thought he’d heard from Nate through the static. He still wasn’t sure he’d heard right. But then again, not all that much rhymed with warhead, and if he was being honest, he knew damned well what he’d heard:

      Nate, desperate and afraid.

      Beyond that, the exact details hardly seemed to matter. The kid’s ingress into the spire hadn’t been a cakewalk, if the fireworks had been any indication. Clearly, things hadn’t improved on the other side. And now… Now, he tried the q-noded earpiece again, for what felt like the hundredth time. He’d lost count. He wasn’t surprised to find dead silence on the line. No more than he was surprised by the sound of another pod hatch releasing, or the familiar presence of Kalders sliding up beside him a few moments later.

      “We have to help him,” she said quietly, eyes on the spire.

      He didn’t disagree one bit, but for the simple fact that he didn’t have a single goddamn clue how they were supposed to go about actually doing it. It wasn’t like they could grab their rifles and charge into battle. Not to any meaningful effect other than instant death, at least. Much as it stuck in his stubborn old craw to admit it, they were mere mortals here, pecking on the outskirts of a genuine clash of titans. Pirates and smugglers were one thing. But the last time they’d faced anything like this… Mordred LeFaye and the battle at Avalon… At least then, they’d had the Camelot to move the needle.

      Now, he could only look around the reddening stretch of the courtyard, acutely aware of their distinct lack of options, and of the weight of the singularity bomb initiator burning a doomsday hole in his pocket. Acutely aware that, if Nate was truly in trouble in there, it might already be too late. He scanned the courtyard again anyway. He wasn’t sure what he was hoping to find. A spare Knightship lurking about. A magic fucking wizard who’d decided to get off his drunk ass and actually come do something useful for once.

      The other pods were hissing open now. A line of curious heads poking out, wondering what came next.

      Jaeger noticed the snargladorf had resumed her ceaseless inspection of the courtyard, sniffing through the pieces of the monument Nate had shattered through the prefab wall with his fifty-ton caber toss. He was about to move on when he spotted Vampire Bob lurking nearby. The jittery bastard had refused to be ushered into a pod for the coming blast. Now, the Ooperian was watching the hairless space dog at work—or sniff-seeing, or what-the-hell-ever the blind Ooperian did—his pale nostril slits working overtime, spindly fingers plucking at one another in some kind of creepy anticipation.

      “Hey, Snuffs?” Jaeger called.

      The mechanic appeared at the open hatchway of Kalders’ pod with a wary look, like he had a feeling he was about to be blamed in some capacity for Snuffing everything up, even if he pointedly hadn’t touched the bomb pod for exactly that reason. Jaeger waved him over impatiently, gesturing at Bob. “Try to figure out what the hell has Mr. Burns all riled up over there, will you?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, nor did he pay particular attention to whatever Snuffy murmured glumly under his breath as the mechanic dropped out of the pod and marched over to the gesticulating Ooperian. Instead, Jaeger turned for the shattered monument, ignoring the growing weight of questions spreading through the courtyard, vaguely aware Kalders was following him. He’d almost certainly lost his damned mind, he decided. That seemed the safe bet, as he knelt down and began picking through the rubble next to their stray space dog tagalong.

      Judging from Kalders’ tone of voice, he wasn’t the only one who thought so.

      “Boss?” she asked, entirely more cautious than normal.

      He just kept looking. He couldn’t have said why.

      He could practically hear Carter’s no-bullshit tone in his head, telling him he’d just gone ahead and finally cracked—no mystery whatsoever, and who could blame him? He kept looking anyway, clinging to something. Nate himself hadn’t even looked all that surprised when this pile of ancient stone had turned out to be hiding nothing beneath its shattered roots but equally shattered hopes. And yet…

      A sharp hiss drew his attention over to where Bob was gesturing furiously at Snuffy, looking rather—

      “Fuck me!” Jaeger growled, snapping his hand back so abruptly he pitched over backward, clutching at the spot where something had just… burned him? But that wasn’t quite right, he realized, staring dumbly at his exposed palm. No angry red burns. Nothing but a bizarre sensation like nothing he’d ever felt before—skin crawling with effervescent, almost numbing tingles and warmth. It faded quickly.

      Ahead, the snargladorf took a careful sniff at the spot he’d been foraging through, then backed away slowly, head lowered almost deferentially. A few meters back, it lay down on its belly and looked back and forth between him and the spot, panting.

      “Boss?” Kalders was beside him, frowning at the unburned hand he was still holding up like he’d never seen it before.

      He lowered his hand, only then remembering to breathe, and rocked back up to his knees, scooting forward for a closer look. Slowly, delicately, he reached for the last two chunks of rubble he’d touched, feeling the same tense anticipation he still remembered from childhood, when he and his thickskulled friends had gotten their kicks playing with the electric fences around the pastures.

      Nothing leapt out from the parting stones. Nothing out of the ordinary among the rubble. Carefully, he turned over the piece in his tingling hand… And there. A shard of something embedded in the otherwise perfectly homogeneous stone. Embedded almost like the entire monument had been carved or cast around it on purpose.

      He stared at that elaborately patterned sliver, knowing it without a doubt even as the voice of reason in his head—the one that sounded a whole lot like Carter—pointed out that he actually had no idea. He looked back at Kalders. Saw his own stark realization mirrored in her eyes.

      “Is… that what I think it is?” Snuffy asked nearby, craning for a better look, Bob peering out from behind him to sniff the air.

      “Doc!” Jaeger called, eyes returning to the object of their joint attention, mind sifting through options. Amelia. Gendra. The Asgardians. He wasn’t sure anyone on this planet but Nate was actually equipped to properly identify a genuine Beacon shard.

      “But… I mean, Nate would’ve sensed it, right?” Snuffy asked, apparently on a similar train of thought. “Or maybe… I dunno… you know, with the”—he waved his hand helplessly at the aberrant sky—“with the interference, or whatever. Unless…” He trailed off, scratching thoughtfully at his cheek stubble.

      “Get Lundquist,” Jaeger told Kalders. She nodded and sprang to it without questions, hurrying past Snuffy and Bob the Space Vampire, who was watching Snuffy curiously with those allegedly blind eyes, and mimicking his thoughtful cheek scratching like he suspected maybe it was somehow important. It might’ve been a funnier sight if Jaeger hadn’t felt so equally clueless, turning back to their mystery shard, wondering what the hell it was there for, and how it’d gotten there at all. He checked the spire on the horizon more out of growing habit than for any actual gleaning of information. The sky was red. That creepy ass mega swarm mass still hanging high above like a phantom planet. The world, as far as he could tell, was still ending.

      And they had a shard.

      “You’re saying we fed it,” came one of the voices Jaeger was looking for. He turned to find Ramachandra and Lundquist caught in conversation as they rounded the nearest pod, hurriedly corralled by Kalders.

      Lundquist looked agitated. “I’m saying the readings seem to suggest that…” He trailed off as he registered the look on Jaeger’s face. “What’s…” He turned his curious frown to the artifact in Jaeger’s hand, eyes squinting, then widening. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Hey, that’s what I said!” Snuffy chimed, patting Bob on the shoulder like you see that? The Ooperian jerked at the touch, startled.

      “But… What in the blazes is it doing there?” Lundquist asked.

      “Was hoping you two might be able to figure that out,” Jaeger replied, knowing it was probably an impossible ask, even for two of the brightest minds Earth had to offer. The looks on their faces seemed to confirm as much. “On the double, if it’s all the same to you,” he added anyway.

      “On the… double,” Ramachandra echoed numbly, staring at the rock in Jaeger’s hand.

      Lundquist just looked openly confused. “Then, Nate isn’t…?”

      “Still no contact,” Jaeger said.

      “Well, there must be some manner of…” Lundquist trailed off, mouth drawn tight. He scanned the monument rubble and the surrounding area, looking for something hopeful to latch onto. Finding nothing.

      “Look, it could be simple interference,” Jaeger said. “Could be something else. Could be he’s busy ripping that red-faced bastard a new one as we speak. All I know is that we’ve got a whole heap of shit preparing to rain down on our heads, a missing Knight, and—as far as I can see it—just two real options here. And seeing as one of those options ends with our collective and untimely demise by fledgling black hole,” he added, drawing the singularity initiator carefully from his gear vest with his free hand, feeling like he was handling Death incarnate, “I’ll ask again.” He hefted the shard-bearing rubble up for the growing crowd, careful to avoid direct skin contact. “Does anyone have the faintest fucking clue what we’re looking at here?”

      Everyone stared. Jaeger did too.

      Death in one hand. Light in the other.

      It felt almost poetic, in some way that was almost certainly above his pay grade. Judging from the blank-faced head shakes and furtively traded looks, it was above everyone else’s, too. Most of the camp had gathered around by that point, crew and Asgardians alike all staring like they half-expected the Lady herself might arise from the previously inconspicuous pile of rubble.

      “Perhaps if we had the means to conduct a proper analysis,” Lundquist finally said, apologetically.

      “Or the time,” Ramachandra added.

      She didn’t elaborate, but her wary skyward glance said more than enough. Whatever was happening, it was happening faster and faster by the minute—the entire sky alive with shimmering red light now, the charged air palpable, like the whole planet was about to go warp speed.

      “All right, then,” Jaeger said, the first—and frankly, maybe the only—scraps of a plan coalescing into a decision. The decision. “Load it in the last pod,” he said, carefully handing the embedded shard to Kalders. “All of it,” he added, to Snuffy and the others, nodding at the pile of rubble. “As much as you can fit.”

      “Uh, what?”

      “You heard me. Get it in. We’re wheels up in five.”

      Silence hung on the gathering. Everyone staring like he’d lost his mind.

      Snuffy spoke with care. “You’re… gonna launch a broken statue at—”

      “I said move!” Jaeger snapped.

      For a second, they all stood in stunned silence. It had been a long time since he’d gone straight disciplinarian on them. But quickly enough, the shock broke, and the camp proceeded to whip itself into shape, on the double. Even the Asgardians hopped to after a round of uncertain looks. In a past life, the whole scene probably would’ve buttered his ego real nice and good. Standing there at that moment, though, at what felt like the edge at the end of the map, he only felt tired. Tired, and maybe a smidge proud, watching his people work. It occurred to him that these people—and their away team on the far side—were the finest damn crew he ever could’ve hoped for. Finer, even.

      Not bad for a band of misfit screwups just like him.

      He huffed a derisive chuckle at himself, shaking his head. He really was getting old. God help him if he went and started going all sentimental, too. Now hardly seemed the time, as his gaze ticked back and forth between Carter and Pierce, weighing steady hands and burdens of conscience, and just how damn many entire planetary populations would be riding on all of this. He was kind of surprised where his eyes landed in the end.

      “Lieutenant,” he called, hoping to Christ he hadn’t lost his gut instincts along with the rest of his marbles. “A word.”
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      On the margin of thought, if what was left to his awareness could even be called thought, he—whoever he was—was mostly just surprised he didn’t seem to be dead yet. It was pretty much all he could think, even if he couldn’t quite remember why. The thought circling back over and over again, like a simple binary loop, checking. Waiting.

      Dead yet? False.

      Dead yet? False.

      Dead yet? Maybe. (So trinary, then. But…)

      Something happening. Something from nothing. Miraculously novel in the blank drudgery of this infinite loop. Shapes in the murky gray nothingness. Movement. A low growl. A bestial form, sinking back into shadow. A whisper in its wake. A name. His name.

      “Nathaniel?”

      He didn’t recognize the voice. Couldn’t seem to remember where he was, or how he’d gotten there. In the ether beside him, something moved. The flickering impression of a slender, mustachioed man, beaten and shackled. There, but not. Nate peered around, squinting through the quiet gray oblivion. For a moment, he could’ve sworn he spied a mousy, bespectacled girl, peering right back through the murky shroud.

      He felt dizzy. Lightheaded. He felt…

      Memories of a dying ship. Emergency red lighting. Hazy neurotoxin. The languid, sickly acceptance of bleeding out.

      Exsanguination.

      The word sent sickening ripples through him. Twilight wavering.

      Something was at work ahead, in a blazing cauldron of nebulous violet energies and showering sparks, stringing brilliant lines of starlight from here to there. A broad figure, clearly towering and yet bizarrely amorphous, its dark edges defying his brain’s best attempts to categorize them. The more he tried to focus in, the less certain they grew.

      “Not there,” whispered that voice again, small and… mousy. “Over here.”

      Nate tried to pull his head on straight, focus, but it was like trying to blink away a thick, unmoving fog. There was something in that voice. A mental image. Something reminiscent of Tessa, and yet…

      “Cammy,” he whispered, gaping through the fog. “Cammy?”

      There was nothing there. Nothing but a soft, tentative curiosity tugging at him from some undisclosed swath of the expansive nothingness, so soft and thin it was barely perceptible. Barely real. All of this, unreal. Cammy’s presence…

      Ahead, that writhing darkness had paused at its work, attention seeming to shift. Gravity itself, seeming to shift. Nate found himself holding his breath, though he couldn’t say for sure in this place whether he had lungs or not. He sensed, on some level, that something was wrong with the thing’s fantastical apparatus. Strained lines of light pulling tighter. Fraying in places. The cauldron sputtering, dimming like the car lights as the engine tried to turn. The darkness—the Archon?—reaching for something in the distance. Reaching.

      A few of the brilliant lines snapped, overstrained. Resonant twangs and bursts of violet sparks. Something big happening. Something that kicked him through oblivion like a bubble slipped clear from the underside. Surfacing. Surfacing through turbulent waters. Boiling waters.

      Surfacing to something that couldn’t have been reality.
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      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Jaeger whispered to the quiet shell of the pod that should’ve been empty, as the wave that should’ve broken them instead broke itself upon them, parting down the center like the freaking Red Sea.

      His heart hammered on, well past its healthy limits, the icy tendrils of imminent death still clinging to his frozen insides, eagerly waiting for reality to reassert itself, for the other foot to fall.

      “My Lord has chosen wisely,” offered his hulking Atlantean passenger, as Jaeger craned around to eye the mysterious monument cargo that, against all rational odds, seemed to have just saved their lives.

      Despite himself, despite everything, Jaeger chuckled at those words, and at the utter lack of fedora-wearing, knights-of-the-templar-crusading awareness with which the Round Table Atlantean had delivered them, sitting back there astride the most forward segment of their crumbled savior.

      “You have chosen… wisely,” Jaeger mouthed to himself, turning back to the display screens. He flinched as the writhing heart of nanoswarm condensed, regathering itself between them and the spire, and struck again.

      Again, his heart leapt at the sight of rushing death. Again, the swarm split before them, sundered on the invisible edge of whatever the hell it was they were carrying in the trunk.

      “Probably shoulda opened with the magic shield shrine maneuver, huh?” Jaeger thought aloud, on the back of a much-needed exhale. “Classic mistake.”

      If Tristan had anything to say to that, he kept it to himself—just like he’d been doing since Jaeger had found the Atlantean waiting in the escape pod, broad shoulders scrunched to fit in, and told him to get the hell out.

      Stubborn bastard hadn’t budged.

      “Last chance to bail,” Jaeger added now anyway, ostensibly to Tristan, as he began laying on the altitude, trying not to think of Carter’s last words to him. Trying to convince himself they hadn’t been the last.

      “We go to fight for my Lord,” Tristan replied, as if that were all that need be said on the matter.

      Jaeger glanced back at the unwavering Atlantean, marveling at the single-minded devotion, the faith.

      She’d be proud, John.

      He took a deep breath. Unclenched his painfully tight jaw.

      So many things that ought to have been said.

      Best not to think about that now.

      “Goddamn right, we do,” he murmured. Then he punched it for the spire’s peak, milking their modified escape pod for everything she was worth. The swarm roiled like an angry ocean before them, then around them. Engulfing them. Blocking out the nightmarish red sky. Jaeger held the pod controls steady, trying not to focus on the frantic nanite waves breaking against the field of effect all around them, switching patterns like a fighter desperately looking for an in.

      Then a section of swarm opened ahead like an elongated barrel straight to hell, and disgorged a speeding missile straight at them. Jaeger registered the discrepancy just before it hit. Something about the way the speeding mass shuddered and dipped just shy of their invisible forcefield—like someone had killed the pilot. Like that pilot had been the only thing afraid of their magic rocks.

      The rest continued right on, precisely as dumb ballistic bodies were wont to do.

      Jaeger was distantly aware of his eyes widening, hands tightening on the controls, responding by instincts long past their prime. There was no avoiding it anyway.

      A blur of motion as something flung itself across his chest. Tristan’s shield arm, he noted thankfully, as the projectiles hit, ballistic nanostuff ripping through their pod’s armor like nothing, ripping through everything. The Atlantean shield thrummed with impact against Jaeger’s front. He sucked a sharp breath, angry fire needling through his unshielded legs. Felt Tristan holding tight to the crash couch behind him. Engines sputtering out with a whine of failsafe alarms.

      His hands worked without thought, killing the power main long enough to reroute the entirety of their failing energy to their last two functioning thrusters, stomach lurching with the onset of freefall. He went with the motion as the swarm parted again, nudging the airfoils to twist clear of another speeding frag cloud. Kalders would’ve called it shit flying. And she probably would’ve had a point, he supposed, as the nanites ripped open their port side, ushering in howling winds, Tristan scrambling to keep his hold on the back of Jaeger’s crash couch, breathing ragged.

      “Knew I brought you along for a reason,” Jaeger grunted, easing their wild rotation. The fire was spreading through his legs. The warmth of blood staining his tear-proof trousers. He didn’t look. “You all good back there?”

      More labored breaths at his back. Definitely not good.

      “I will survive as long as I must,” Tristan managed. “As will you, Colonel.”

      “Heh,” Jaeger huffed, a feral, humorless grin stretching his lips to cracking. “Goddamn right, we will,” he agreed, leveling them out as the swarm pursued them downward like a hungry animal. Then he threw the airfoils into position and kicked their last two thrusters into overdrive.
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      Nine hells below, in the depths of Ginnungagap, Nate rose to the surface with a scream, raw flashes of pain and impossible visions searing through his brain. He tried to move. Yanked to a halt with a deep, sickening certainty that something was profoundly wrong. Hands grasping at blood-slicked metal. Something too twisted and obscene to process emerging from his body.

      He gagged as it began to register. Retched coppery blood. Watched in horrid fascination as the fluid spilled down across the mess of his chest and abdomen. His torso unrecognizable. Splayed open in gory flaps. Defiled by the jagged mess of dark appendages that’d reached in, or exploded out, melding him to the Archon’s superstructure like some perverse chimera. Draining his Light like a goddamn jump starter.

      There was screaming. Maybe his. His hands and legs trapped. The freakshow apparatus shuddering with the intensity of the screaming, cracking at the seams where it adjoined to the superstructure. The pain, a disembodied mountain of sensation, terrible and yet somehow almost too physically outlandish to accept. Ex’s voice inaudible. His presence thin and wrong.

      Floating above it all, the Archon paid neither of them any mind, its mechanical attention focused elsewhere, elsewhere, on…

      Darkness rose around him, threatening to consume him once again. Nate teetered on its edge, merciful emptiness calling to him with open arms, shock and sheer blood loss warping delirious thoughts.

      A voice in the void.

      A shudder, somewhere above. Somewhere far away.

      He roused, mind grasping for some flicker of a vision he’d seen in a place somewhere between dream and reality. A deep growl shook the nearby shadows. A glint of feline eyes catching the stormy light of the superstructure, focused high above. Nate ignored the whiff of mechanized fear—it felt laughable in his current circumstances—and followed those slitted eyes upward, struggling just to stay conscious, feverish mind still grasping. A battered escape pod, punching into the spire, high, high above. Parting the swarm on some divine tide. Jaeger and Tristan, fighting for their lives inside. Fighting for him.

      He hadn’t imagined it.

      The spire was in chaos.

      He stared at the scene high above, watching across thousands of bizarrely warped kilometers as a small, stub-winged something came rocketing down the maw, the entire spire coming apart around it, throwing itself at the tiny pod like an enraged immune system repelling a foreign invader, the dark walls bulging and wobbling unsteadily as it passed, like an enormous esophagus trying to swallow something entirely too large.

      Somehow, the pod sped on through it all, juking past wild clouds of nanite projectiles, taking hits, and pushing on anyway in a plume of dark smoke. Nate felt some facet of the Archon’s will stretching through the spire walls, conducting the onslaught. Felt the bloody, nightmarish torture rack heating in his chest, sick tingles of his dwindling life pulsing from his body. He smelled blood on the air. His, and somehow, even across all that distance, theirs too. Nanite flechette ripping through the pod, killing the last of its engine systems. Tristan covering Jaeger with his disintegrating grav shield. Both of them covered in wounds.

      Nate shifted, trying to reach for them on some helpless instinct—felt a give in his restraints that hadn’t been there before. Ex there, somewhere on the murky periphery, fighting to break through from the other side. Something cracking. The Archon’s focus centered elsewhere, on the pod, on…

      There. Not just the pod. Not just intruders. Something else, aboard the pod. A bubble-shaped void, perceptible only in that same thin place where he felt the Archon’s will stretching through the tower. Nate barely had time to perceive it before Jaeger blew the rear hatch panel, kicked out the airfoils, and spun the freefalling pod ass over teakettle. He caught a glimpse of stacked rubble, eyes widening as he recognized the shit-stained, weather-worn head of the Meyerwitz monument.

      Then Tristan gave a mighty roar and smashed his fist into the back of his failing grav shield. The shield discharged in a thrumming rush, ripping itself to pieces, the resultant blast clearing the pod bay of its contents like so much chaff in the wind. Or like an improvised torpedo.

      Below, the Archon blazed brilliant red and threw its glowing hands skyward, the roots of the spire shuddering into mass motion, seeking to close the way completely. Above, the payload sped on, unperturbed, splitting through the Archon’s barriers like they were nothing, like they didn’t even exist. Nate sensed the warhead riding at the center of that mass. Glimpsed Tristan crumpled in freefall against the back of the pod’s pilot chair high above, Jaeger’s face pinched in pain as he craned around to inspect their handiwork. Face bloody and grim. Eyes a little wide as he reached for something on the control panel, like he’d just realized what was coming, what he was truly about to do.

      Time stood still as Nate realized too.

      “Make it count, Kid,” Jaeger whispered, voice rough with pain.

      Then the payload detonated, Light surging like a newborn star, and the whole world caught fire with him.
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      In an instant, everything was swept aside.

      Rolling fire and screaming pain. The Archon’s superstructure. The deafening boom of sound. All of it, gone.

      Jaeger. Gone.

      The thought hit like an angry thunderclap in the darkness. Too much, too loud, and too sudden to process.

      Somewhere in a place beyond space and conventional reason, Nate howled and threw himself at the incorporeal presence of the Archon. Reality howled back in protest, bending between Nate’s will and another’s as they clashed on some level he couldn’t understand. Bending until it snapped completely, and folded back into something more tenable to conscious perception.

      He reeled in the strange, unfurling plane, searching for some bearing, some explanation of what the hell had just happened. Voluminous masses loomed overhead, little more than shapeless shadow. His left wrist was shackled, the chain disappearing ahead in a dense fog up to his knees. The breathless air hummed with displaced Light and a sinister charge, unmistakably alive, yet eerily still around him.

      There were figures in the fog just ahead. The bespectacled girl from before, watching him with wide eyes, her hair done up in the same messy bun Tessa wore when she flew. Cammy, he realized in a rush. A stately Gorgon male stood beside her. He could only assume that was Kaldo, the persona of the Kalnythian Wilds. And there, towering over them all like a raging black cyclone, seemingly focused on the mind-melting, panoramic kaleidoscope of real space and swirling light beyond…

      The Archon. Formless in this place. Endless.

      Fucking dead.

      “Nathaniel,” Ex warned, from some muffled corner of awareness.

      But Nate was already in motion, charging into the hellish winds of the Archon’s storm, the world above licking frozen flames at the edges. A simple, unadorned longsword appeared in his hand as he went. He leapt forward, soaring across indeterminate space, blade coming alive with Light as he plunged in for the kill.

      The Archon moved without moving, shapeshifting their labored reality before Nate’s eyes. His shackled wrist yanked up short against the chains he’d forgotten were there, the darkness itself catching him by the throat. The hint of a silhouette rising from the chaos. The same dark figure from that night in the canyon. Nate heaved, fighting the construct’s hold on reality as much as the chains themselves. Grim satisfaction as something gave way, and he caught the bastard by its shadowy wrist and ran his glowing blade right through its chest.

      “Fuck you,” he hissed, something vicious and animalistic swelling at the sight of his blade buried in the Archon’s heart.

      Then the silhouette vanished in a puff of ash and dust, only to be replaced by several more—three coming at him from the front. More shadow hands looping around from behind, yanking him down and back, away from the swarm. They all plunged into the fog together, just as Nate caught sight of another shadow figure furiously sawing away at something at the Archon’s base. They hit hard, Nate throwing a hard elbow at his rear attacker, surprised to find himself breaking free.

      He rose, slashing at the rest of the coming shadows, clearing the fog on a gush of azure energy, and—

      “Nathaniel.”

      He followed the gruff croak of Ex’s voice, unreality dilating in on the formless chaos of the Archon, where a hand was reaching out. He caught a glimpse of wild hair and wide eyes before the writhing darkness closed back in. Ex, battered to all hell. Reaching out. Wrist shackled just like his, Nate registered, as the darkness pulled his friend deeper. The chains—his chains, their chains—feeding into the Archon right where that damned little shadow spawn was still busily sawing away, hurrying to sever Nate and Ex’s last binding links.

      “No,” Nate whispered, understanding striking as the sky caught fire in slow motion—strange hues of orange and ruby-violet. This place. This bond. The rushing tide of what was coming through that hazy panorama beyond the Archon’s fog—a force unlike any protoswarm Nate had ever seen or heard of. All of it, hitting him the moment before the first bit of chain link gave way in a flash of sparks, and the rest of the shadows came crashing back in on him like an army of hungry wraiths.

      “No!” he growled, the horde riding him into the fog, hammering down. The gnawing tug of the saw biting into his and Ex’s last link nearby. His struggles futile, the horde clutching at his arms and legs, tying him hopelessly to spot. Ex crying his name somewhere far away. Fading.

      “NO!”

      The scream tore out of him like an explosion, fury given shape and sound. The air detonated—brilliant azure Light tearing through the shadows, obliterating them. And then he was on his feet. Lunging forward. Reaching for Ex.

      He nearly made it.

      The air thickened mere meters shy, time slowing. His body, slowing. Then the pregnant tension erupted with a torrent of gale force winds and godawful sound as the full force of the Archon’s will fell on him like the freaking Eye of Sauron, thrusting him inexorably and irresistibly backwards. He scrambled to find some hold against it, bare fingers and toes clawing in the fog for some purchase, finding none. Sliding further and further away.

      Then something small but firm pressed into his back, anchoring him in place.

      Cammy, he registered with a flit of hope, floating there behind him like a feather on the wind, right beside a grim-faced Kaldo. Both of them small and laughably unimposing compared to the storm ahead, both of them holding their ground anyway.

      “Hurry, Nathaniel,” Cammy pleaded, her voice tight with the effort. Beside her, Kaldo seemed to add something more, but his voice didn’t reach Nate’s ears. Nate rounded back on the Archon, focusing on what he could control, clawing in the fog. He strained, teeth bared in a painful snarl, all of them pushing together, boiling with the effort. Shaking as they found the edges of their collective strength—and began to realize even that wasn’t enough.

      This thing. This goddamned relentless machine.

      It drove on against them, unyielding. Untiring. Unmoved by the hateful scream that tore from Nate’s throat as his grip began to slip, fatigue licking through his every inch. He felt the last link wearing desperately thin. Saw Ex’s hand sinking into the fold, the Archon turning its indecipherable attention back to the deepening storm beyond, where thousands of light-years away and yet right there, the tip of its dark legions were just beginning to pierce the veil. Just beginning to step into the heart of Alliance space.

      Over, Nate realized, watching in helpless horror as the last of the fight bled from his shaking limbs.

      It was over.

      He’d failed.

      The Synth were coming.

      There was nothing left to—

      A furious roar shook the air, rolling over the howling winds, and something struck the Archon square in its swirling mass. A jet black blur of motion, ripping into it like a wild animal, grasping for something Nate couldn’t perceive. It hardly mattered.

      The Archon caught Myrr like an apathetic giant plucking up a petulant child. But not before Nate had torn to his feet and, bolstered by one last shove from Cammy and Kaldo, flashed across the last of the space between them. He smacked aside the last furiously sawing shadow figure and caught onto Ex’s half-buried arm, clasping his friend by the forearm, preparing to heave as a submerged Ex clasped back.

      The Archon bellowed a sound like colliding planets and swung for the fences, seeking to tear them apart.

      Nate screamed right back and held on with all his will, stubbornly refusing to accept that any force in the universe, short of the Lady herself, could ever break the bond between them. He felt Ex holding right back. Felt their beliefs coalescing into one, bound by something far more than the strength of their individual fingers.

      Then the blow landed, and they were rocketing across the murky dreamscape together. They hit with a strange lack of impact, Ex not bouncing to his feet so much as somehow just appearing there.

      “Right, then,” he grumbled, setting to curling their trailing chains methodically up along one forearm, like nothing had happened, and the galaxy wasn’t preparing to come collapsing down around them. The chains began to glow as he finished the wrapping, melding seamlessly into his flesh. He looked to Nate. “Shall we try it together, this time?”

      “Ex,” Nate heard himself gasp. He could barely breathe in the blurry aftermath of the blow. Suddenly, he couldn’t seem to focus on anything but the memory of Jaeger’s face in those last moments, like it had been waiting there all along. Waiting for the first lull to come crashing down on him. Tristan slumped against the pilot’s chair. The look on Jaeger’s face. The words. His last words.

      “I know, Nathaniel,” Ex said, kneeling down beside him. “I know.”

      He was surprised at the depth of empathy in his friend’s tone.

      “But all we have to decide,” Ex continued, offering his hand slowly, solemnly, “is what to do with the time that is given us. Yes, little hobbit?”

      A flicker of dubious amusement, here in the deepest of nine hells. Ahead, the Archon blared something like fury at the turbulent aperture of an unfolding tenth hell—a mad vortex of light and sound, through which that incomprehensible force of destruction was trying to squeeze from half a galaxy away. The sight should’ve spurred panic. Urgent action, at the very least. All Nate could focus on was Myrr’s limp form hanging in the Archon’s grip. Body broken.

      He felt a pang of pity for the creature he hadn’t known or understood. Sympathy for it, and for Jaeger and Tristan, and for just about every other poor bastard in this universe, save for the heartless mass of death and destruction swirling ahead of them. He turned to Ex, who’d watched him through all of it, not sparing so much as a nervous glance for the catastrophe unfolding before them—like he was fully prepared to stand by and watch it all burn to the ground if that was what Nate truly wanted.

      “Okay, Gandalf,” Nate whispered, tears brimming over the deeper rage as he took Ex’s hand. They pulled themselves up together, hands beginning to mend as one, the power surging between them, clean and pure. “Then let’s kill this bastard for good, and make it count.”
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      There was no snapping awake, no coming to. Only a moment of disorientation as reality shifted shapes from what had been to what also was, and then Nate was back in the depths of the Ginnungagap spire, flying straight for the Archon through a maelstrom of raging nanoswarm and speeding rock—sword in hand, armor in place, ruined chest knitting itself together on a rush of searing Light as Ex sighed with the relief of coming home.

      Home, to where it seemed it’d only been about two seconds since Jaeger’s detonation.

      A steady stream of debris still rained from the mouth of the greater spire above, punching through sections of dark superstructure like speeding meteors. The worst of the damage, though, had already been done. The sprawling nanite walls glowing red hot where they’d been struck by the explosion and its fallout. A thousand points of failure, groaning under the pressure of Ginnungagap. A frightening string of violent cracks and booms as the chain reaction took hold, and the entire superstructure began to collapse in earnest.

      Nate had no idea what Jaeger had set off—how it’d yanked him and Ex into the twilight realm, and seemingly killed some part of the spire’s regenerative mojo, to boot. He glimpsed in Ex’s mind that there’d been a strange surge of Light on the blast, almost like a Beacon rupture, but there was no time to dwell on it. He raced for the Archon, determined to shut it down before it could try to squeeze its friends across the galaxy through its dying relay.

      Ahead, the construct tossed Myrr’s limp body aside and turned to meet them, non-face burning bright, the first hints of something like agitation in its movements—like they’d actually started to piss the thing off, at long last.

      That was good.

      Good, indeed, Ex agreed, with the same grim bloodlust.

      Their first clash was deafening—the Archon catching his blade and all of his considerable momentum in its glowing hands with a blinding flash of ruby-violet, refusing to budge a centimeter. Nate didn’t care. Couldn’t care. Their surroundings paid the price for the construct’s stubbornness, the shockwave of their impact ripping out like an explosion, tearing through everything around them. Nate abandoned his trapped sword and fought on, hammering the construct with one furious fist after another. It was like punching a condensed planet. Each blow spouting flares of reactive red energies and violent eruptions of displaced nanostuff. The Archon reassembling each loss like a rewinding clock, and fighting right back.

      They soared through the onslaught of falling rubble, rising steadily as they fought, locked together in a relentless trade of earth-shaking blows. They’d nearly reached the top of the cavernous space when, more out of simple hatred than any real hope of fatality, Nate lunged forward and caught the construct around its broad neck region, squeezing its head in a savage bear hug. Twisting and straining. Some sick pleasure stirring as that expressionless ruby red non-face burned brighter, almost as if in alarm.

      He yanked harder, determined to rip the damned thing’s head off. Harder. Strange psychic whispers and unintelligible sounds greeting his ears like a mechanical plea, his armor practically melting where those glowing hands clutched at his arms, trying to pry him off. He yanked harder, the Archon’s visage flickering with something he hoped to Christ was pain. He gathered his strength, preparing for one last heave—

      And froze in shock as those ghostly features flitted into something like a human face.

      Jaeger’s face.

      The image seared through him, stuck in time, sinking to the pit of his guts like a depth charge. Then Nate screamed, hot fury ripping from his bones, and blasted the Archon into the next universe. He reached out, preparing to launch after the bastard as the comforting weight of his sword snapped obediently back to his waiting hand from wherever it’d fallen. Something about the cloud of energy gathering around the Archon gave him pause.

      The construct crashed through a falling superstructure column and pulled to a halt some several hundred meters away, hovering level with him over the collapsing wreck of its cavernous lair, positively radiating with building fury. Thrumming crimson waves of it rippling through its length, accumulating at the glowing ember of its chest before pulsing ominously back out. The air crackled around it. Limbs coming alive with strange glyphs and patterns.

      For the first time since he’d come out swinging, Nate remembered what it was he was up against here—everything he already knew this thing to be capable of, and everything he didn’t. And if it hadn’t been pissed before… Now, the Archon looked ready for blood, as it blared a challenge that shook all of Ginnungagap and flashed forward on a burst of red light.

      It would appear we’ve pierced the veil, Ex said. But Nate only half-heard as he flinched back for extra maneuvering room, trying to pretend like he’d meant to call the shield that’d just unfolded from e-dim onto his left arm. Trying to shut out the sudden and horrible reminder of what this thing had done to him the last time he’d gotten its full attention—the mess of blood and viscera still drying across his Light-mended chest.

      He tightened his grip on his sword, gathering his strength as the Archon sped in.

      Then a crack of thunder sounded, space warping, and something large punched into existence just above them. The Crimson Tide, some corner of Nate’s brain registered, just before a copper blur came speeding out of the vessel and smacked the Archon hard enough to send it smashing through the spire chamber floor several kilometers below—moving so fast the thing might’ve actually punched clear through the crust on the other side of the planet.

      For a second, Nate could only stare in wonder at the geyser of bright orange magma that replaced it far below, spewing in on violent planetary pressures. Then those thousand red hot points threw in the collective towel around the vast chamber, and the entire place erupted like a volcano with a thousand mouths.

      “Your ship, Nathaniel,” came the inordinately welcome sound of Iveera Katanaga’s voice in his helmet comms, through the sudden shock of heat and pressure.

      She was already moving, plunging for the quickly filling lake of magma far below. Nate blinked, only then fully accepting that this wasn’t some hallucination—that the Gorgon actually had made it down here to the planet. Which meant…

      As I said, Ex chimed, almost cheerfully. Welcome back to Kansas, little hobbit.

      Nate blew out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, relief flooding in along with the garbled comms activity of off-planet chatter. It was damned good to hear.

      Ah, yes, Ex said. How I’ve missed the chattering of the monkeys. Now, perhaps—

      “You’d best hurry, Nathaniel,” came Iveera’s voice in his helmet. She was already several kilometers distant, racing the rising tide of magma to a dense nodule near one crumbled superstructure pillar. He could vaguely sense Cammy’s dormant presence there.

      “The planet is becoming highly unstable,” Iveera added, as if the fiery lake of doom and earth-shaking rumbles weren’t proof enough. “Your crew will be—”

      An enormous crack of sound clapped the cavern air, kicking up thick streams of magma from the swell. He felt it in his chest—deep and primal, like the planet itself was shaking loose old bones. It didn’t seem to bode well.

      “As I said,” Iveera murmured, flaring bright emerald in the distance as she began excavating. Nate was already speeding down to join her, painfully aware of the growing seismic activity Ex had politely muted on the HUD. They both knew what was coming—suspected, at least. Luckily, Iveera made fast work of the Archon’s impound nodule. By the time he pulled up, she was already coaxing the Kalnythian Wilds free from the residual tangles of aggregated nanostuff, the ship coming alive with her touch, relinquishing a subtle palor he hadn’t even registered was there before.

      The magma level was rising fast, additional jets punching through the nanite walls high above, raining fire down.

      He hurried to the Camelot, anxious to get her shields powered up. Cammy’s weak stirrings jabbed a pang in his heart. A few choice plasma blasts cleared the worst of the obstructions remaining from Iveera’s once-over. He landed on the dorsal hull near the prow and laid a hand on his ship, surprised at how tender the action felt—how alive, the connection. He opened himself to her, letting his Light flow. Across the way, ministering to her own ship’s health, he felt Iveera watching him, her faceplate clearing to reveal electric blue eyes, and an expression he hadn’t realized he missed so much.

      “It’s good to see you, Iveera.”

      In their lithe armor membranes, her jin danced a few thoughtful pulses.

      “Yes,” she said, like she was almost as surprised as he was to find that she meant it. “Now—”

      “Now,” Malfar’s deep Troglodan voice cut in, “perhaps we might set aside the pleasantries and focus on…”

      The Troglodan Knight trailed off as another resounding crack split the cavern, pulling Nate’s focus back to the quaking planet he’d almost forgotten to keep watching for whatever was coming.

      “On that,” Malfar finished, rather unnecessarily, as the first enormous appendage punched free from the glowing pool below, the entire cavern—maybe the entire planet—rumbling around it.

      “Good to see you too, Malfar,” Nate said numbly, as an oversized head followed, tearing free from groaning earth and searing magma, hissing smoke and ruby red fury.

      “If I’m being honest,” the Troglodan replied, “I could’ve done without.”

      Ha, Ex grunted. Charming as ever.

      Nate was too riveted on the Archon, trying to wrap his head around the numbers Ex’s sensors were feeding to his HUD. The construct had grown at least fifty times its original size since Iveera had smacked it halfway through the planet. It was still growing now, as it pushed higher out of the melting pit, colossal shoulders breaking clear, a rain of crumbling superstructure, collapsing spire walls, and deep Ginnungagap ore all gathering into it like a black hole drinking in mass.

      “Your people, Nathaniel,” Iveera’s voice crackled over the comms, her jin gesturing upward, toward the surface. She spun away to atomize an inbound hunk of falling debris before he could answer. He wasn’t entirely sure whether her words were a suggestion for him to send his crew help, or an invitation to get the hell out of there and see to it himself, but the proper course seemed clear enough.

      “Go ahead, girl,” he whispered to Cammy, eyeing the collapsing spire mouth high above as he stroked her hull, topping her off with as much energy as he could. He showed her the location in his mind as her shields came to full power. Go get Tess and the rest of our people. Get them to safety.

      He felt the ship’s reticence like an inward flinch of his own gut. Who will get Nathaniel to safety?

      The spire cavern—maybe the entire planet—groaned all around them. It felt liable to tear itself in half any moment. Down in its hellish pool, the Archon shifted, rising up from the molten mess by the length of its now destroyer-sized torso, glowing arms still drinking in more matter, still growing, everything within several kilometers drifting in like the giant bastard had achieved its own gravity well.

      We’ve got this, he told Cammy, giving her a gentle push as her engines came purring to life.

      The Camelot lifted and turned, hesitating only a moment longer, then sped off to find their people, veering up for the mouth of the crumbling spire high above. Nate watched her go—watched her prow erupt with a lance of azure fury as she went, atomizing everything it touched, burning the way roughly passable, if not exactly clear. He watched his ship disappear into the smoking rain of detritus, blasting steadily away.

      Then he turned back to the threat at hand—just as the cavern erupted with a head-splitting roar, and several thousand tons of reformed Archon came exploding out of the magma to meet them.
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      “Wait.”

      Somewhere far away, atop the high-rise edge of his own impending personal damnation, Pierce opened his eyes and gasped as the world came rushing back in. The end of the world, he’d been so damned sure, just mere seconds ago. And now…

      Now, he took in the thinning red skies. Thinning like the mystical curtains of what-the-fuck-ever were suddenly receding, if not quite thrown wide. In the distance, the spire seemed to faintly tremble. The sound reached them several seconds later, like an ode to past mountain’s collapse. Carter was watching him—she’d been the one who’d spoken, he realized. The one who’d just stayed his hand. And now she was watching with that freaky look she got sometimes, like her inner animal knew exactly what his had been fixing to do. What the old man had left him to do. He didn’t begrudge her the look of calm disgust.

      It was plenty fitting, he decided, as he dropped to his knees and puked his guts out.

      Or dry-heaved, it turned out. Rather painfully. Pinched lungs and cold, clammy sweat. Faces and landscapes racing past his mind’s eye—countless millions of abstract lives.

      “Fuck,” he whispered at the dry dirt, the stench of sulfur intermixing with the bile at the back of his throat. He eyed the singularity initiator switch in his hand, and had to stomp down the very real and very sudden urge to spring to his feet and hurl the thing as far away as he could.

      Not a smart move with the kill switch to an entire solar system. Tri-solar system. Fucking…

      Carefully—very carefully—he slid the cover back over the trigger, reengaged the safeties. It was only as he finished that he caught the look on Carter’s face.

      “Didn’t know you cared,” she murmured.

      “Fuck you.”

      He regretted the words the instant they left his mouth. The deadened look in her eyes, in her voice.

      Jaeger.

      Fucking stubborn old… Jaeger.

      He glanced at Carter again, afraid of what he might find in her eyes. Afraid of what was liable to come crashing down on his own ass any moment here, even in the face of the fact that he’d honest to Christ just nearly killed them all.

      Jaeger.

      “Fuck.”

      He pushed himself up to his feet, acutely aware his hands were shaking. At the sound of boots crunching gravel to the right, he tried to pocket the initiator switch. Kalders saw the damned thing anyway, as she rounded into sight.

      “The hell was that?” she asked, gesturing out to the expanse where she’d no doubt just seen their last “unmanned” bomb pod go jetting off prior to schedule. Her expression darkened as she did a double take on the initiator switch sliding back into Pierce’s pocket.

      “What the shit,” she said, piecing it together before he could manage so much as a fuck off. She’d always been too damned smart for her own good. For her sake, Pierce almost wished he could’ve cured her of that particular ailment, at least for a moment, as those sharp eyes of hers traced from the kill switch, to him, to Carter. Back to him. He saw a flicker of the thought in her eyes—He left it with a psychopath like you?—right before the full implication of that thought landed. He left it. Full stop. Her eyes flicking back to Carter’s muted face. Out to the now violently wobbling spire. Understanding dawning.

      Pierce had never liked Kalders all that much. Never gotten along with her, at least. But that didn’t make it any less horrible to see the realization hitting her—only helped it settle its weight down on his own black heart that much harder.

      She turned back to him, eyes hollow, like she already knew.

      “Where is he?”

      Pierce opened his mouth. Tried to answer. Choked down a dry swallow instead.

      “He went for Nate,” Carter answered.

      The sentence hung between the three of them with a kind of terrible finality. In the distance, the spire was coming down in earnest, now. Full collapse. It took several seconds for the first genuine thunderclap of sound to hit them.

      Pierce tried to focus on the distant show. Tried not to stare at the simultaneous collapsing of Kalder’s tough girl exterior right beside him—her breaths coming in ragged gusts, like she’d just had the wind knocked out of her. Mouth working soundlessly, trying to invoke some counter to the harsh reality of it all. The course she’d plotted. The plans they’d laid. The gusto with which she’d leapt to program Jaeger’s updated evac routes into their remaining pods. A distraction. Still necessary for their survival, maybe. But a distraction, none the less.

      He couldn’t handle the brimming tears. The pathetic quiver in her jaw. He almost reached out to lay a hand on her shoulder.

      “—the fuck is going on back there?” crackled a voice from the pod she’d just emerged from.

      Ramirez. The away team.

      They all traded a look, everything else forgotten for that one merciful moment as they processed that factoid, updating assumptions. Comms chatter beginning to spill in across the escape pod boards now. Chatter from new voices. Off-planet.

      Fast footsteps rounding the shuttle.

      “Holy shit.” A frazzled Snuffy appeared, practically skidding in the gravel. “Holy shit! We did it! We—”

      He drew up short at the looks on their faces, abruptly as if he’d smacked face-first into some invisible wall. The sigh left Pierce’s lungs before he could help himself—an audible cue that now was absolutely not the time for this, even if the sound did confirm Snuffy’s sudden darting suspicions.

      “No.” The mechanic looked between their faces. Looked for the fourth figure who wasn’t there. Back to them, waiting for one of them to tell him otherwise. “No…”

      “Sound the order, Snuffs.”

      To Pierce’s surprise, it was Kalders’ firm voice giving the orders.

      “Everyone aboard the pods. We’ve gotta get airborne before—”

      Pierce jerked in alarm, dropping into a ready stance before his rattled senses caught up enough to register it was hardly liable to do him much good. The crack had been breathtakingly loud. The quaking as sudden and violent underfoot as if the gods themselves had reached down and smacked the planet off its axis.

      “Before something like that happens,” Kalders finished, right as the ruby twilight clapped another sundering boom, and a great fissure split the dusty landscape, speeding straight for the courtyard.

      They traded a microsecond of a look, then broke for the group at a sprint.

      “That doesn’t feel good!” a wide-eyed Lundquist announced as they rounded the pods and pulled up.

      “They pay you the big bucks for this shit, Doc?” Pierce snapped, noting how quickly the same panic appeared to be spreading through the group—noting the great, deepening rumbles underfoot. Like the entire damned planet was having a nasty bout of indigestion. This earthquake was different than the ones they’d had earlier. Deeper.

      No sooner did the thought occur than that racing fissure struck, and Pierce moved without thinking. It tore through the courtyard with a sound of grating earth, spewing dust and stone, shoving the very ground beneath their feet—an enormous maw opening at a rate that didn’t seem possible.

      It swallowed half the escape pods before he could so much as blink. Would’ve swallowed Lundquist, too, if a hand hadn’t shot out and snagged the good doctor by the back of his shirt—Pierce’s hand, he registered with some mix of surprise and detached satisfaction, as he hauled Lundquist back from the brink.

      “Clearly,” the doctor murmured numbly, still gaping into the chasm where their last-ditch escape rides had just vanished, “you’ve never seen an academic’s paychecks.”

      Pierce glanced sideways at the doctor’s blanched face—saw several others like it in the vicinity—and nearly let out a delirious chuckle. It might’ve been hilarious, if they hadn’t just lost their last ride off of a collapsing planet. Beneath them, the planet quivered, straining the hair’s breadth line of tension that seemed to have halted the fissure’s expansion in its tracks. In the distance, something detonated.

      Then the Camelot blasted out of the spire ruins like a bat out of hell, and came roaring their way.

      “Take it up with the registrar later, Doc,” Pierce growled, the urgency of his good senses crashing back in.

      “But that’s not even—”

      Pierce just grabbed the glassy-eyed doctor and ran, lugging him bodily along, the chasm lurching back into violent motion like it’d somehow sensed it was about to lose a hearty meal. The fissure exploded wider, branching out. The courtyard devouring itself. Tearing the facility to pieces. All of it, collapsing in like an enormous sinkhole—like the entire planet was eating itself.

      They ran for the blessed safety of the Camelot’s descending ramp, Pierce screaming for the others to hurry the hell up ahead of them, Lundquist just screaming. It was a blind chaos of panicked scrambling—Asgardians and Terrans and friends and foreigners all clutching and shoving at each other in their race to board the ship together. The ground giving way beneath Pierce’s feet. The moment of terrible freefall before he hit something solid—knees and shins jarring on hard rock, bright pain as he ripped back to his feet, hauling Lundquist up from the sinkhole with him.

      They staggered onto the boarding ramp just before the ground gave out completely. He thrust Lundquist roughly through the entryway hatch, whirling with the sinking certainty that they hadn’t all made it. Icy barbs in his lungs at the flicker of golden hair disappearing in the deluge below. A terrible thought of Amelia. A worse realization as the ship veered clear of the collapse, and he felt the ramp pitching out from beneath him. A flash of nightmare skies and gaping depths—then something caught him. A blessedly strong hand clamping onto his wrist. Yanking him in so hard he thought his arm would tear off. It almost felt like it had as he smacked down to the deck.

      He pushed himself up, dimly registering it had been an Asgardian who’d yanked him aboard. Barely made it to his knees before the hatch hissed shut behind them and Cammy laid on the juice. A chorus of disgruntled shouts, curses, and thumps as an entryway full of harried refugees went flying—inertial compensators bleeding off the worst of the Camelot’s organ-liquefying acceleration, but still leaving more than enough to feel.

      Despite everything, Pierce felt something like a moment of relief as he hit the bulkhead and a wide-eyed Amelia came crashing into his arms. Relief, shortly chased by the flicker of guilt that it must’ve been someone else he’d seen go down back there. Not Princess Elsa, he saw, scanning the packed entryway, spotting her rather composed countenance. Probably one of the Asgardians.

      “Where is he?” someone groaned from the pile of tangled limbs and less-than-upright crew members, as Pierce peeled himself from the bulkhead and started pulling Amelia toward the bridge. He wasn’t even sure who they meant: Jaeger, or Nate. The answer to both, though, seemed evident enough as the planet’s surface crumbled in far below, and something in the depths of Ginnungagap bellowed a battle cry straight from hell.
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      “Sweet Justice. What in nine hells did you feed that thing, Terran?”

      All things considered—the mad, rock-blender cacophony of collapsing planet, churning magma, and howling atmosphere all around them—it seemed a rather impressive testament to Ex’s tech that Nate was even able to hear Malfar’s voice inside the sweaty confines of his helmet.

      “Pretty sure it’s feeding itself just fine,” he growled back, lurching clear of what felt like a small continent of incoming debris. “But no, we can blame me. That works.”

      “Silence yourselves or keep your comms private, I care not,” came Iveera’s barely-calm voice over the line,  “Either way, I’d prefer the next thing out of your mouths to be useful.”

      “Was kinda hoping you’d have the plan here,” Nate admitted, atomizing another slew of tumbling Ginnungagap crust before it could assimilate into the growing colossus before them.

      “What with my eons of experience at slaying Archons?”

      Lady’s Beard, I do believe the Gorgon is being sassy, Ex said—right before a speeding wall of rock smacked Nate halfway unconscious from behind.

      He turned with a grunting effort and blasted clear of the obstruction, head spinning, body throbbing. “All I can tell you is that—”

      Off in the distance of the quickly disintegrating spire cavern, the Crimson Tide opened fire in earnest.

      “—That everything I’ve thrown at it has pretty much been useless,” Nate finished, as the growing Archon—practically spanning the height of the enormous space, now, and easily outsizing all but the largest Alliance warships—phased harmlessly through the entire impressive array of death and destruction.

      “Target appears to be in possession of advanced adaptive defensive capabilities,” Malfar reported, with the professional efficiency of an ex-justicar describing a suspect’s appearance.

      “Like I said,” Nate growled, as the giant Archon reared its head back and erupted with a countering tidal wave of roaring ruby energy. With nowhere to hide and nowhere to run, Nate threw his arms up, bolstering his shields as powerfully as he could and grimly accepting that this was going to hurt like hell—provided he was still around to feel the hurt at all.

      Blinding light and hissing shields. Then the onslaught dimmed through his clamped eyelids, and something snagged him around the hips and shoulders like a full body harness—Ex coaxing his defenses down as the something squeezed breathtakingly tight. He opened his eyes just in time to recognize the faded orange ship hull smoking against his easing defenses—and the dizzying tumble of a jump into the strange reaches of q-drive space.

      “Additionally, I’d prefer you didn’t die needlessly, Nathaniel,” Iveera’s voice crackled in his helmet, as they dropped back into real space a blink of the eye later, and his charred restraints gave way, dumping him into zero g before recoiling indignantly. “Do refrain from cowering like an untrained child next time, yes?” she added, as he clung to the ship by startled reflex alone, watching the thick hull smoke venting past the shields into the endless black.

      He released a pent up breath, gathering his bearings, and patted the Wilds affectionately on the underbelly. “I’ll do my best. Thanks for the save.”

      They’d jumped to high orbit a few thousand kilometers outside Ginnungagap’s failing atmosphere. Malfar’s Crimson Tide blinked into real space a scant few kilometers away, venting off a similar nimbus of smoke. Far beyond that, dozens of Asgardian warships loomed, their blockade formation crawling with hundreds of smaller support craft, and plenty more on the way from insystem. Nate couldn’t focus on that yet. Was too busy scanning the planet below, chest tight. He relaxed a touch as he found what he was looking for, Ex pinging the exact location: the Camelot, reading safe and fully loaded, climbing steadily out of Ginnungagap’s gravity well by more conventional means.

      He didn’t have long to celebrate—or even to open a comms line—before Ginnungagap collapsed in full.

      Even there, watching from the front row seats, it was almost impossible to wrap his head around the amount of mass in motion. The planet practically imploded, the crumbling sphere folding in on itself, great hunks of land and crust ripping free on catastrophic momentum only to come bending back around to extinction-level impacts as they failed to escape their dying planet’s gravity.

      “Jesus,” he whispered, watching with a sheer, terrible awe that even Ex shared to some extent.

      An entire world’s surface, turned inside out in less than a minute.

      Ginnungagap had hardly been a hospitable place. Certainly not a friendly one. But it had had a beauty of its own. A purity in the ferocious life that had called it home. And now, from that place of ferocious life, nothing remained but one ungodly apex predator, emerging first by one enormous, aggregated hand, then another. Something like a head followed, still forming as it pulled itself out of the chaos of its own creation. A planet-sized golem, rising from the ashes of the world it had just swallowed whole.

      The comms pinged from the Camelot. Nate couldn’t pry his eyes away as the thing stretched its colossal limbs, broad, bulbous chest coming alive with a smoldering red energy.

      “Nate?”

      “Tess,” he gasped, latching onto that voice, using it to anchor himself back to the world where he was more than some awestruck bystander.

      “Thank Christ you’re okay,” she said.

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” he agreed, checking the Camelot’s position on his HUD—hardly in the clear, but at least still gaining distance at a good clip. “It’s good to hear your voice, Tess.”

      “Well then here’s another one, Romeo…”

      “What the hell are we supposed to do about that thing?” Nate guessed aloud.

      “Nailed it in one. Might have a suggestion, though.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “Docs tell me we still have a few pieces of that monument stuff aboard.”

      “Monument stuff?”

      “You didn’t…?”

      He read the hesitation in her voice. Sensed some deeper question lurking there.

      “Something in that monument was… I don’t know,” she pushed on. “But there was—”

      “A Beacon shard,” Nate finished, remembering what Ex had felt in the moments before Jaeger’s detonation.

      “Yeah. And whatever it was doing in there seemed to be like… Archon kryptonite, or something.”

      He watched those moments replaying in his mind’s eye. The way Jaeger’s pod had seemed to weathered the storm in Nate’s feverish vision of its spire approach, parting the swarm as if protected by the Lady’s own divine hand. The load of seemingly worthless debris Tristan had blown out of the rear hatch along with the warhead. The look on Jaeger’s face as he’d uttered those last words. The buried emotion in Tessa’s voice now.

      “That…”

      Explains a few pieces, perhaps, Ex finished.

      Nate only half heard. There were a million questions he wanted to ask. How they’d even realized there was anything special about the monument. How he and Ex had missed a freaking Beacon shard sitting right under their combined nose. Why Jaeger had done what he’d done. But there wasn’t time for any of it right then.

      Especially not as the Asgardian fleets opened fire with wild abandon.

      “Oh shit,” he muttered, as the hail of torpedos and plasma fire crossed the black sea of space.

      “Oh, shit!” Tessa agreed, like she’d just caught sight of what was happening.

      For a second, Nate could only watch as the first wave hit, a rapid string of detonations peppering their way across the Archon’s enormous surface, spewing superheated clouds of scorched earth and slagged stone into space to no noticeable effect. Then the thing ate an entire cadre of antimatter torpedoes in a sizzling red flash, drinking them in as if any matter, anti or otherwise, would do for a snack. And that settled that.

      “Get their C.O. on the comms and tell them to back off,” he growled. “Until we have a plan, I don’t want that thing going full—”

      Full aggro, he was about to say, when the Archon flashed forward from the listing ruins of Ginnungagap with impossible speed, and obliterated half the Asgardian fleet in the blink of an eye.

      “Get them the hell out of here!” Nate snapped. As if anyone could’ve. The rest of the fleet—those several dozen massive warships that hadn’t disappeared in a single explosive flash—were already firing every thruster they had, pulling redline evasive maneuvers with all the speed of stirring icebergs, their entourage of support vessels scattering around them like schools of frightened minnows. Nate held helplessly to his perch on the Kalnythian Wilds as Iveera laid on the acceleration. Off in the portside distance, he saw the Crimson Tide angling around in kind, both of them clearly intending to engage.

      On some level—the same one that couldn’t even begin to comprehend how that much mass had just translocated itself across twenty-some-thousand kilometers in less than a second—he wasn’t sure what the hell they hoped to accomplish with their quaint little Knightships. But they had to try. Or so he told himself, right up until the Wilds shoved him off with an unexpected jab of a manipulator arm.

      “Give me space and get those ships clear, Nathaniel,” was all Iveera offered by way of explanation. He might’ve been offended or indignant, had he still possessed the necessary faculties, but her meaning became clear quickly enough as the Kalnythian Wilds began to break apart, disassembling, changing in mid-flight.

      “Malfar,” she added, as the Wilds’ transformation began to take shape, faded orange hull reworking itself into extending limbs, the entire ship seeming to grow on the fly, as if it were pulling significant mass and extra parts from e-dim, “prepare to unleash your singularity weapon.”

      “Too close to the sun,” the Troglodan replied, admirably cool for the gravity of the request, and the full fleet being handily decimated in front of them. “System won’t last a year. Might not even last a month.”

      “The system won’t last an hour if we don’t end this blackened thing,” Iveera shot back. “The First Knight himself has already cleared the order. Unless either of you has a more viable solution…”

      “Drive it into the sun,” Malfar offered.

      Obviously, Ex murmured.

      “I intend to try,” Iveera replied, as if she’d thought the solution equally obvious. Then she threw herself and her enormous Kalnythian Wilds avatar at the Archon, drawing its attention with an opening salvo that nearly dismembered one of its dreadnought-sized forearms.

      “The Asgardians, Nathaniel,” she added, flashing clear as the Archon reclaimed its limb with a flurry of reaching swarm tendrils, then fired back with an enormous ruby red blast and a swinging fist that might’ve cratered a lesser planet.

      “And you, Ser Malfar,” Iveera continued, strain creeping into her voice as the transformed Wilds danced back in around the colossus, blasting holes the size of city blocks. “This grav sling is hardly going to wind itself.”

      “Aye, Ser Katanaga,” the Troglodan rumbled, with a clear note of begrudging admiration.

      It was only by Ex’s contextual markings on the HUD that Nate even perceived the grav traps and modified titanwire filaments she’d apparently been firing from the Wilds’ magnetic accelerators as she went. He was too busy gathering his wits and gunning his thrusters to tease out what she was up to.

      Then again, he wasn’t all that sure what he was up to, either.

      The Asgardians might’ve been warriors, but they weren’t suicidal. Most of the fleet was either obliterated or already beating a full retreat, with few in-betweeners remaining, and the Archon could hardly be troubled to pay the Asgardian ships any mind at all, focused as it was on the comparatively small but impressively devastating Gorgon Knightship blinking around at ungodly speeds and peppering it with oversized craters like an overpowered yet ultimately ineffectual bug.

      It wasn’t hard to figure out where Nate should be throwing his weight.

      He reached for Tessa’s comms, thinking to set the Camelot on task clearing the stragglers. A flare of ruby brilliance and a sharp, sickened pang in his gut yanked him up short, as he shielded his darkened faceplate with a raised arm.

      “Blackened hands,” Iveera groaned over their combat channel, voice thick with pain.

      Nate saw why a second later, first squinting at the HUD, then staring dumbly as the retina-seared afterimage began to resolve into a clear picture. The Archon had finally caught that blindingly fast bug.

      The thing had slagged the better half of the Kalnythian Wilds clean out of existence.

      “Iveera?” Nate gasped, staring dumbly at the listing remains of the ship, waiting for the Gorgon to brush it off and tell them she was okay. Tell them what came next. The new plan. Except most of the hectic trap they’d been stringing together had been slagged to shit, too, he realized. And as the Archon turned its massive head toward the distant wink of Asgard, Nate knew in his heart that there was no new plan. Not a damn thing they could do to contain its power. Nothing but—

      “The singularity device,” Iveera rasped over the comms. “Do it, Malfar.”

      “Very well,” came the Troglodan’s grave reply.

      Nate relayed word to Tess via Cammy to get what survivors they could out of the vicinity and clear the hell out themselves. He teetered on the edge of the thrusters then, caught between rushing over to help the evacuation or sticking around to make sure Malfar’s grav bomb found its way straight to the bastard’s glowing red heart.

      The Kalnythian Wilds shifted on his HUD, fairly quivering with the effort of trying to pull itself back together as the Archon drifted closer, silent and massive. Iveera silent on the comms as well. Nate made his call and kicked off toward his fellow Knights, not even a little bit sure what his plan was—only that time was short, Malfar’s Crimson Tide speeding for the Archon’s back at full burn, dipping beneath one massive swinging arm as it rounded on him. Juking a fleury of swarming nanite tendrils with more deft grace than Nate would’ve given the Troglodan credit for. Rolling clear of another furious column of ruby energy.

      Nate drew up short of the Wilds as he registered the infinitesimally small something that’d split off from the Crimson Tide on his HUD at the ship’s last maneuver. Ex confirmed it an instant later, zooming their helmet view in on the the unobtrusive little canister tumbling straight in for the Archon’s glowing chest along the ship’s original flight path, by all appearances just another minuscule bit of space junk.

      It started like a more concentrated version of Ginnungagap’s collapse—that luminescent red sun at the center of the Archon’s torso simply imploding as the singularity device initiated. Nate watched in rapt fascination as the colossal Archon went rigid, unknown kilotons of ruby rock folding in upon itself instantaneously, distantly aware that it was over.

      Distantly aware, in effect, that he’d just witnessed the beginning of the end of Asgard.

      He felt sick.

      There was good reason the use of singularity devices was explicitly forbidden anywhere near inhabited systems. There was no stopping it now. Even having left Jaeger with one of the doomsday weapons back down on the planet, he’d prayed it wouldn’t come to this.

      But at least the bastard was finished, now, once and for all.

      “Burn in hell,” he whispered at the convulsing planet of a titan, thinking, for one long moment, only of Jaeger.

      Nathaniel…

      He tensed at Ex’s tone, eyes darting from the spectacle ahead to the highlighted readings on the HUD. Strange readings. Getting stranger. Some kind of gravitational anomaly like nothing he’d ever seen—not even back at Old Avalon, when the Clan Groshna war party had said to hell with the conventions and unleashed the singularity initiator they never should’ve had in the first place. On later review, that footage had been breathtaking in its own right. But this…

      What the hell’s it doing in there, Ex?

      He felt Ex crunching the question. Was pretty sure he felt the gist of the answer, too, even before Ex finished his formal analysis. When his companion spoke, it was with a kind of slow, muted awe.

      I do believe it’s trying to eat a black hole.

      No sooner had he said it than, several thousand kilometers away, the Archon set its massive shoulders, bracing like it’d just taken on some great weight, and Nate watched in disbelief as the collapsing vortex at the center of its chest simply snapped to a dead standstill—frozen in time like a photo negative of a dying star.

      “Ex?” he whispered to the empty silence as, bit by bit, the very edges of that frozen anomaly began to squirm and vibrate free, flowing the wrong direction. Ex’s voice was grim.

      I think we’re going to need a bigger bomb.
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      “Why won’t this thing just fucking die?” Nate growled, watching in helpless frustration as the shuddering edges of the black star at the Archon’s core continued to reanimate in exactly the wrong direction.

      I believe I did tell you it’s not technically alive, Ex replied. Still, he pressed on, before Nate could snap back, it’s a neat trick, to be sure.

      They watched as Malfar’s last ditch anti-matter potshots disappeared into the void, only to be absorbed and kick its unnatural expansion into overdrive.

      ‘If you can’t beat them, join them,’ and all that, Ex added halfheartedly.

      This thing’s about to eat an entire fucking system, Ex, Nate pointed out, as the Crimson Tide cut its losses and circled back around to collect the drifting wreck of Iveera’s slagged ship.

      Well, I’m at a loss, Nathaniel. You know I use humor to cope.

      Nate looked from the Archon out to the distant Camelot and the rest of the fleeing Asgardian fleet, practically smelling the panic in the ranks. Their world doomed. The very rule of natural law in doubt.

      Black humor, then, Ex amended. Egad. Sue me.

      “Never mind my ship,” Iveera growled over their shared comms, voice rough. Nate spotted her a second later, crawling out from the wreck of the Wilds and waving off the Crimson Tide’s incoming tow. “We need to knock it off balance.”

      “Destabilize its defenses,” Malfar said, like he was turning over the potential outcomes.

      Nate was too distracted by the way the fleeing warships seemed to be slowing, slowing, beginning to drift back in, toward the Archon. Nate felt the pull too, then. Felt the panic building on his own distant ship.

      “Overload its control before that black hole evaporates completely,” Iveera concluded.

      Control.

      Something about the word snagged at Nate’s mind, tugging him back. Something Lundquist had said about the nanoswarm’s seemingly small size back on Ginnungagap. Something about what it seemed to suggest about the potential limits of swarm control. Of course, the sheer goddamn size of the colossus currently noshing down on a black hole in front of them seemed to throw that all out the window, right along with the baby and the bathwater. But then… maybe…

      “Nate?”

      Tessa’s voice.

      He hadn’t even noticed himself reaching to open comms with the Camelot. He supposed he’d meant to find Lundquist, get a second opinion on the erratic mess of a plan suddenly attempting to form in his mind. Just as quickly, though, he realized there was as little point to that as there was time to dawdle. They’d crossed firmly into the land of unknown unknowns five exits back. Ex didn’t even have a fair guess. And Malfar was already circling back around for another attack run on the dormant Archon.

      Iveera was always telling him to trust his instincts, wasn’t she?

      “Tess,” he said, making his decision, reaching to Cammy to begin the requisite adjustments.

      “Yeah,” she confirmed, sounding distracted. “You seeing this, by the way? Christ, am I seeing this?”

      “Only if it looks like we’re in trouble. But listen, there should be—”

      He faltered, feeling it in his sideways stomach as much as he heard it in Tessa’s sucked breath and the sharp upward shift of fleetwide chatter. Whatever the Archon was doing, the effect was peaking—half a fleet of capital warships suddenly caught in the swell, mighty engines straining against gravity, bleeding velocity. Even past his suit’s compensators, Nate felt his organs shifting with the weight of it. Saw the nearest ships beginning to drift backward.

      Then the Crimson Tide hit the Archon with a full spectrum barrage right in the side of the head, earning itself a brilliant ruby jab of return fire, and the field broke, releasing Nate’s innards and the fleeing fleets all back into normal motion.

      “Right,” Tessa muttered under her breath. “Well, holy shit, then.”

      “Yeah,” Nate agreed, fetching his bearings. Off in the distance, he spotted Iveera manually shoving her entire ship and its feebly sputtering engines off after the fleets before whirling and speeding off to help Malfar in person.

      “Listen,” he tried again, “there should be a small—”

      “What the—” she murmured, apparently seeing what he already felt through Cammy.

      “—a small slot appearing on your console,” he finished anyway.

      “No, yeah, hadn’t noticed,” she shot back. “Didn’t like this beautiful layout of mine anyway. Follow-up question, though: Am I drunk, or is that thing supposed to be making a black hole its bitch out there?”

      She was rattled. He heard it in her voice. And understandably so, all things considered. But even past the filtering on her mic, or maybe simply by merit of his mental connection with Cammy, he could feel that same insidious panic creeping through the Camelot’s bridge. Enough that he knew they needed to nip it in the bud.

      “The slot, Tess,” he said, simultaneously attempting to lay firing solutions with Ex and Cammy and also wondering who the hell he thought he was, coaxing anyone to get their shit together—much less the very same veteran who’d not so long ago found him floundering in a sea of his own hissy fits back in State College. When she spoke again, though, he heard the edge of control in her voice.

      “Christ. Even in end times, it’s all about the slot, isn’t it?”

      He felt the faintest tug of another creeping distortion beginning to build from where the Archon was sluggishly blasting and swatting away at the pestering Knights, attempting to maintain its fixation on its black hole dessert. Tessa must’ve felt it to.

      “Fine,” she pushed on. “How can I and my slot help you with… Hmm.”

      Nate roused from the final touches of his work with Ex and Cammy to figure out why she’d stopped speaking and saw she’d tapped Cammy’s schematics, tracing the temporary path he’d just coaxed into existence through her innards, leading right to the capsule Cammy had just prepared in one of her port mag launchers.

      “Well, I hate to disappoint you, cowboy,” she said, apparently getting the gist, “but I’m all out of Granny’s Magic Archon Killer Pellets over here. Unless you want me to lock and load my cheery disposition—”

      “I need you to feed me one of those monument rocks.”

      “But—” A consternated huff as she turned that over, double time. “I’m not sure they’re functional without Beacon juice, Nate. Christ, I’m not sure they’re even functional at all. We don’t even—”

      “I’ve got it covered,” Nate said. “I think. Just… Just stick it in the slot and let me handle the rest, will you?”

      “Hoo! And me sitting here, thinking you’d never ask.”

      The comment sent a sharp flutter of something jolting through the already frantic bundle of nerves in his chest. He eyed the Knight v. Archon lightshow in the distance as Tessa snapped a few off-comms orders, muttering something in between about end times. Apprehensive impatience, more than any conscious decision, summoned a video feed on the HUD to show him what was going on back there.

      “Well I’ll be damned,” Tessa said, as she came into view, flanked by a frazzled-looking Snuffy and Lundquist—and, to Nate’s genuine surprise, an extremely shifty Vampire Bob.

      “Looks like we’ve got the tip of the spear here, of all things,” Tessa continued, inspecting the fragment Lundquist handed her. She glanced up as Nate allowed his holo likeness to appear over her console in miniature.

      “Well, that feels kind of ironic,” Nate said.

      “Tell me about it,” she said, touching the ancient stone to her brow in salute, then holding it over the custom receptacle with a questioning look. “You ready for all five inches, Mr. Knight?”

      “Guess we’ll find out.”

      “Nate…”

      He wiped his face clear of whatever had crept onto it. “I’ll be careful.”

      She blew out an as-if huff, narrowing her eyes. “Don’t even think about it,” she said, sliding the strange bit of stone home. It was only once it was in that she bit her lip, bravado wavering as she glanced around the bridge almost conspiratorially, and leaned in closer. “Just come back alive, okay?”

      To his surprise, she clicked the line to standby before he could say a word.

      “Guys,” he said, toggling back over to Iveera and Malfar, and forcing himself to screw his head on tight. He began accelerating. “I think I might have something.”

      “How promising,” Malfar rumbled.

      “What do you need, Nathaniel?” Iveera asked, her tone less openly sarcastic but only slightly less strained by the heat of battle. It was easy to see why. Ahead, in the black grave of Ginnungagap, their battle with the Archon was intensifying, the construct’s attention waking in full to the two Knights blasting away at it. It seemed like a bad sign that the process at the core of its black star chest only seemed to be accelerating despite the fact.

      Nate pushed his own acceleration higher, coming around to their planned heading. “Just keep that bastard’s attention pinned down for a minute?”

      Malfar just gave a vaguely incredulous harrumph, like ’the hell else you think we’re doing over here?

      “Strike true, Ser Knight,” was all Iveera said.

      Only one thing left to do, then.

      All right, girl, Nate thought to Cammy, laying the speed on in earnest now, giving his flight path freely to Ex’s fine-tuning nudges. Hit us.

      He felt her moving to comply—felt time stretching around them, space expanding out into that strange, mechanical flavor of abstraction it always acquired in deepening layers when he merged with Cammy. For a moment, the three of them were woven tight, three pieces of a whole, moving as one across thousands of kilometers—Cammy taking aim, Nate accelerating, Ex weaving the requisite construct down from e-dim. Crosshairs all aligning.

      Then Cammy fired, and it all happened at once.

      Fast as he was already moving, Nate actually saw the hyperkinetic capsule speeding up on his ass in the HUD rearview. He managed to avoid clenching, trusting in Ex and Cammy, and was rewarded a scant instant later with a blurring burst of acceleration that, even despite Ex’s on-the-fly armor modifications, nearly tore his arm out of the socket. His eyes caught up an instant later, just in time to catch the capsule shedding off from the end of his weapon on a puff of tiny maneuvering thrusters, leaving behind its ancient payload. For a moment, Nate eyed the seemingly mundane bit of stone now tipping his impromptu spear, hoping to Christ and all his pals it was indeed something more than that.

      And maybe it wasn’t. And maybe he wasn’t. “Guy thought he was a Beacon,” they’d say at his closed space casket funeral, Iveera, Dalnak, and Zedavian Kelkarin all disappointedly shaking their heads in the back. The Merlin cackling like an old drunk at the sheer audacity of the thing.

      Nate opened the tank anyway. Set his distant sights on the Archon’s enormous red non-face and kicked the thrusters into overdrive. He dug deep, and let the Light shine down. And whether or not he actually came anywhere close to emulating the energy signature of a genuine Beacon, or even a shard of one, he didn’t have the faintest clue. But the thing at the tip of his spear—whatever it was—drank it all up like an arid desert.

      He flew on, approaching the Archon from behind, staggered by just how voraciously those unassuming five inches of arcane monument latched on, sucking up energy as fast as he could put it out. He felt Ex’s surprise splashing against his own alarm, felt his friend’s resolve as they wordlessly moved to adjust, striking a new balance between speed, shields, and keeping their new pet rock fed.

      The shields dropped first out of necessity. Right about the same time the Archon caught scent of their approach, and began to turn—countless megatons of swarm and Ginnungagap’s bones, whirling to swat him from space like the speck of a fly he was. Nate pushed on, vision darkening at the edges, trusting his gut. Trusting the Lady’s grace. He felt her there, as he gave himself over to it. Her strength in his spear arm. Her Light in his veins, guiding him. He’d never felt it so surely.

      Never seen such a breathtakingly gigantic arm moving so unbelievably fast, straight for him.

      All that mass, just for him.

      The word pulverize rang unpleasantly to mind, doubt catching on its syllables, jarring his resolve. Panic cresting at the sight of that rushing continent coming to crush him, screaming at him to budge.

      Then a brilliant wall of white-hot energy split the black of space, ripping into the Archon’s arm—a joint attack from Iveera and the Crimson Tide, some dispassionate observer noted in the back of his head—blasting clean through. Nate sped on, breathless as the gargantuan limb went racing past, close enough to shave and fast enough to liquefy his every organ. He ignored the rush of nanoswarm tendrils flooding out after it—to meet him or to recover the lost limb, he didn’t know. He simply pointed the spear, throwing his everything behind it. Time stretching, bending on gravitonic dilation, then shuddering in hectic fits and bouts as his flight path took him a bit too close to whatever was happening in the Archon’s black star heart.

      In the last split second, he knew by the slow, searing pulses of light and the odd, muted whoomphs of half-sound gushing through what thin traces of atmos still clung to the Archon’s gravity, that Malfar and Iveera were giving the exoconstruct holy hell back there. He also had some remote inkling that the spear seemed to be working, judging by the azure radiance flowing through it, and the thick trail of listless nanites scattering like so much space dust in his wake.

      By that point, though, it hardly mattered.

      By that point, he was moving faster than he’d ever moved under his own power. Arm and shoulder locked in place by some unbreakable combination of suit hardware, resolute muscle, and Ex’s own grim spirit. By that point, in a very real way, he was simply along for the ride. A spear in his own right, wielded by the hand of the Lady.

      Then the blazing aura at the tip of his spear met the fiery chaos of the exoconstruct’s glowing non-face, and the world exploded in a blinding scream of pure, violent radiance. It engulfed him, ripping into him, overloading any coherent perception of worldly events until a deep, shuddering impact smacked him to a halt a brief instant later, and the onslaught of light receded. Even as fast as he’d been moving, he could scarcely believe he’d reached center mass of the Archon’s continent-sized head so quickly.

      But there, staring back at him from the shadows on the thrumming blade end of his spear, was the Archon. The true Archon—the same ruthless automaton who’d tormented him in the cave, jittering red false-face flickering in pale imitation of a stricken, wide-eyed human face.

      His face.

      Nate barely had time to register any of these facts—or the way the spear trembled in his hands, vibrations and heat building from the Archon’s pierced chest—before the spear tip shattered in a burst of azure light, and the universe swallowed them whole.

      He saw more than he knew what to do with, then. More than his mind could process. A raw, screaming rush of sight and sound, and something beyond words. Astral bodies soaring through spacetime, connected. An overwhelming multitude. Unbridled infinity, tearing through his mind. Another there with him. The swarms moving as one. Bright, mortal planets and mighty doorways quivering before them. The Light. The Light. The Lady’s Light, and the Lady herself, weeping and ragged, beside herself in tatters. Reaching for him. Whispering his name, and another’s. And through it all, another there with them. Through it all, he saw the Archon, and he knew the being more intimately than ever he could’ve, even as it’d torn into his flesh with its prying manipulators, baring his insides out.

      Azmodeus.

      The word reverberated through his brain, sending ripples through the scream of visions, and the construct snapped forward, gripping him by the throat, no longer just a construct. Something fuller, here in the miasmic shadows of this phantom place. Something infinitely more terrible. A force of nature, of darkness, clutching at his very soul, preparing to drag him down with it.

      He took hold of those clawing roots, some dull part of him too shocked and fried to be afraid. Felt Ex solidifying beside him to help pry away yet more tendrils of darkness. He felt the unexpected strength in his hands, the afterimage of the Lady burning in his mind. The soft breeze of her voice whispering his name, and another’s. Calling them back.

      This wasn’t real.

      Not as real as the place where he’d just driven an arcane spear of Light through this blackened thing’s heart, at least.

      “Best show him that,” Ex grunted beside him, struggling with two unruly handfuls of surging darkness.

      Not real. The Lady’s voice, whispering their name. Calling them back. The creeping weight of this phantom place, rolling over him, crushing his lungs until he couldn’t breathe. Not real.

      Not real.

      And holding that thought firmly in place like a talisman against the darkness, Nate struck out and smote Azmodeus with a wordless cry, shattering the spell.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            As the Knight Flies

          

        

      

    

    
      Mute, weary satisfaction filled Nate as the phantom place bent and broke all around them, collapsing the Archon’s hellish scream down to nothing. They snapped back to real space with a disconcerting jolt, dark space and flashing weapons fire visible through the gaping wreck of a tunnel Nate had apparently blasted through the Archon’s enormous exoconstruct head on the way in.

      No sooner had he gained his bearings than that colossal exoconstruct shuddered with a full-body death rattle, and promptly began to collapse in earnest, succumbing to the hungry black hole still raging in its chest.

      Succumbing too quickly, he registered, as whatever effect Azmodeus had exerted on the growing singularity likewise died, and Nate found himself suddenly ripping down a gravity well like nothing he’d ever felt, sucked along with the rest of the deluge like ice to the blender. He stepped on the gravitonics, lost for direction in the flood of collapsing matter, already too close to fight it. He felt Ex attempting to modulate the gravitational effects. Too little, too late. Nate bent their course, moving more on feel than by any visual cue, thinking to slingshot past the hole, break orbit from the hectic storm on the far side. But the fields were shifting too quickly, the mass piling on too fast.

      He felt their course bending. A moment of terrible realization. An inane flashback to the first time he’d fallen off his bike at the ripe age of eight, and realized in slow-motion horror that there was nothing he could do before impact. No stopping it. No catching himself.

      They’d stopped moving. Started drifting backward. Gravity twisting him around, stretching him out like some medieval torture rack. Fiery pain through his upper body, less pronounced in the legs. Nothing at all below the knees. He had to look down to make sure his feet were even still there. Nearly slipped up completely at the sight that greeted him.

      Hold on, damn you, Ex growled, as Nate gaped at the bizarre spectacle of his unnaturally stretched legs, and the solid wall of pure, unfathomable blackness creeping up for them. Only a moment longer, and—

      But Nate lost it, the pull growing too strong for his shocked body to resist.

      They dipped frighteningly fast. Or maybe not at all. The signals were too confused—space and time, his entire body, all confused—but for the certainty that he was falling, one way or another, into oblivion.

      Of all things, he thought of his parents in that moment, sitting in a silent stupor at the dining room table as Iveera broke the news to them over untouched cups of steaming tea, Copernicus sniffing curiously at the Gorgon’s leg. He saw it clearly as if he were sitting there with them. Then the inevitable yanked him back to reality—where a copper-armored hand had just caught onto his wrist with bone-crushing strength.

      Iveera.

      He could’ve cried for relief had his lungs possessed the requisite air to do so. He didn’t seem to be breathing anymore. That seemed concerning. But he was entirely more focused on Iveera. Too far away. Her arm strangely stretched. The space behind her wrong somehow. A short yet impossibly long corridor of darkness, capped on the end with only the faint hint of distant stars gone loopy and streaked to strange blurs far beyond. He felt—maybe heard—Iveera shouting something as tiny manipulators peeled from the armor at her wrist and darted down to his, melding them together, but it came out all wrong, all garbled and shifted. He tried to open his mouth, tried to tell her to say it again, and found he didn’t have the strength to lift his tongue from the floor of his mouth, never mind the air to speak. He barely had the strength to close his own jaw.

      Ummm.

      His eyes moved like chalked Atlas stones under five-hundred gravities, shifting to where Ex’s ghostly apparition had appeared riding the storm beside him, arms crossed, the slender fingers of one hand pinching thoughtfully at his pointy chin as he considered whatever he saw below them with a consternated frown. Nate toggled the HUD rearview in favor of looking back and inviting gravity to rip his tilted head off. His torso was already screaming as if it were about to tear clean in two, and—

      Wait. No, that’s perfect! Ex cried, with a victorious snap of the fingers. Just like…

      Just. Like. What?! Nate growled through the mental equivalent of clenched teeth, eyeing the approaching darkness of the event horizon.

      Oh, never mind that, Ex cooed, ghostly apparition elbowing into his side. Just move over.

      He didn’t quite register the meaning of those last words until Ex pushed deeper, moving in like he intended to go for full-on possession. Nate just set the heebie-jeebies aside and let it happen. He didn’t know what his friend intended, but by that point it seemed enough of a miracle that Ex was even keeping his brain from liquefying.

      Jesus, take the wheel, Ex agreed, prying open the armored fingers of Nate’s clenched fist.

      Above, Iveera was casting out her grav whip in strange slow motion, snagging an enormous and equally slow hunk of collapsing exoconstruct just before it sped up past Nate and went plunging into the blackness of the event horizon, dragging the whip with it. He felt a moment of panic for her, quickly washed out by the sight of his own freakishly distended legs reaching for the blackness of their own accord, and the indeterminate cluster of junk suddenly jettisoning out of Ex’s e-dim stores to join it, tethered to their open palm by a heavily braided cable of titanwire.

      He didn’t understand what in the holy hell either of them were doing. Couldn’t do much more than watch in morbid fascination as his warping legs distended too far, practically touching that unfathomable wall of blackness. The pain, oddly absent. Terror spiking like a wild animal in his chest.

      He looked to Iveera, silently begging for help—utterly at her mercy. The look in her eyes, though, was plain enough.

      Break free now, or we both die.

      He set the rest aside. Felt Ex tensing alongside him in preparation. And then they all heaved, together. Iveera pulling with all her considerable strength. All of them tethered to the very black hole they were trying to escape, for reasons he couldn’t comprehend. The stars blurred overhead. All of it spooling in a chaotic mess. He focused on Iveera. Focused on her slowly normalizing proportions, taking them as a sign that it was working—that centimeter by agonizing centimeter, they were winning.

      Right up until Ex murmured a guilty, Oops, and it dawned on him that the other alternative was not that they were escaping, so much as that Iveera was being pulled in with them. He tried to hold that thought at bay. Tried to keep fighting.

      Then Ex piped up with an uncertain, This might pinch a little, and pain blossomed like an ancient memory, something giving way down where his legs were supposed to be, right at the same time that an unexpected wallop of energy smacked into him, and Iveera’s voice cried out with a strangely warped, “Now!”

      Nate kicked the questions out of mind, and ripped away from the black hole with everything he had. Ripped away like a wild animal fleeing a trap. Leaving a part of itself behind. Pulled a thousand light-years across mere meters of space.

      Something in that thought sparked sheer, bottomless terror. Flits of the Archon’s visions flashing through his mind like bright red alarm lights, wobbling drunkenly as Iveera yanked harder, his thrusters firing absent his fading control. Something in the space brightening, darkening, kaleidoscoping in and out.

      Something…
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      Space decompressed. Exploded. Sprung into an endless abyss, dilating until, strangely enough, his reeling mind started to actually make sense of it again. Or to register it, at least. Sense… sense was harder.

      He scanned for clues.

      Stars and ships—a lot of ships, too many ships—and a dying sun. Iveera, hauling him along. Dull pain in his right knee, tight and throbbing, as they cleared the Camelot’s main ventral magseal, touched down to the deck. Something not right. Out of order. Seriously wrong.

      He spilled out like a limp fish the instant she let go, the rest punching in on impact.

      The Archon. The event horizon.

      He’d passed out.

      Flits of hectic visions. Death and destruction in the skies of—

      “Iveera,” he groaned, trying to push himself up. Struggling even to string two thoughts together. Odd that she hadn’t caught him. Odd, the way she was standing there, looking, for all things, as if she were in shock.

      “Iveera, the swarm,” he choked out. Iveera didn’t do shock. Needed to listen. “The relay. The—Vanaheim.” He shook his head, trying to clear the floating haze of discombobulation, but it only made things worse. “Vanaheim… not a misfire. A test. It was—”

      It’s too late, Nathaniel.

      “What?” He planted his hands and tried to push himself up to his feet, woozy and drained. The movement sparked more insistent fire in his right leg, head spinning with the urgent certainty that they needed to moved—needed to get to Yggdrasil. Dead Archon or not, it wasn’t over. Except…

      “Nate?” someone gasped.

      He looked up, found the Camelot’s crew pouring into the cargo hold. Something wrong. Not just the looks of shock and open disbelief. Some ripple of detail.

      “No, we have to—”

      They were staring at him like they couldn’t believe it. Beyond stunned.

      “—the Archon’s relay.” He forced himself up, clamping a useless hand to his helmet and squinting through the blaring pain of his scrambled brain. “I think—I think it could’ve been—We need to get to—What?”

      He couldn’t ignore those looks. The open staring. The way Snuffy and Ramachandra had clamped their hands over their gaping mouths. The haunted look in Tessa’s liquor-glazed eyes.

      “We need to get to the Y-Sec relay,” he heard himself whisper, even as Ex’s words finally caught up to him.

      “It’s gone, Nathaniel,” came Iveera’s flat voice behind him.

      The crew, staring at him. Those looks. Like they’d seen a ghost. Like he’d risen from the dead.

      He turned to Iveera. Her back was still facing him, head bowed, jin drooped.

      “Yggdrasil was destroyed weeks ago,” she said quietly. “The relay, too.”

      “What are you saying?” He pulled off his helmet, feeling sick. Somewhere in the raw, aching vicinity of all this, he realized his right foot was missing, the boot filled by Ex’s own hastily cobbled prosthetic, which his friend was currently darting to help his fried brain accept. Tor and Elmo had appeared at Nate’s sides, like they fully expected he was about to eat deck for a second time. He clutched Elmo’s arm for balance, feeling drunk. And that’s when he saw it. Their clothes. Their faces. Washed and changed. Fed and recovered. Not the dirty tatters of the crew that’d just clawed their way off of a collapsing Ginnungagap.

      “Someone tell me what the hell’s going on.”

      They all watched him, seemingly unable to speak.

      “We’ve been fighting our way out of that black hole for twenty-seven days, Nathaniel,” Iveera said, turning to him with a look of weary, ashen defeat like he’d never seen on her before. “The Alliance has already fallen.”
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      “I don’t understand,” Nate said, several hours later, as he leaned wearily back from the holo display, and the recycled Yggdrasian footage he’d watched too many times now. It was far from the first time he’d said those three words since Iveera had hauled him aboard the Camelot, and they were becoming less true with each passing iteration.

      He understood perfectly well, by then, what’d happened.

      Well enough for the parts that mattered, at least.

      The mechanics of how he and Iveera had broken free back at the event horizon might’ve still escaped him. He’d been too dazed and exhausted to follow Lundquist’s somber-yet-scientifically-giddy gibbering about mass transfers, and ergospheric negative energies, and how it was all beautifully in line with Sir Roger Penrose’s predictions about how advanced civilizations might one day harness energy from black holes—how that might’ve even been part of what the Archon had been attempting with the black hole in its chest, prior to its destruction at Nate’s hand.

      None of it really seemed to matter.

      The harsh facts remained.

      Twenty-seven days wasted, trying to pull his condensed carcass out of a black hole. Days that, from his perspective, had passed in mere seconds. And in those seconds, they’d lost everything.

      Time debt.

      Two words Nate had somehow deluded himself into thinking he’d never have to overly worry about, thanks to whatever fancy geometrical grav field trickery let them key up the crusher drives without fast-forwarding centuries into the future every time. He still couldn’t wrap his head around it. Didn’t need to, to appreciate the general outcome.

      The Archon Azmodeus was dead—or obliterated, at least. In a just world, that might’ve felt like a win. Yet here they were, sitting in one dark corner of an Alliance that was no longer reachable by any meaningful stretch of the word. The Y-Sec relay, gone. The Forge, gone. The Council. The Merlin. The very beating heart of the Alliance.

      All vanished without a trace.

      That was the worst part of it all. The uncertainty. The dull buzz of emptiness where there should’ve been some voice of command—someone telling them what to do, where to go, who to help. But there was nothing.

      He looked around the common room, only then noticing that, for the first time since this unfortunate recounting of theirs had begun, none of the crew had even bothered trying to step in at his latest I don’t understand. Probably, they heard it all too well in his numb, defeated voice. No more hiding in the safe folds of reflexive disbelief. Not after seeing the scattered footage of the fall of Yggdrasil for the seventh or eighth time. The sheer, unfathomable size of the megaswarm that’d rolled through the system, chewing up planets as easily as the Archon’s exoconstruct had demolished those Asgardian warships. The Archon Azmodeus might’ve been obliterated, but the bastard had unquestionably opened the gateway to hell before he’d gone.

      It had always sounded like something of an impossibility to Nate, the challenge of actually holding the Synth incursion at the outer rim when even the smallest invading protoswarm stood to proliferate out of control. But now…

      Now, there was no stopping them. Not in any way Nate could see. Not with that much Synth presence loose in the heart of Alliance space. Or ex-Alliance space, as it were. No way to stop them. No way to even reach them, without the relays. And Iveera was nowhere in sight to tell him otherwise—not that she would have, had she been there.

      She’d retired to her mending ship not long after hauling Nate aboard the Camelot. Retired to rest, she’d said. To think. But the defeat in her drooping jin had been all too clear. She’d said she didn’t blame him for what’d happened. Said that there was no way he could’ve known how to effectively counter spacetime curvature of that magnitude on the fly, and that all evidence pointed to the sad truth that they would’ve already been too late to save Yggdrasil or the relay even if he had.

      Case in point, on Iveera’s orders, Malfar had abandoned the collapsing Archon and gone racing off for the Y-Sec relay the instant the alarm had come sounding in from Yggdrasil, and he’d still only just arrived in time to witness the final moments of destruction—and apparently to go plunging through the dying relay along with the tail end of that killer swarm, according to what scattered reports they’d gathered.

      They still hadn’t heard from Malfar, but something—some tenuous whisper of Light or faith—told Nate he would’ve felt it if the Troglodan had died in the jump. Maybe it was just wishful thinking.

      Either way, he couldn’t help but wonder, for the ten-thousandth time, how differently things might’ve turned out if he’d simply managed to see the Archon’s true plan sooner. If it’d occurred to his thick-skulled brain that maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t some misfire fluke of the Archon’s device that’d “accidentally” scattered a fragmented protoswarm across multiple Y-Sec systems, but rather something more like a calibration of the thing’s developing sights. Because what better way to open a door right into the enemy’s backyard than to build one that didn’t even need to physically be in that yard, but rather three or four plots over?

      It all seemed so clear in hindsight. So inevitable.

      Proxy Beacons and long-range relays. That damned arcane monument, sitting right under his nose all along.

      Jaeger.

      Nate swallowed, eyes stubbornly tracing to the empty armchair before he could stop them. Jaeger’s chair. The one no one had even thought about sitting in, as they’d filtered into the common room. The worn gray fabric a palpable weight in his chest, on the room at large. No one had said his name since Nate had come to. Nothing but the colonel, and even that only sparingly. Like Jaeger’s ghost was standing there among them and no one wanted to be the first to point it out. Or maybe it was simply that no one thought Nate was ready to handle the blame in the midst of everything else. And maybe they were right.

      His gaze shifted to Tor standing vigilant watch in the corner, his thoughts flicking to Tristan. She’d refused to accept Nate’s apologies for her partner’s death. Had only insisted that Tristan had seen his duty through to the end, and that there was no higher mark of honor or fulfillment for a warrior of the Round Table. Duty and honor aside, though, Nate still couldn’t help but wonder if she blamed him on some level for her compatriot’s death, much as he feared the crew blamed him—and rightfully so—for Jaeger’s.

      The entrance of Amelia and Gendra the Gorgon to the common room dragged him back to the present before his mind could go spiraling down that particular wormhole again. The two wore an air that said they’d just been through another round of comms tag with the New Powers of Y-Sec, such as they were.

      “They’re… still wanting to speak with you out there,” Amelia said, looking slightly apologetic about the fact.

      “High King Kelkarin has made it quite clear he will neither leave til he’s had word with you, nor wait much longer for an audience,” Gendra added, her countenance slightly rankled.

      “An audience,” Nate echoed, eyeing the blockade of Eldari and Asgardian ships that’d apparently been at a tense standoff with the Camelot and her crew ever since arriving to find that Nate and Iveera had vanished in time. “I’m guessing those are your words, not his?”

      Gendra, not seeming to gather that Nate didn’t actually give half a shit about the perceived pecking order here, looked uncertainly to Amelia.

      The Atlantean pinched her brow in that delicate expression that had once reminded him of Gwen but had since taken on its own life. “He… may have been referring more to his own, um, gracious offer of extending an audience to you.”

      “Gracious,” Nate echoed absentmindedly.

      “So I’m told,” Amelia confirmed. Despite everything, there was a slight glint of amusement in her eyes. “At any rate, he’s demanded your immediate presence aboard the Celestari Imperiatus. Though he did, um”—her lips quirked a little—“graciously consent that a holo link would suffice if absolutely necessary.”

      “’Can just smell the graciousness from here,” Ramirez muttered, drawing a round of appreciation from the room, and a few additional jabs at the royal Eldari’s expense. It was the first hint of any good cheer Nate had seen since coming aboard. He was too caught up in his own little world to appreciate it. Too preoccupied wondering how best to deal with this new, utterly inane wrinkle.

      King Phaldissus Kelkarin.

      High King, even.

      How, in all the unfortunate piles of shit in the universe, that one had come to pass, Nate hadn’t had a chance to ascertain, nor did he especially care to. Callous as it felt to think, if half of what he’d seen and heard in the past hour were any indication of the state of the rest of the galaxy, one questionably deceased Eldari royal hardly stood out of the mess, but for the fact that his puffed up successor floated here now, ostensibly trying to make as if he and his fleet could actually bar the way to a Knightship, if Nate should choose to leave.

      What the golden prick hoped to accomplish with this fresh round of rabble-rousing, Nate couldn’t say. No more than he could fathom how the hell he was supposed to care about the squabbles of politicos like Phaldissus after everything that’d, in his mind, only just happened a few short hours ago—the dead remnants of Ginnungagap literally winking Hawking radiation at them from a few tiny million kilometers in the rearview. He didn’t have the energy to think about any of this right now. But as he looked to Elsa, and saw the somber shadow she tried to play off as a trick of the light, he realized he’d better find it all the same.

      “Okay,” he said, starting to stand, then deciding it simply wasn’t worth it. His foot and shin—lost in Ex’s so-called little pinch back on the event horizon—had already more or less regrown but were still partially aided by Ex’s prosthetic and itchy as all hell.

      Plus, Phaldissus Kelkarin was a dickhead, and Nate was in no mood to pay homage to a dickhead right then, royal or otherwise.

      “Put them on, Cammy,” he said, turning back to the wide holo display on the wall.

      The ship chirped a cheerful affirmative, the holo display flicking over to a connection standby screen. King Phaldissus Kelkarin appeared a moment later, situated at the head of a stupidly opulent, gold pillared room that was more grand hall than ship bridge. To Nate’s incredulous surprise—perhaps at the fact that he could even still feel surprised, more than at the spectacle itself—the glib bastard was actually mounted on that freaking griffin of his, the beast decked to the neck feathers in stylishly detailed battle armor.

      “Your… majesty.” He didn’t really mean the words to come out so blatantly disrespectful in tone, but nor did he especially care once it’d happened. “I’m told you wished to speak.”

      Phaldissus only half seemed to hear him. There was a moment of confusion on the other end. Shifting and scrambling somewhere off-screen. Phaldissus was clearly displeased. Maybe at having been made to wait this long. Maybe at the apparently unforgivable fact that he had to turn his feathered steed a few measly degrees to come full center in view, or at the distraction of the grizzled, well-outfitted Asgardian who stepped into the viewing field a moment later, moving with a hesitancy that seemed at odds with her stern military countenance, and took her place on the lower platform of the High King’s dais.

      “Ser Knight,” Phaldissus finally said, settling into place and drawing up to his fullest height. “You have much for which to answer.”

      Somehow, Nate had thought he’d been ready to grin and bear a few hot puffs of pompous posturing, but the sound of the High King’s chiding voice chafed like sandpaper on open wounds, washing over unexpectedly raw nerves, conjuring unwelcome flashes of heat and violence until Nate found his clenched fists on the verge of trembling. Even as he stared up at that proudly held, shit-eating fashion statement of a royal visage, a part of him was back again in the depths of Ginnungagap, splayed open on the Archon’s razor-sharp rack. Jaeger’s eyes holding his across time and space. Lips moving silently.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said, somewhere far away.

      On the display, Phaldissus’ lips curled at his tone. “It is not what I want, Ser Knight, but what justice and honor demand. You and your kind are meant to serve the people, and yet here we stand on the doorstep of a doomed planet, with nothing to show for it. You have failed in your duties, Ser Knight, and in doing so have allowed this… abomination, this so-called Archon, to bring untold damages on the very Alliance worlds you were meant to protect. You must answer for these failures. The people of Asgard must be made whole once more.”

      “I didn’t realize you were such a great friend of the Asgardian people.”

      It was only as he said this that the grizzled Asgardian—the Grand Admiral Darma Feldenborn, Nate realized, as Ex pinged the insignia and pertinent details to his retinal HUD—finally stirred on the lower portion of Phaldissus’ dais, rousing as if she meant to speak. Phaldissus pushed back in before she could get a word out.

      “The House of Kelkarin is friend to any who should find themselves trodden underfoot by the tyranny of those who’d carelessly lord their divine powers over mere mortals. You are well aware you have committed a punishable war crime, Ser Knight, in engaging the use of a singularity device in an inhabited system. Which is why I must demand, from the outset, your admission of guilt, and your full apology to the Asgardian people.”

      For a long moment, all Nate could do was stare.

      An apology.

      A fucking apology?

      Words and curtsies for blood and destruction.

      Jaeger’s wide eyes locked to his.

      Was he fucking serious?

      “Anything else, your highness?” he heard himself ask, his voice rough and barely above a whisper, guts churning with disgust. Somewhere off to the side, he heard the crew whispering concerned words. On-screen, Grand Admiral Darma was eyeing Phaldissus like she’d already known he was a moron but couldn’t quite believe just how stupid he was actually turning out to be. Even so, there was no sympathy as her golden eyes fixed back on Nate. Only cold rage bubbling beneath the surface. Nate had more than enough to match.

      “I have assured the people of Asgard,” Phaldissus replied easily, leaning forward in his saddle with a shit-eating glad you asked kind of look about him, “that you and your Order will spare no resource or expense in aiding their relocation to a planet of their choosing. To which end, I have already offered the Grand Admiral the full and permanent gift of the most prosperous of our unsettled exoplanets for the purpose of rebuilding that which was doomed by your hand, Ser Knight.”

      Again, the Asgardian admiral shifted as if she might speak. Again, Phaldissus pressed on before she could.

      “Lastly,” he said, leaning further over his mount, the first hint of real anger creeping onto his face, “you will immediately and unconditionally release Elsavataryllianna Priatus from your service, and return her to my custody. She is the rightful Queen of Aesirheim, lest Supreme Chancellor Priatus should see fit to rise from the dead in the coming days, and she is still my betrothed besides. You have no right to confine her to this continued charade of indentured servitude.”

      That said, the High King sat back in his saddle, as if that were that. List complete. Beneath him, his griffin mount shifted, picking at the golden dais with armored talons. The rest of those in attendance waited in dead silence, both on the Camelot and there in the grand hall of the Celestari Imperiatus.

      “Justice and honor,” Nate said quietly, too weary and sickened to even bother sifting through the multitude of self-serving hypocrisies and outright lies the Eldari royal had just spilled out like god’s gift to the universe. “That’s awfully noble of you, Phaldissus.”

      The High King straightened on his mount, clearly indignant to the max at the blasé use of his given name, but Nate was already pushing on.

      “I’m sure this is all nothing to do with the fact that you suddenly find yourself among powerful potential allies in need of an endearing favor, or that—”

      “How dare you—”

      “Or that the betrothed of whom you so carelessly speak, the very same one you openly called an Aesir whore—”

      “You dare—

      “—and threatened with matrimonial dissolution barely a month past, just so happens to have overnight become the direct key to all the plunders of Aesirheim, and to your supreme rulership of the Eldari people.”

      “Silence! You insolent cur. How dare you impugn my—”

      Nate rose to his feet with enough heat to give even the High King of Vanaheim pause.

      “—my intentions,” the so-called High King hastily finished, as if doing so could hide his flinch.

      For a moment, the fire danced on Nate’s tongue, yearning to come screaming out—to sear the flesh from Phaldissus’ royal bones. To demand who the hell he thought he was, High King or otherwise, to demand anything of the Order Excalibur. Never mind that they’d all be dead by now, smashed to bloody Archon jelly, if Nate hadn’t done what he’d done. Never mind that it wasn’t even his singularity bomb who’s steepening gravity well they were currently riding, but Malfar’s. Never mind any of it, because none of it would’ve made the slightest difference. Not a single word of it worth voicing as he glared at that golden chin set high, and the nervous shifting of the griffin beneath him, betraying the so-called High King’s own thinly-veiled nerves.

      A sharp bark tore from Nate’s throat before he could stop it. A dark, ugly sound that might’ve only loosely been called laughter. He didn’t know where it came from. It took him by surprise as much as everyone else. Left Phaldissus glancing to his off-screen attendants, looking for some explanation as to what manner of madness he was witnessing.

      Pathetic, this creature. This would-be tyrant.

      “I’ll think about it, your highness,” Nate forced out, past the rising darkness.

      Then he killed the connection.

      Beside him, in the mental space that’d previously been relegated to sleep but seemed to be creeping more and more into conscious awareness, Ex’s ghostly apparition chuckled and made a vulgar gesture at the blank display before shooting a concerned side-eye Nate’s way. The rest of the room, the ones who were unquestionably physically there, eyed him much more openly in the tense silence, clearly wondering whether he’d been mentally fit to take a call of such weight so soon. Perhaps it was a fair question. But right then, Nate really didn’t give a shit.

      “Umm,” Snuffy finally said, though he didn’t seem sure how to follow up.

      “What’s that saying about poking bears?” Ramirez asked, almost conversationally.

      “That one’s no bear,” said O’Sweeney, lounged back on one of the couches like she’d been watching a good drama. “Just a fussy golden peacock.”

      “A mounted peacock,” Pierce pointed out.

      “With lots of guns,” Snuffy added.

      As if in reply, the soft weapons lock alerts pinged, letting them know that the Eldari fleet had fired up a few preliminary targeting lasers. The room looked to Nate.

      “Fuck him,” he said, his gaze searching out Elsa.

      “Hear, hear,” O’Sweeney chimed, raising her mug in cheers at the edge of his peripheral vision. “That being said, though…”

      As if on cue, Cammy chimed an incoming transmission alert.

      “That… would be his highness’ list of demands, I think,” Amelia provided, checking the packet on her personal omni.

      Nate kept his eyes on Elsa. She stared back evenly, almost challengingly, but there was something else there beneath the surface. Something that hadn’t been there before. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Had the vague impression that maybe she was still figuring it out herself. But between the lines, there was a tension there, like… like for the first time since they’d come together, she wasn’t entirely sure what he’d do next. Like she was just then starting to question whether some part of him might’ve gone properly wild in the crucible of Ginnungagap.

      He turned away.

      “I’m going to speak with Iveera. Hold the fort here.”

      He looked reflexively for Tessa as he said the words, meaning to pass command to her, only to remember she’d slipped out while he’d been getting clobbered by everything he’d missed, wobbly on her feet and murmuring something about checking in on the bridge. At the time, he’d been too shell-shocked with everything else to think on it.

      It was Pierce who spoke up instead. “And if King Dicknuts opens fire in the meantime?”

      “He won’t,” Nate said, turning for the door.

      But Pierce stepped forward, blocking the way. “And if he does?”

      Nate noted the consternation on Pierce’s brow, amplified a thousand times over—along with a good bit of anger—on Carter’s face behind him. The medic stood by the door, arms crossed, looking like she was fully prepared to make an issue of it if he didn’t slow down and explain himself.

      “He won’t,” he said, starting to step around Pierce anyway—pausing as the anger surged back up and gripped him hard, fingers curling tight at the thought of Phaldissus Kelkarin’s audacious golden throat.

      “But if he does…” he added, thinking how easy it would be, after having tangled with Azmodeus, to tear through a few petty Eldari warships and take King Dicknuts by his titular jewels. He was a little unsettled at how alluring the prospect sounded. Even more so at the heat of the vitriol desperately longing to spew its way out of his mouth. He wanted to tell Pierce the manner of violent delights he’d wreak upon that royal bastard. The pleasure he’d take in doing it.

      It wasn’t him.

      He let out a long breath, waiting til he believed it, then met Pierce’s eyes.

      “I won’t be long.”
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      “There’s something you should see,” Iveera said, the moment Nate cleared the magseal and set down to the Kalnythian Wilds’ deck. It took him a moment of fruitless searching to realize she wasn’t anywhere to be seen in the viny, floral stretch of the cargo bay.

      “Bridge,” came her succinct instructions, seemingly from thin air.

      He followed the different but familiar path out of the bay and up to the main deck, a few bioluminescent vines tracing the way for him in soft blues and teals—responding, he wagered, more to Iveera’s or the ship’s subconscious than to any deliberate guidance on her part. Perhaps that also explained why the greenery felt so subdued around him, despite the seeming signs of nutritional flourishing. Like a great sadness had gripped the heart of the entire considerable on-board ecosystem.

      For his part, Nate was just astounded any of it had survived its time on Ginnungagap, and the subsequent clash with Azmodeus. Then again—as he had to keep reminding himself—Iveera’s shipwide greenery had had nearly a month to replenish itself since he and Iveera had nearly fallen into a black hole a few subjective hours ago.

      On the bridge, Iveera had abandoned her Excalibur armor in favor of a plain woolen tunic and trousers. She sat cross-legged at the center of her ship’s glowing control ring, her posture upright, meditative. He half-expected to find her eyes closed in meditation or deep thought as he came around in front of her, but she was simply staring out the forward viewport, unmoving.

      It was only here, standing in front of her, that it finally occurred to him Iveera almost certainly could’ve made the entire mess of Phaldissus and his heckling fleet disappear far more effectively than he could’ve. Somehow, he hadn’t thought to ask—was kind of surprised, now that he was here, that he had no desire to do so. The very fact that Phaldissus and his blockade had even thought to aim their displeasure at Nate rather than at the elder Knight on the scene told him that the Eldari peacock had probably never actually been looking to leverage any meaningful action at all, so much as to flex his influence, impress his watching supporters, and—maybe more than anything else—to stoke the fires and point all possible blame at the Excalibur Knights, positioning himself even more firmly as the post-collapse messiah to all of Y-Sec.

      The entire damn spectacle just made Nate achingly tired.

      He found himself settling down on the deck opposite Iveera almost before he’d consciously decided to sit. He drew his legs in to match hers, thought about saying something, and found the silence stretching. There was a certain comfort in Iveera’s presence right just then that he was in no particular rush to break. Finally, though, she stirred and spoke.

      “Malfar established contact.”

      Something about the way she said it, the way her jin shifted ever so slightly his way, as if attending to his reaction where her space-locked eyes were too busy to.

      “He’s alive,” Nate said, though that much was already plainly obvious from her words.

      “Through no small effort, it seems, after having jumped the C-Sec relay straight into the heart of the swarm. But he arrived in time to witness the Forge’s final moments.”

      Nate sat up straighter, sensing the impetus of the juxtaposition between her curious jin and thousand-yard stare.

      “It was as a scarce few among the scattered reports have already suggested,” she said slowly, testing the words. “Though not, I think, for any reason they could’ve fathomed.” Finally, she blinked, breaking her spell, and met his eyes. “The station was not overtaken by the swarm. As far as Malfar could tell, it fled on an anomalous surge of Light. By the Merlin’s own hand, were I to guess.”

      “That’s… Well, that’s… good news, right?”

      He honestly couldn’t begin to guess. And neither, it seemed, could Iveera.

      “Samael and the Crimson Tide are still analyzing the readings for any clues they might yield,” she said, turning her gaze back to the infinite stretch of space as if she might find the answers out there. “You should know, however, that Malfar received a transmission from the Merlin just before the station vanished.”

      “Jesus. What did he say?”

      Her electric blue eyes were grave. “Stay alive.”

      Nate frowned at those words, rubbing at his rough Ginnungagap stubble and waiting for them to open up and make sense—to deliver anything else but the empty, hopeless nothingness that spread through him like black ink the longer he sat with them.

      “Stay alive,” he echoed. “Stay alive for what? For how long? I mean… Where the hell’d they go, Iveera?”

      But it was clear the Gorgon was either not listening, or merely uninterested in engaging in wild speculation on matters neither of them could possibly know. Nate let out a soft sigh, staring through the spot on the deck just in front of Iveera’s crossed legs as his mind began to dance to its own fantasies anyway. Visions of the Forge dropping out of the Light like nothing had ever happened, a clean and tidy Merlin at the triumphant helm, sounding the cry to rally his Knights and the Alliance at large to his banner, and to the master plan he’d been harboring all along.

      Except even then—even if everyone aboard Forge station hadn’t died some horrible death, as seemed entirely possible, and even if the Merlin came back suddenly ready to do what he’d clearly, to date, held zero interest in doing—that all still left them with the awkward problem of a hopelessly fractured Alliance. Because whatever else had happened in the chaos, the Y-Sec relay was gone, as were the two C-Sec relays that had orbited the Forge, by all accounts. Not to mention the three Beacons that had been lost with them, and the unprecedented megaswarm now roaming free at the center of the galaxy, having chomped down on all that power. There was no magically fixing any of that.

      He looked back up at Iveera, thinking to ask where Malfar had gone, what they should do next.

      “I spoke with the Merlin,” she said unexpectedly, her attention still distant. “Shortly after I made empathic contact with you back on Ginnungagap. I told him what was happening, as best I understood it.”

      “Why didn’t you—What did he say?”

      “He was drunk. He told me it wasn’t an Archon. Said it was impossible.”

      “Impossible,” Nate echoed, thinking of the drama back at Vanaheim, and the deeper, unerring denialism that’d gripped the Council and the Alliance at large ever since they’d returned from the Battle of Avalon over a year ago, spouting that the Synth had returned in full. “Seems like there’s a lot of that going around these days.”

      “No longer.”

      “No. I guess not.” He considered the Gorgon. “Iveera…”

      She looked at him, electric blue eyes reticently softening to something open, yet assessing. He swallowed, uncertain what it was he even wanted to say. All of it inadequate to the magnitude of everything that’d happened. Pointless. He thought of Jaeger.

      “I tried my best, Iveera. I really did.”

      The words fell out in a rush, plopping to the deck between them, woefully useless. Maybe worse than useless, some clinical part of his brain couldn’t help but think, as it weighed those words with cold detachment, testing for veracity. That cold part of him wasn’t sure what to believe.

      Whether Iveera had any greater insight, he hadn’t the faintest. She just watched him, looking… he didn’t know what. Pensive. Uncertain. Troubled.

      “You should consider your next moves,” she finally said, uncrossing her legs and rising from the deck as if she’d decided she wasn’t going to find whatever it was she’d been looking for out there. “There’s no telling where the swarms will turn from galaxy’s center, nor how our disparate factions will react now that the Council is lost.”

      The abrupt change of topic caught him off guard.

      “I thought… I guess I figured we’d stick together,” he said, starting to stand.

      “To what end, Nathaniel?” she practically snapped, jin and eyes bristling with something very much like anger. The sudden burst gave him pause. But as quickly as it came, the heat bled away, her jin drooping back down with weary resignation. “There is very little a few well-meaning Knights can do to keep an entire galaxy safe from invasion.”

      He stood the rest of the way up, searching for something. Grasping for straws.

      “But maybe… Maybe if the Merlin and the Forge come back…” he started, not really sure where he was going with it. Not even in his brightest daydreams did the return of the wizard solve any of this. For all intents and purposes, they were gone. To where, only the Merlin himself probably knew. Assuming the drunk bastard hadn’t simply blinked the Forge straight into the supercluster at the heart of the galaxy.

      He would never, Ex grumbled dutifully. But even he sounded a bit uncertain.

      “Zedavian and Dalnak, then,” Nate moved on, clutching for the next feeble straw. “They made the outer rim faster than should’ve been possible. If they can do it…”

      “To ride the Light so fully is not a skill one merely acquires through the convenience of necessity and stubborn willpower. They have both had millennia to puzzle their way through the intricacies of the continuum.”

      “Then we rendezvous with Viktos. Ask Zedavian to meet us. Mount a…”

      But he knew there was nothing to his words. No counterattack to be mounted. No clear target to even swing at. The Synth were everywhere now, outside and in. Nothing to stop them from picking at the neatly dissected bones of the Alliance from all sides at once.

      “What about the Second Knight?” he heard himself ask, though he knew it was over. “The one no one talks about.”

      “No living being, save for Zedavian and the Merlin himself, has ever even seen Silas, Nathaniel. For all I know, the wraith perished millennia ago. And even if he hasn’t, I see no reason why he’d suddenly elect to reneg on over two-thousand years of isolation.”

      She crossed her arms and faced him, her manner somber if not quite unsympathetic. “I do not have the answer you’re looking for, Nathaniel. I’m not certain it exists.”

      Distantly, he felt himself rocking back on his heels as the words washed over him. It wasn’t that they were particularly harsh, or even particularly unexpected. In truth, they were probably exactly what he needed to hear right then. But even so, he couldn’t help but feel somehow… cheated. Like, after everything, he’d found himself at the butt end of some terrible galactic joke.

      “How did it come to this?” His voice came out a whisper. “Why didn’t the Merlin… I mean, he could’ve…” He waved a helpless hand. “Couldn’t he? I mean, how the hell could it’ve been this easy? The most advanced civilization in the galaxy, and all it takes is one lucky shot to bring the whole goddamn thing down? Who the hell thought it was okay to prop a Galactic Alliance on top of a few measly gateways? How the—”

      He caught himself then, hands raised, practically yelling by that point. Iveera watched calmly as he lowered his bladed hands, deflating, the last dregs of the burgeoning hissy fit bleeding from his system. Opening the way to good old shame and embarrassment.

      “There are still the planetary q-junctions,” Iveera pointed out.

      But that only brought another bite of bitterness. Because without the relays, those q-junctions were little more than a system of factory-sized, galactic walky-talkies—a system that would do little more than enable the biggest, mightiest planets in the galaxy to scream bloody murder to one another as they died alone, unreachable light-years removed from their long lost neighbors.

      “I said I’m not certain your answer exists, Nathaniel. But I’m equally uncertain that it doesn’t.”

      He looked at her. “Is that supposed to be encouraging?”

      Her jin gave the equivalent of a shrug. “It simply is.”

      “You haven’t lost faith, then? You really believe this is all part of her plan?”

      “You know the answer to that.”

      In truth, he wasn’t sure he did, beyond the small detail that Iveera generally disapproved of such sloppy metaphysical concepts as “the grand plan.” In all their talks of Lady’s grace and the true duties of a Knight, Nate had never understood faith as Iveera seemed to see it. Not as some divine plan, or a test of one’s beliefs—in the Lady, or otherwise. It wasn’t even a question of free will or determinism, as far as he could grasp. It was something, he was starting to trust, that he was merely not equipped to comprehend. Not yet. Maybe never.

      “It simply is?” he guessed anyway.

      She shot him a look like he should’ve known better, but he saw something like a playful flicker in her jin. The closest thing to a playful flicker Iveera was capable of, at least. “What I believe, Nathaniel, is that divided or not, the remaining sectors will fight, if for no other reason than that of simple self-preservation. Perhaps it will be enough.” Her face took on a speculative tilt. “Perhaps that megaswarm will simply wander too close to the supercluster, and do us all a great service.”

      He knew it was intended in jest, but even as exceedingly rare as that was coming from Iveera, he couldn’t stop the sober shadow descending.

      “They’re not what everyone thinks they are, Iveera.”

      The ghost of a frown touched her brow, jin curling at the ends like she’d thought he might say something like that.

      “I don’t know what the Synth are,” he pushed on, “but they’re not mindless automatons. Not all of them, at least. The Archon, Azmodeus—”

      Iveera actually shifted a little, as if the very sound of that name made her uneasy.

      “Whatever it was,” he continued. “I mean, I thought it was at first—an automaton. But there was something more inside of that thing. Something…” He touched uncomfortably at his all-too-recently healed chest, thinking of the rush of visions he’d had in those last moments of the Archon’s non-life, lost for words to describe any of it. “I saw it, Iveera,” was all he could think to say in the end.

      She looked troubled as she turned that over. He felt her hesitance to accept what he was saying, but also some modicum of trust in his words—like she clearly would’ve preferred to disagree but knew she didn’t possess adequate grounds on which to justly do so.

      “They are the destroyers of worlds, Nathaniel,” she finally said, her brow pinched, jin motionless. For a moment, she looked like she might say more, then she seemed to decide those words should suffice.

      He thought about pushing the issue, but he couldn’t see what good would come of it—now, or maybe ever. Because she was right. Whether Azmodeus and any other Archons out there were packing critical thinking skills or not, the Synth had to be stopped.

      “I’m just saying maybe we can’t count out the possibility that they’re capable of more coordination than we thought.”

      “Perhaps you’re right.”

      “So what do we do then? Where do we go from here?”

      “There is…” Her jin rippled as she returned from some distant thought. “… Much chaos to undo in the proximal systems, if this sector is to have any hope of defending itself as an isolated entity. The situation on Vanaheim, in particular, must be… untangled.”

      “Tell me about it,” he muttered.

      “And that’s not to mention the figurative mountains to be moved here on Asgard,” Iveera continued, as if she hadn’t heard him.

      “I could help.”

      He wasn’t sure why he felt the sudden need to point that out. Something in her words, or in the tone of her jin. Y-Sec, an isolated entity. Christ, there wasn’t even an Yggdrasil anymore.

      Iveera seemed lost in similarly dark thoughts of her own.

      “You could,” she finally said, focusing more closely on him.

      He held her gaze, uncertain what it was she was looking for in him—only that it was something.

      Then, to his surprise, she stepped forward and touched him, both with a gentle hand to the shoulder and, infinitely more shockingly, with a soft brush of her jin. The hairlike appendages cradled in around his face, surprisingly soft, and exuding warmth. More warmth than seemed possible. And beneath that warmth, a kind of peaceful, weathered sadness—so quiet, and yet so deep and aching that he found himself fighting back sudden tears.

      I should not pass so easily into your mind, Nathaniel, came her whispered voice in his head. He barely reacted at all, lost as he was in the depth of her, and in the sudden certainty that it was no wonder at all that he sometimes struggled to understand what such a mind was thinking. It was haunting, and beautiful, and a thousand other things that couldn’t even begin to be captured in the rueful smile that touched her lips as she withdrew, pressing her hand to his breast as if in farewell. “Something to work on, Ser Knight. For next time.”
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      Somehow, Iveera’s words did little to soothe Nate’s restless nerves by the time he returned to the Camelot. Especially not as he stomped up from the cargo bay to find Elsa gathering her bags, so to speak, in the main entryway as if expecting her ride to be there any minute.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said, before he could stop himself—before even checking in with Ex and Cammy to confirm that nothing had indeed changed with the blockade out there, and that no new transmissions had come in from the Imperiatus.

      There’d been no word. No change. But Elsa just showed him a solemn smile, like she was waiting for him to realize how patronizing that sounded.

      “I am the reigning Queen of Aesirheim,” she said. “There is very little that I must do. And infuriatingly much that I most probably should.”

      “Yeah, well, I know I’m new to all this and everything, but I was under the impression an Envoy relinquishes any such titles, no questions asked, unless their Knight should choose to release them from duty.”

      Her smile took on a daring edge. “You would refuse the rightful Queen of Aesirheim, Ser Arturi?”

      He searched her face, looking for some clue. “I might, if my Envoy asked it of me. I thought you wanted something else for yourself. Something different.”

      “My people need me, Nathaniel.”

      “You shouldn’t have to marry that pompous asshole.”

      “You’re very sweet,” she said, slowly cocking one devious eyebrow, “but who said anything about marriage?”

      “You’re not…?”

      “My people need me, Nathaniel. Not some fallow puppet on the arm of their would-be Supreme Overlord.”

      She watched him digest that, perfectly pleased to stand by and wait as his clunky brain attempted to maneuver the pieces into place. Pieces he was almost certain, at that moment, that she’d already thought over a thousand times by then.

      “It occurs to me,” he said slowly, tracing out the most immediately tangible of these new paths, “that the Asgardians could probably use a better friend than Phaldissus Kelkarin right about now.”

      “Oh, very much so,” she agreed with an overly contemplative look, like she hadn’t already thought this through a million times over. “One with ample resources to see to their relocation, no doubt. And now that I think of it, it mightn’t be the worst of turns, were that aid to come from a known friend of Ser Nathaniel Arturi, no?”

      Nate crossed his arms, though he failed to keep the grin at bay. “And if Phaldissus decides to take issue with all this?”

      She looked almost blissfully amused by the question, and more than a little ferocious as she answered. “Then I genuinely cannot think of any Eldari more adequate to the task of eroding his public support than the one who spurned the Great King’s matrimonial advances twice in a row.”

      He found his grin widening. “You really would’ve been an amazing Envoy, wouldn’t you?”

      She fairly beamed. “You have no idea. Now,” she added, perking and turning to go, “I’d best finish gathering my possessions.”

      “Who are you waiting for, by the way?” he asked, eyeing the haphazard pile of her belongings.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” she called, not looking back.

      “Elsa.”

      She paused and glanced back with a look of exasperation. His thoughts were elsewhere, idling on what fresh dick-swinging might be liable to unfold if the fleets of Aesirheim came rolling in to collect their queen, and on the rest of the plan that’d sounded like a match made in heaven, right up until he remembered the rest of the unfortunate details.

      “The Asgardians,” he said. “They did try to kill you, remember?”

      “Did they, though?”

      He frowned. “You found something on the attack?”

      “Hardly. But… call it a hunch. And a deepening one, at that.”

      She waved the matter away as he opened his mouth to ask.

      “Rest assured, you’ll be the first to know, should I find anything of substance.”

      “Maybe you should stay with us, all the same,” he said slowly, overly conscious of the growing unease creeping through his limbs. “Just a little longer.” Erratic splashes of cold, attacking his insides out of nowhere. The quiet certainty that none of them were safe here. That none of them would ever be safe again. “I’d be happy to take you to Aesirheim, if you’d like. I’d… I’d feel better if you’d at least let me escort you that far.”

      His hands were shaking.

      It was a small thing, but apparently not so small as to escape Elsa’s notice. She looked up as he recrossed his arms to hide it, searching his face for some clue. He held her gaze, unsettled, and trying not to show it. Then she surprised him by striding right back up to him and leaning in to kiss him gently on the cheek.

      “Do be careful out there, my brave Knight,” she said quietly, cupping lightly at the kissed cheek with one hand.

      He nodded, stuck for words, and watched her go, more than a little surprised to find he was actually going to miss her.

      At least until she stopped and turned back again.

      “On second thought… Would you terribly mind giving me a hand? I do have quite a large collection of rocks in need of hauling.”

      He blew out a chuckle, the black tension in his chest evaporating like smoke in the wind. “Don’t you mean celestial bodies?”

      “Well, we will see, won’t we?” she said, looping her arm through his as he fell in step beside her.
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      In the hours following Elsa’s departure, strange things began to happen around the Camelot.

      By far, the most obvious was the unexpected but highly welcome dispersal of Phaldissus’ royal blockade, shortly after a surprise visit from Iveera—and, to Nate’s own surprise, from Elsa too. What the two of them must’ve said to High King Kelkarin aboard the Celestari Imperiatus, Nate could only guess at. For his part, he was still just trying to figure out when Iveera and Elsa had hatched this new alliance of theirs, and why neither of them had seen fit to mention it to him until the moment Iveera showed up at the hatch to collect her royal charge.

      All that’d been left to do by that point was to watch.

      So watched he had, as the two of them had broken the blockade, turning thirty-odd capital ships home for Vanaheim. Watched he had, as the Gorgon Knight and the Eldari queen then themselves set off aboard the more-or-less mended Kalnythian Wilds, bound for the high courts of Aesirheim. Watched he had, quietly resisting the stirring undercurrents of jealousy and self-pity—and maybe even betrayal—as Iveera and Elsa had vanished on him with little more than the dignified equivalent of a see ya when we see ya.

      They must’ve had their reasons, he told himself. Neither one of them harbored him any ill will. He was almost certain of it. And yet there he remained, left behind by friend and foe alike. Adrift a few meager light-minutes away from the silent doom of the black hole that the Asgardians and everyone else seemed to have decided was his doing.

      It was hard not to stare.

      In the days since he and Iveera had fallen through that tightly-wound spacetime, dangerously close to gravitational oblivion, the black hole’s pull had begun to make itself known on the closest of the system’s three suns. Even in the past year of Alliance adventures, it was unlike anything Nate had ever seen—the mighty sun stretching for that orb of crushing blackness with its breathtaking tendrils of golden light, as if in hopes of going to live out the rest of its days as a fantastical accretion disk of fire and brilliant splendor around the growing black hole.

      It wouldn’t be so lucky, he knew. Nothing here would be.

      It was strange, to see something so vast and powerful forced to yield and bend for anything. And yet there Ginnungagap’s sun lay—dying, stretched to breaking, bleeding its radiance out to the simple yet inevitable rule of nature.

      They needed to leave this place. Needed to leave behind that cursed black hole, and all its memories of Jaeger, and Tristan, and everything else. They could’ve set course for anywhere. He could’ve moved them with a thought. Yet the hours crept by, and still they lingered, no one quite daring to ask why, everyone silently agreeing to some awkward game of make believe busyness, even though there was next to nothing to be done. Everyone waiting for something. For him, Nate knew on some level.

      Waiting for him to make up his mind, and tell them what came next. Or not, argued another scoffing voice from within. Because why should he think himself so high and important in their eyes after everything, when the air was still so clearly thick to choking with blame and heavy spirits? Perhaps it was merely an apology they were waiting for. Or perhaps a miracle. Because if Nate had come popping back to them after twenty-seven somber days, then maybe… just maybe…

      He wasn’t sure whose hopes were whose anymore. Only that the crew was in… he didn’t quite know what. Mourning didn’t even feel like the proper word. Not when they’d all had nearly a month longer than he’d had to get their heads on straight over all of it. There was sadness, absolutely. And mourning too. But it was a kind of soft death that seemed to have permeated the spaces between them. A listlessness given birth in the wake of Jaeger’s absence. Their colonel. Their leader. Gone.

      Just… gone.

      It was too much to handle right then.

      He needed to rest. Needed it more than anything.

      He should’ve been exhausted. Was exhausted. About as exhausted as he’d ever been. And yet there was a complete lack of desire for sleep from his body. Maybe it was simply that Ex had more or less broken his brain’s sleep signals for good by then, what with all the tinkering and the super sleep. But if he was being honest with himself, the real culprit was probably even more simple than errant physiology and adrenal overload. On some finicky level, it was even kind of obvious—the tricksy game of cat and mouse his own brain seemed to be playing with him, as if neither he nor Ex could see its little tricks, or the overwhelming tide lurking there just outside the light. Yet still he managed to put it off.

      It was only when Cammy began her slow nighttime dimming around the ship that Nate finally gave in and retreated from the somber quiet of the common areas to the foreboding quiet of his quarters to perform the ritualistic farce of lying down to sleep. No part of him truly expected sleep to come, and no part of him was thusly disappointed.

      For an indeterminate stretch of darkness, he lay there restless, thoroughly unable to get comfortable despite Ex’s chemical nudges and Cammy’s immaculate climate control. For his part, Nate just did his best to keep his racing mind busy with the small things, rather than the ones with real teeth. There was the small question of Tessa’s continued absence from the crew quarters, for instance, and the many lingering oddities of Ginnungagap itself. There was the mystery of the odd droppings he’d found Snuffy puzzling over earlier in the greenery, and the fact that they clearly were not coming from the refugee snargladorf who’d taken to following Nate through the corridors like he was a walking slab of fillet mignon ever since he’d returned. There was the curious, slightly unsettling conjecture that Snuffy’s mystery droppings must then have been coming from Bob’s recessed alcove in the branches above, though none of them could’ve said what exactly the Ooperian had taken to eating.

      There was the sudden piercing realization, lying in the darkness, eyes closed, that he still felt the Archon’s unforgiving manipulator arms splayed out through his insides. That he was still there. Still hung out on the Archon’s rack. Disemboweled. Draining. Dying. And there, staring him in the face—

      He surfaced from the thought with a sharp gasp, disoriented, uncertain whether he’d been asleep or not. His pillow and bedding were drenched in sweat. He threw the blankets off, welcoming the rush of cool air on feverish skin, trying to push that last image out of sight before he could dwell on it. Trying, on some level, to convince himself he hadn’t ever really seen it at all. But there was no point in pretending. Ex had already attested to what they’d seen, as Nate had driven that arcane spear into the construct’s glowing red chest amid the bones of Ginnungagap.

      His own face, staring back at him in ghostly ruby imitation.

      Neither one of them had the faintest clue what it meant—whether it had been some form of reflexive mimicry, or deliberate psychological warfare. An attempt at communication. Blind random chance. Any number of unfathomable things.

      Nate was in no mood to think about any of it.

      You do know I can give you something for the, ahh, discomfort, Ex said.

      “Feels like you already did,” Nate murmured aloud, mostly just to kill the insidious silence.

      Something more, then, Ex amended, not denying the allegations as Cammy not-so-discreetly opened the room audio to a pseudo-musical mix of gentle tones clearly intended to soothe.

      At least he’d always have the two of them. His eternal companions, always here to lend him whatever support he might need, insofar as they could even begin to figure out what it was he needed—and that it could be delivered by a pair of disembodied synthients.

      Well, someone woke up on the wrong side of the sweat bucket.

      “Sorry,” he murmured, mind already adrift again to Iveera’s ship, and to Ginnungagap, and to what the hell Blackthorne had even been doing there in the first place—what she’d meant by that “Beware the Promethean” business, and how she’d known he’d find the Wilds there out of all the countless planets in the galaxy. How she’d known any of it.

      He thought of something she’d once said aboard her ship—something about… what had she’d called it?

      The endless dance. That was it.

      He felt Ex’s touch in his mind, sharpening his recall.

      “I suspect it’s all connected,” she’d told him, back then—the strange, unshakeable pirate who’d showed up out of nowhere and dropped straight into his dreams. “It usually is.”

      The endless dance.

      The Lady. The Knights. The Synth.

      A galaxy at war.

      Nate turned over, then sighed and sat up from the sweaty bedding completely. He hunched over the side of the bed, holding his face in his hands, mind turning. Jaeger and Tristan. Blackthorne and the Wilds. Azmodeus. The Promethean. A galaxy at war.

      All connected.

      The endless dance.

      His mind drifted back to Ginnungagap, and to the note from their unknown Last LeFaye dubbing it by another name. New Avalon. The ghosts of New Avalon. He thought of the enigma of Myrr, and of the mad scientist who’d apparently created the creature. The same mad scientist who must’ve known at least something about whatever matter that monument had been forged from. And the same mad scientist who, Nate couldn’t help but think, might well have in fact gone to Ginnungagap specifically looking for the dormant Archon, some ancient history past, for gods only knew what reason.

      And then there was the matter of the monument stuff itself, and what it had done to the Archon’s swarms. Not unlike whatever it was Nate had done to the nanoswarm that’d tried to hurt Tessa, back when the Myrr creature had ambushed them. Somehow, the connection hadn’t even occurred to him until then. In the midst of everything, he’d all but forgotten about the episode of his swarm-killing battle cry.

      Isolated phenomena, Ex answered, before he could ask.

      But similar, Nate thought back. Right?

      Perhaps, Ex admitted reluctantly. Macroscopically.

      There was too much he didn’t know. Too much even Ex didn’t understand. And behind each and every gap in their knowledge, another world of unknowns waiting to knock them right back to square one—to teeter and totter until they didn’t know which way was up.

      They are the destroyers of worlds, Nathaniel.

      He felt a tinge of uneasiness at the memory of Iveera’s words. Some flickering thought of the cryptic corruption Mordred LeFaye had once struck into Nate’s and Iveera’s Excaliburs. An insidious moment’s worry that, perhaps, there was some reason beyond rattled nerves that he still felt the phantom root of Azmodeus’ manipulators splayed throughout his insides.

      He thought of the vanished Merlin, and cursed the wizard. Thought again of Iveera and Elsa’s practically casual farewell as they’d gone on ahead to meet with the Eldari high courts. Anger and festering abandonment. Betrayal that they’d left him here. That they hadn’t seen what that thing had done to his insides. Hadn’t bothered to look. Just gone on ahead. Or not ahead. Aside. Afar.

      Elsewhere.

      Elsewhere, where maybe he wasn’t intended to follow.

      Except he could nix that maybe, he knew. He felt as much in his aching bones, right next to the palpable pressure of his waiting crew. That infuriating little tingle, coaxing him along like some bastardized version of the itch before a sneeze. Except in this case… no handy, clear-cut climax.

      No sneeze.

      He sat back with a sigh, vaguely pining for a drink.

      No sneeze. Just the empty, pervasive nothingness of the black hole hiding in the rearview.

      I think maybe you should talk to someone. He felt Ex’s ghostly apparition looking up at him from his workbench over in that between place—or that higher place, perhaps. Whatever they wanted to call it, the place no longer seemed to be respecting its previous boundaries between sleeping and waking, and the look on Ex’s mustachioed face said it wasn’t going away anytime soon.

      Maybe he was losing his mind.

      “The Lady does work in mysterious ways,” Ex offered, drumming steepled fingers as he swiveled around to prop his shiny dress shoes up on the corner of Nate’s bed.

      “Just like our drunk wizard loved to say,” Nate agreed. “Right before he went and abandoned his precious Alliance to slow, painful death by total Synth invasion.”

      “Now, now. I thought we’d agreed: no sniveling after lights out.”

      “Yeah, well…”

      Nate stood, letting die the pointless stream of irritation and curses on the tip of his tongue. He didn’t mean to call the cabin lights on. Certainly hadn’t intended to summon that drink. Cammy, though, dutifully saw to both. He eyed the can of All-Day IPA she must’ve fabricated from some memory he’d subconsciously shared. A memory of State College. Of home. Except that word didn’t quite gel anymore, did it? Hadn’t for a while.

      He crossed his arms, staring down the beer, longing for a sip and yet stubbornly resistant to the idea. Beside him, Ex stirred a tumbler of brandy he’d whisked out of thin air and held it up for a delicate sniff-sniff before glancing back to Nate like shall we, then? But Nate was stuck on something else now. A flitter of memory from the rush. A whispered word from the Lady, in the moment of unraveling before Azmodeus had broken. A name.

      He looked at Ex, feeling it now even more fully.

      “Caliburn?”

      His friend paused mid-sip, conspicuously side-eyeing Nate before lowering his brandy with a peeved frown. “Hmmph,” he finally grumbled in the back of his throat. Then he vanished completely.

      “Hey,” Nate said to the empty room. “C’mon, don’t be like that. Cal.”

      Don’t you start with me, Nathaniel.

      But that IS your name, isn’t it? The proper one?

      It is A name. And any name is but a name, proper or otherwise. I daresay I am not the same entity now as I was when that name, or any other, was bestowed upon me.

      Nate stared through the empty room, not entirely sure what the reticence was about, but not exactly displeased by it either. Somehow, the name hardly seemed cut out for his companion.

      “Ex it is, then,” he said, dropping it. Ex didn’t reply, but he seemed quietly satisfied by the concession. For a second, Nate was too—almost like, in the simple agreement of a name, he’d scored some small victory.

      It lasted all of two seconds before the real world came slinking back in with all its myriad issues.

      He glanced at the bed and saw nothing but another puddle of racing thoughts and cold sweat in his future. Briefly, he reconsidered Ex’s offer of something stronger. A nice, medically induced coma didn’t sound so bad right about now. But tempting as it was, something told him that time alone was not going to cure what ailed him. The crew was waiting for something—be it his orders, or not. And whatever was working its way through him, whatever conclusion his mind was trying to arrive at, it wasn’t going away on its own.

      So, with a resigned sigh, he pulled a tunic over his bare torso and went to go stalk the halls in search of he didn’t know what. Space to think, his mind reflexively offered—as if there’d been any appreciable lack of that back there in his quiet quarters.

      Outside of those quarters, the ship was quiet in a way that had only partly to do with the subdued volume of nighttime conversation trickling through the corridors. He thought of Tessa. Wondered how she was doing since their unhappy debriefing in the common room, where she’d spent a few short minutes staring holes through him, like she didn’t quite believe he was really there at all, before finally staggering out of the room.

      He looked in the direction of her cabin, wondering what the past twenty-seven days had done to her, to all of them. Thinking to ask Cammy about it. Something thudded into the supposedly sound-dampened walls a few cabins closer, the sultry moan and muffled yet insistent thump-thump-thumping telling his sharpened ears that Pierce was, by the sounds of it, most likely decompressing with Amelia in there.

      Nate cleared his throat and moved on, trusting his feet. Not for the first time, he found them carrying him to his favorite observatory on the far side of the ship gardens where Iveera had once made her temporary home, his mind already spooling up the well-trodden paths of what-ifs and useless blame that the sight—or non-sight—of the black hole so readily brought on. He felt Ex’s thought currents—or maybe they were his own—gently tugging and nudging at the notions as he went, picking at the edges.

      He frowned at the intrusion, if that’s even what it was, and exchanged nods with a passing Snuffy. The gesture was mutually amicable, but also faintly haunted, as every move aboard the Camelot seemed to have been since he’d awoken twenty-seven days too late to do jack shit for anyone. It was hard not to see it in their every passing glance. They’d all had their time to mourn, to break it all down, play by play, over and over.

      They didn’t understand what he’d been through back there, down in the belly of the beast. How could they?

      As he entered the greenery, the snargladorf sprang up from the cluster of shrubs where she’d apparently fallen to napping and started his way with a quivering, almost apologetic energy, as if she’d failed her duties in allowing him to wander unattended. He held up a hand, gesturing for her to stay, and the snargladorf relented, settling down reluctantly at first, then dropping her head back to the lush alien grass with a plaintive sigh. Somewhere in the hidden reaches of vines and leaves above, Vampire Bob gave a soft hiss, as if in commiseration. Two refugees of a lost world. Lost for good, this time.

      He thought of Myrr, wondering, not for the first time, whether the flicker of guilt in his heart was at all founded—if maybe they could’ve helped each other from the start, if only he’d found a way to communicate with the seemingly savage creature. Preferably before it’d snatched and imprisoned most of his crew.

      Perhaps Myrr should have found the courage to simply ask for aid, if aid was what it desired, Ex said, watching Nate with crossed arms from where he’d taken apparition beside the mouth of the greenery’s burbling little brook.

      Which is to say maybe I should talk to my people about this shit before I accidentally eat a few of them in misunderstanding? Nate asked, frowning at the thinly veiled jab.

      Ex just shrugged as Nate moved on.

      The point wasn’t completely lost on him. He just needed time to think.

      So easy to keep telling himself that. So hard to put his finger on what it was he was meant to be thinking about.

      Maybe he should’ve opened up to Iveera more completely, told her just how deeply that thing had torn into him. Told her about the look in Jaeger’s eyes in those last moments. If anyone could’ve understood, it was her. But then, he hadn’t quite known himself just how rattled he’d been until he’d tried to lay down in a dark room alone. In reality, she’d probably seen it more clearly than he had when she’d touched him with her empathic abilities back on the Wilds. She’d seen whatever was lurking inside him. Seen it with six-hundred-plus years of life wisdom to which he wasn’t privy. And she’d done as she’d seen fit.

      She must’ve had her reasons.

      Her, the Lady, and maybe even the Merlin. Hell, maybe even Azmodeus.

      The endless dance. A galaxy at war. Everyone with their reasons.

      It occurred to him that he, personally, was utterly without reason. A drifting cog, waiting for the teeth of fate, or the Lady, or anyone else to lock back into his grooves and tell him how to turn. And maybe that was it, right there. Maybe Iveera hadn’t intended to leave him behind at all, but rather to set him free. Free to do whatever it was he needed to do. Of course, he didn’t have the faintest fucking clue what that was. But he felt like maybe the universe was nudging him in a direction anyway, as he stepped into the observatory and found Emily Carter standing there.

      The medic was staring out the wide viewport, arms crossed, rigid as ever. He hadn’t seen the steel leave her posture since Iveera had dragged him aboard.

      For one unadmirable iota of a second, he actually wondered if maybe he could simply slide back out of sight before she turned—if maybe she hadn’t noticed him at all. Past that iota, it became evident she had noticed, and was waiting for him to do just that. To make like a tree, and bugger the fuck off.

      Maybe it would’ve been the decent thing to do. Certainly, it would’ve been the easy thing. But all Nate could think of, standing there, was what Jaeger had asked him back down on Ginnungagap, while the others had slept.

      You care? Enough to do anything?

      He still wasn’t sure what Jaeger had been trying to tell him through those questions—still wasn’t sure he’d been trying to tell him anything at all, other than that maybe their people came first, always. The team first. Then the mission. And then, if possible, himself. Jaeger’s Three-Tier Hierarchy of Leadership Priorities, Nate ventured, all too aware of the weight of Jaeger’s ghost watching him from the corner of his mind.

      Truth be told, Nate wasn’t sure what the man would’ve wanted of him right then. He let out a long breath, all the same, and went to join the woman who, by his estimate, had probably loved Jaeger as much as she disliked Nate.

      Carter didn’t say a word as he stepped up beside her. Didn’t even look at him. For a long while, he tried to find the right words. Then she surprised him, and broke the silence first.

      “This is war,” she said, her voice quiet, distant.

      “I…” He wasn’t sure what to make of that. He’d never figured out how to read her. But he thought he got the gist, anyway. “It wasn’t in vain, Emily,” he told her, turning to face her. “I want you to know that. If he hadn’t done what he did…” He shook his head, choked off at the thought of it. “I just want you to know that I’m never going to let something like this happen ag—”

      She moved fast. Grabbed him by the collar and yanked down before he knew what was happening, moving with clever leverages that short-circuited all his considerable strength and left him stooped down at her level. He could’ve straightened, then. Could’ve thrown her across the room. He stayed frozen. The look in her eyes was pure fury. He hadn’t a doubt she would’ve punched him in the face if she hadn’t known damn well she’d been trading a broken hand for little real damage.

      “This is war,” she growled, jabbing at his heart three times. “This. This in here.” She shoved him back. “You remember this feeling, Arturi. And the next time you go flying us off into the piss—The next time you start thinking you’ve got it all under control…”

      She took two hot breaths, as if preparing to spit pure venom. Then something died in her, and that fury receded, iron jaw and burning eyes melting down to something hollow and empty.

      “You remember this,” she said quietly. “You remember that the price we pay, it’s not up to you in the end.”

      He stood there breathless, not knowing what to say. Wanting to defend himself. To apologize. But it was all worthless. Deflection and denial.

      He straightened instead, standing tall as he met her eyes. “I’ll remember.”

      She held his gaze, sizing up his words, and finally nodded, accepting his declaration if not quite applauding it. She turned to leave. Paused.

      “He wanted it this way, you know,” she said. Then she was gone.

      He didn’t know. Stood there for a long time after she’d left, not knowing. Not even sure he wanted to. Not all that sure about anything, other than that he needed to sleep. Needed to mend the gaping hole that lingered beneath the mended flesh of his chest and heart, festering with Azmodeus’ dark spirit, and Jaeger’s sacrifice, and a thousand other things he didn’t understand.

      He needed someone to understand.

      Eventually, his feet saw their way to moving again. Something moving through him. Something other. Like his brain had kicked on the backup life support and gently pushed him aside to take the controls. He felt Death following him down the corridor. Felt Azmodeus lurking in the shadows. Told himself he’d take that coma now, like it or not. That everything would look clearer in the morning.

      Except it wasn’t his quarters that his feet had delivered him too, when he came to from his trance, reaching for the control panel.

      A moment of hesitation. A muted sense that he shouldn’t be here. Then his fingers brushed the panel, the door hissed open, and there she was.

      “I didn’t know where else to… I should’ve knocked.”

      Tessa watched him from the bed, where she sat propped up with pillows, an unlit tablet cast aside on the blankets beside her. It occurred to him that there must’ve been some reason she was awake at this hour, right around the same time it hit him that she hadn’t been the only one doing the avoiding since his untimely resurrection. Since well before that.

      He knew exactly what he’d come here for. And so did she, watching him from the bed, waiting for him to say it. Waiting like she’d be damned if she had to spell it out for him.

      He wished she’d tell him, anyway. Wished anyone would.

      He felt heavy, standing there in the open doorway. Felt dirty and torn. Death clinging to the air around him. The Archon’s bloody rack spliced through his screaming insides. The crushing stretch of gravitation, tearing him to pieces, again and again. Here, in a tired quagmire of bad choices. There, in the searing flash of Jaeger’s last moment, and in the friends he hadn’t yet thought to call on the far side of armageddon.

      “I know where we need to go,” he heard himself say, surprised to find in that moment that he actually did. Surprised because the words only felt that much more like a betrayal in light of the fact—and because they weren’t at all what he’d come here to say. He didn’t need anyone to tell him that.

      Tessa searched his face, weighing his words, looking, of all things, nervous as she bit her lip and reached for the blankets. “Tomorrow,” she said, setting the tablet aside, drawing the blankets back. Watching him. Waiting. It wasn’t a question.

      He felt heavy. Felt dirty and torn. Lost for home.

      Death at his back. Nothing but uncertainty ahead.

      “Tomorrow,” he agreed, his voice barely a whisper.

      Then he stepped into the room, and closed the door behind him.
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      The Trogarran heat was sweltering in the high noon sun. The smells of Troglodan musk and excrement mixing with those of sun-baked clay and the charred meats of the street vendors to yield something that might’ve been akin to what his distant ancestors had once known, on those occasions they’d left their fair city of Atlantis to walk among the mud-and-dirt squalor of the ancient Terran villages.

      That, plus an extra point-six standard gees.

      Calum Statecaste pulled his rough hood tight, feeling the added strain of the Trogarran gravity with each movement, and ensured the thin film of the ID scrambler was still activated and in place. There were reasons beyond the olfactory that he’d taken great pains to rarely make such meetings in person. But great pains were at no shortage throughout the galaxy at the moment, and extenuating times—not to mention skittish contacts—called for extenuating methods. Still, he decided, wrinkling his nose at the sight of the ramshackle grog house for which he was apparently bound, that hardly made any of this any less unpleasant.

      The place was a shit hole.

      Perhaps that was appropriate, though, given the nature of what he’d come here to do.

      Not for the first time, he wondered whether the Lady or any other divine being would have words of reckoning for him, when all was said and done. Only time and context would tell. The Troglodans’ holy Destroyer godhead, for instance—represented in fearsome, fifty-meter high detail in the nearby town square—would no doubt be sporting the most turgid of arousals for Calum’s audacious plans. Perhaps, Calum reflected with a wry grin beneath his scrambler, he would do well to visit the temple and convert while he was here.

      But business first—aether take them all.

      It was true that everything had changed. And yet so too had nothing.

      He hadn’t come all this way, hadn’t fled the mother of all Synth invasions, just to lose his stomach now. He wouldn’t have made it at all, had it not been for the timely warning from his dear Amelia Sundercaste, and her words of the great battle gone horribly wrong in the far reaches of the Asgard system. Fifteen minutes later, and his shuttle would’ve gone down with the entirety of Forge Station. Ten minutes later, and he never would’ve escaped the incoming wave of the swarms and made it out of C-Sec alive. The relay system had gone down galaxywide approximately thirteen seconds after he’d cleared the jump to G-Sec.

      If anything, perhaps it wasn’t the Lady’s scorn he was incurring, but rather her grace. Perhaps it was her work he was doing here. Who was to say? Who, but the very Merlin who’d not only failed but blatantly refused, time and time again, to so much as lift a finger for the Alliance he had once—in a time none but his own loyal Knights now recalled—called his own?

      No. Calum couldn’t lose his nerve now. Not with the galaxy unraveling around them. Not with the brutal acts of violence he’d had to employ even just to get here, to the stinking streets of Trogarra.

      It hadn’t been an easy trip.

      Chaos and uncertainty, all around. Spreading. Breeding.

      Inside, the grog house was far cleaner than one might’ve expected, and yet somehow every bit as rank. Troglodans. Grunting, mouth-breathing, gas-spewing Troglodans. Belching and farting and drinking their grog by the buckets. A few off-worlders, too, here and there. Some of them—maybe most of them—shrouded like Calum. An illegal, scantily clad Gorgon slave moved in the large dangling cage at the center of the room, not quite dancing to the rhythmic percussions of the pulsing Trogarran drumbeat so much as obediently shuffling back and forth, like her survival depended on it. No one seemed to mind that her jin had shriveled along with her emaciated body, or that her blue eyes had faded and gone cloudy. This was not a place for appreciating the finer minutiae of beautiful things.

      For a moment, Calum paused, and allowed some deep part of himself to burn with its righteous indignation. Then he calmly slid the lid back over that naive little fool of a boy, and began to scan the room more closely for his contact. Someday—perhaps someday soon—he’d have the strength to make it right. To make it all right. But until then…

      There.

      His contact waited at the bar, neon blue drink raised in greeting, grinning the way only a Satyrian could.

      Slimy bastards.

      Calum stowed his disgust right next to that naive indignation and all its noble friends, and set off through the raucous crowd. No one paid him any mind. Not in this place. It had been a different story out on the more respectable streets of the so-called Bone City. But here… Here, no one asked questions beyond that most universal of necessities: for how much?

      An armored fortress of a treasury, in need of robbing? For how much?

      A dearly beloved relative, in need of a mid-sleep strangling? For how much?

      Illegal slave hands, and sex trafficking, and any other depravity one could dream of?

      For how much? asked that shit-eating Satyrian grin, as Calum drew up to the bar, keeping his scrambled visage front and center, as if discretion was of any real concern here.

      Someday, things would be different. But for now, he told himself, perhaps he’d do well to cease deluding himself that he was somehow any better than these cretins for the simple fact that he did what he did for the good of all. Or for the good of the empire, at least.

      “Powerful tidings from the land of the golden gods,” said his shit-eating Satyrian channel broker, likewise keeping it front and center as he gestured to the Troglodan barkeep for another round of his neon blue concoction. “Though”—the Satyrian shot a sideways grin Calum’s way—“though, I have heard whispers on the net that some in present company mightn’t be so inclined as to go shedding tears over any misfortune of Asgard’s.”

      It was a minor irritation, that any such personal detail of Calum’s inner life had managed to become attached to his shadow persona. Briefly, he considered making some pithy comment to disperse the notion. Pointing out, perhaps, that his lacrimal ducts would never again waste moisture on anything, save for what was strictly required to keep his eyes functioning. But that would only be another breadcrumb. A potentially narrowing clue to the possibility that he, the man behind the scrambler, had either been born to one of the physically toughened castes or, as was actually the case, had at some point paid for a full-scale genetic survival upgrade on a black market of another kind.

      “I didn’t come here for small talk, Dehvo,” he said instead, keeping his scrambled face forward.

      He felt the Satyrian studying him, all pretenses of discretion dropped, no doubt searching for any chink in his armor—any clue that might lead him closer to Calum’s actual identity. Within the folds of his loose robe sleeve, Calum found himself rubbing together forefinger and thumb, by no means intending to activate the microdermal patch of gintari toxin there, but glad for its presence, anyway. Yet another black market upgrade—one of several—he’d accrued here and there for rainy days and extenuating circumstances.

      There’d be no need to kill Dehvo the shit-eating Satyrian, now or probably ever. But it was a comfort to remind himself how easily he could, and quite untraceably so, at but the pinch and scrape of a finger.

      “’Course not,” the Satyrian finally said, turning back to his fresh drink with a frustrated air, sliding a second hyperblue drink flute Calum’s way without a glance. “Business is business, and it’s said the Promethean waits for no man.”

      Calum eyed the drink disinterestedly, not deigning to comment. In the mirror behind the bar, he scanned the grog house, not expecting any trouble, but alert nonetheless. Briefly, his eyes paused on that poor, swaying Gorgon. Dehvos was watching as he returned his attention to the bar. Watching like, even past the scrambler, the Satyrian had sensed the focus of Calum’s gaze.

      “Care to wet your appetite after the fact?” he asked, nodding to a few of the barely-dressed servers zipping around the place before settling, rather pointedly, on the emaciated Gorgon center of room. “That one’s new. Ish. Be grateful for a break from the cage, I’d wager. For the right price.”

      “No, thank you.”

      Dehvo only barely seemed to hear him. “You ever touched tips with an empath, friend? She’s good. Was training to be one of them Kalnythian priestesses before they nabbed her out on one of those backwater missionary affairs. Can you imagine? Bending the knee to the almighty one minute, only to—”

      “I said no,” Calum said—or maybe growled—far more heatedly than he’d intended. He was too disgusted with this place. Too disgusted with this peddler of vices, and with the creeping sparks of arousal tingling through him at the thought of having that sad, beaten Gorgon in some dark, dirty backroom. Of squeezing her to the edge of her once-noble life with the building pleasure of each thrust. He felt the sharp grounding of his nails digging into his palms. The ghost of Talie’s memory, staring him in the face.

      Fires on all sides. Chaos and uncertainty, even from within.

      He must be stronger than that.

      “Where is the emissary, Dehvo?”

      “Fourth chamber on the right. Promethean.”

      Somehow, the Satyrian packed more meaning into that single word than they’d exchanged in the entire conversation. It was a jab of controlled heat, a counter thrust of professional courtesy—or lack thereof. A slap on the wrist and a delectable bite of uninvited knowing, all condensed into four syllables. It was enough to tighten Calum’s fists, even as it curled his lips in a kind of savage grin. Two animals of very different natures, momentarily acknowledging their begrudging respects for one another.

      “Payment pending, then,” Calum said, pushing back from the bar to go.

      “Be still, my heart,” Dehvo grunted, turning back to his drink and dismissing Calum from awareness with an impressive finality. It was good he did. Better that the Satyrian didn’t clock the awkward transition as Calum readjusted his gait to the overbearing Trogarran gravity.

      The last glimpse he caught of the Satyrian, before rounding past the rear corner of the bar, was of Dehvos plucking Calum’s untouched drink from the polished surface and throwing it back in a single glug. Probably not poisoned, then. Though Satyrians did boast rather preposterous immunities to such things. Still. A curious creature, that Dehvos. Undeniably despicable. But reliably useful, too.

      Calum turned his thoughts to the matter at hand, as he continued down the hallway behind the bar, passing beneath the sweeper hood and its armed Troglodan guards. They had the look of small-time thugs about them. Calum kept his focus ahead, paying no mind to the privacy chambers he passed on either side. He wouldn’t have seen or heard much but incoherent buzzing if he had. That was the entire point.

      At the fourth chamber on the right, he stopped and palmed the panel, requesting access. There was only a slight pause before the humming shroud dematerialized, revealing the small, dim booth and the shadowy figure situated within.

      The emissary was not what he’d expected, but only insofar as he hadn’t actually known what to expect.

      To say the Svartalf appeared cold and deadly was merely to say that she was, in fact, a Svartalf. The dark elves of Nidavellir had always stirred a certain something in his nethers. Not uneasiness, exactly. Just, perhaps, an alertness to the presence of unerring threat. They were killers. Almost without exception.

      The Svartalf at the table didn’t look to be any different. The dark edges of her face sharp and hardened in the shadows. The unbroken blacks of her eyes unsettlingly deep as she turned his way. It was something about the eyes, Calum decided. Something far more alien in those empty black pits than even in the buzzing orange sparks of an Androtta’s so-called eyes.

      It certainly said something, he decided, settling across from her, that she hadn’t bothered to hide her face behind a scrambler. He just wasn’t yet certain what. Perhaps she was merely a puppet of a puppet, one whose masters had faith her lowly anonymity would pose no problem to them were she to be identified. Or perhaps she simply had no intention of letting him leave here alive, once their business concluded.

      This one, very much unlike Dehvos the Satyrian, skipped the preamble and jumped right in before he had much time to worry about it.

      “Unwise speak of such things, where Knight’s planet concerned.”

      She spoke with the same harsh, guttural tones he’d come to expect in his few encounters with Svartalf kind—a broken, almost angry timber that always seemed to defy the translators’ attempts at smoothing things out, grammatically or otherwise. Most Svartalfs didn’t bother learning Common. They were too much outsiders. And an outsider was exactly what this one looked like as she spoke, dark eyes flitting around the booth as if the walls themselves might be listening. He might’ve wondered himself, if his own sweeper implants hadn’t been reading clean across the board.

      “I happen to know for a fact that it won’t be a problem,” he said, thinking of Amelia’s latest update from the Camelot. “Not for quite some time, at least,” he added, pulse quickening, despite everything, at the thought of Amelia herself, and at the way she’d edged him on when last they’d coupled, eyes wide, bloodshot, choking rough encouragement past the crush of his fingers on that perfect throat of hers.

      “Speak plain, Atlantean. What you propose?”

      “Not to imply any disrespect,” he replied, chiding himself the moment’s distraction, “but I believe you’re asking the wrong question.”

      The Svartalf was impassive beneath her dark hood. It was only as the edge of her robe shifted that he noticed her slender fingers tracing the pale edge of a shadow blade beneath. He resisted the urge to twitch, to even think about reaching for his own defenses, limited as they were. The sweepers should’ve spotted the weapon. The fact that he was still alive seemed to suggest she merely wanted him to know that. A test, just like all the others. Just like the legendary pirate, daring him to flinch. Just like the impotent threats of that failure of a shiny imbecile Phaldissus Kelkarin, sitting on his throne of lies and patricide.

      All of them pawns in a game they didn’t even know they were playing.

      The only question was whether he was, too.

      “Enlighten,” the Svartalf finally said, leaning back just a hair in the booth seating. He felt his genitals descend back down from his stomach as the brim of her cloak fell over the pale spectre of the shadow blade.

      “The question you should be asking,” Calum said, stowing all traces of uncertainty and leaning forward into the dim light, planting his hands well within throat-slitting range of the well-primed killer before him, “is what your kingdom will do first, once you possess your very own Excalibur.”
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      I always thought Andarius Meyerwitz was an unbridled genius. I wasn’t wrong.

      The first time I met him was… well, I’m not partial to the word, but in this case, it feels appropriate: the man is intoxicating. He has this air about him. This magnetism. Perhaps it’s in part to do with the recent whisperings around his name, but I wouldn’t be so sure. You meet the man, and you can’t help but get the feeling that he’s going to change the galaxy, change the Alliance. Change life as we know it.

      Sometimes—most times, given all that gravitas—I can barely believe he chose me (little old me) to help him here on this new expedition. Granted (and you may find it hard to believe after all of this pod girl blathering), I am gifted with a highbred scientific mind. One ostensibly approved of by Andarius Meyerwitz himself, in addition to however many of my certs you care to count. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here. I think.

      Truth be told, my friends back on Triton warned me against joining this expedition. They were still availed of the notion that Master Meyerwitz is in some manner of disgrace in the wake of his recent parting with the Castors’ Guild. And admittedly, there may be some inkling of truth to that idea, depending on which circles you orbit—and on just how much perspective those circles lack.

      I understand that my friends are concerned. I understand that, by conventional standards, aligning myself with an ex-Guildsman might well be construed as premature career suicide. But the idea that Andarius Meyerwitz doesn’t know what he’s doing out here? The idea that, further (as my friends posited), he might have in fact lied about his several thousand applicants to the nine of us he did choose to come here?

      That’s preposterous.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d say my friends back on Triton are jealous.

      Jealous of little old Bellafina, skipping her initiate years to go jaunting off with the most brilliant mind the Castor’s Guild has ever known. Jealous of how future generations will leave the pod knowing our names, and not theirs.

      Just plain jealous.

      But that’s all behind us, now—quite literally, maybe, until Toma and the other techs figure out what it was that scrambled the Intrepid’s instruments on the way down. Still. There are far worse places to be stuck in standby.

      This planet—I won’t say which planet, at this point, for the safety of the mission. But this planet… This planet is beautiful. As beautiful as it is exotic. And maybe just a bit dangerous, too. Which isn’t to say any of the local fauna seem to pose any direct threat. They don’t, as far as we can tell. Or haven’t yet, at least. It’s just that… well, maybe it’s just the new-world jitters, but there’s something strange about this place. Kind of surreal.

      I don’t really know how to explain it, other than to say that I can feel something in the air. Something almost… well, I don’t want to go all mystical on you here in my very first journal log, but suffice it to say, we all felt something as we set about unpacking the ship and laying out the autoassembler. Maybe we can chalk it up to whatever scrambled the Intrepid’s instruments. The EM chatter is off the charts in this place. Enough so that we’re all a bit worried about data collection. The facility shielding can only dampen so much, and it doesn’t take much noise to ruin good data. Toma seems pretty confident about his ability to boost the shielding once we’re up and running. Says it shouldn’t be a problem to filter out any background noise anyway, seeing as it appears to be pretty stable here at the base of the mountain where we’re setting up camp.

      Lady knows, I’ve had plenty of other headaches to worry about today, unpacking the animals from their hibernation cubbies. Though, I have to say, it is a bit easier when all the subjects aren’t adorable little rodents and fluffy bunnies, like you get in prelims. Even those vat grown dummy sacks always used to throw me for a loop. (You know, for purely existential reasons. No one’s calling those things cute.) Point is, though, it’s a lot easier to focus on the present and forget about all those finicky moral questions squirming at the back of your mind when each and every one of your subjects could tear your throat out in a second flat, without a hint of remorse.

      Predators.

      I’ve never seen so many species of predators all gathered in one place—most of them apex for their respective worlds, or close to it. Then there’s the woman. The one we’re not supposed to ask about. Or, you know, the one everyone’s afraid to ask about, at least. The one no one’s allowed to talk to. The one who, despite all attempts to keep her reasonably comfortable in her cargo bay cabin, definitely seems to be a prisoner.

      I don’t know who she is, or what she did, but Master Meyerwitz has made it abundantly clear that she is a criminal of the highest order, and an extremely dangerous one at that. That speaking to her, if any of us were foolish enough to attempt it, would quite likely be the last mistake we ever made.

      I’d say no one quite knows what to make of that, but, well… I guess I’d rather not think about that right now. I’d rather not think about her at all, if it’s all the same to you. There’s work to be done. Important work. It’s just that I can’t stop seeing her in my head. Callous as it might sound, I wish we would’ve thought to obfuscate her cabin windows.

      She watched my every move as I worked today. Just stood there, still as anything. I swear, she never even blinked. And something in her eyes. I know it’s ridiculous—I know she’s just some criminal, hardly a rarity—but there’s something about that woman that’s far more unnerving than the cargo bay full of bloodthirsty predators she spent our voyage cabined next to. A force of presence, you might call it.

      It was almost like she was trying to talk to me with her eyes alone.

      It was almost like I was starting to hear her.

      I don’t want to think about it right now. Like I said. Bad enough that I spent most of dinner just trying to keep my hands from shaking. I honestly couldn’t tell you whether it was new world jitters or just my nervous system trying to shed off an entire afternoon spent wrangling deadly animals. Either way, it’s enough to make me wonder whether I’m cut out for this position after all. And if it’s enough to make me wonder, well… I’m already one of the most junior researchers out here. I don’t need to give anyone any additional reason to start sharing my doubts.

      Not that Master Meyerwitz was there tonight to notice, anyway.

      We were all a little surprised by his departure this afternoon. Not even halfway through unpacking, and the autoassembler bonds still setting, and off goes our brave leader on a backpack trek—headed, he briefly informed us, to go have a look at that mountain. Granted, it’s only a few klicks away, but still. I guess I’m just surprised it couldn’t wait until tomorrow. Or maybe I’m surprised he took Selena—whose credentials, aside from her impressively formed ass, no one seems clear on. He took Selena, and no one else. Just the two of them, and some overnight provisions, and barely a word of explanation.

      I shouldn’t be jealous. I’m not.

      What I am is curious. Because how could I not be?

      For one thing, none of us really knows what we’re doing here without him. We all have our individual parts, yes, and we all know the broad strokes of the mission. But without Master Meyerwitz’s guiding vision… Strange for him to step out at this stage, is all. Even for an afternoon. Except there’s the overnight gear, and the fact that they haven’t yet returned. Which, granted, the place does seem safe enough, but I know I personally wouldn’t be in any hurry to go wilderness camping my first night on a strange new planet. Lady only knows what could be lurking out there, in the dark. And then there’s Selena, which… Hmph.

      I shouldn’t be jealous. I’m sure Master Meyerwitz has his reasons beyond the obvious. It’s not as if he would need to sneak away to enjoy Selena, or any of the rest of us. Yes, he made it clear from the outset that there is no room for pregnancies on this voyage—a superfluous warning, given that those of us capable of bearing had already agreed to shut down our cycles prior to leaving—but that of course hasn’t rendered social coupling off the table. The group dynamic has been healthy enough since the voyage began. A bit stiff, at first, as is to be expected, but we’ve warmed to a pleasant level of intimacy these past weeks—except for the fact that Master Meyerwitz has yet to join us.

      And so, too, has Selena, now that I’m thinking about it. Except as a spectator. It’s strange. We all prefer a night to ourself, every now and again, certainly. Now, though, I can’t help but wonder…

      Ah, but listen to me, huffing and puffing and flirting with rumor like some jealous pod girl. There’s no reason to fret about any of this. I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t have loved the chance to pick Master Meyerwitz’s brain all alone, just the two of us. But no matter. We have important work to do, and I can only imagine there will be plenty of opportunities in the months to come.

      Ten of us, here on a fresh new world, unpopulated but for the host of specimens—not to mention the dangerous criminal—we brought along. The mission? To push beyond the shackles of the Castors’ Guild and unlock the future of the Atlantean genome.

      No pressure, right?

      Not at all.

      For now, though, I guess I can finally say it officially, since you’ll find no mention of it on any chart in the galaxy:

      Welcome to New Avalon.

      

      ###

      

      Master Meyerwitz was in fine spirits when he and Selena finally returned—five days later.

      I shouldn’t balk. Master Meyerwitz is an unbridled genius, with dreams and plans beyond our comprehension. I should be—I am—grateful for the chance to be here at all. Meanwhile, though, the rest of us did just spend five days sitting around here like initiates, running and rerunning equipment checks and calibrations. For my part, that mostly looked like running health checks and hammering out feeding routines for our specimens, and doing my best to avoid eye contact with our tagalong inmate while delivering her twice daily meals through the containment-level hatch seal. I suppose it’s what I’m here to do anyway, but somehow it felt like a far less productive use of my time, with the rest of the team stalling around the facility, waiting for our brave leader to return.

      But returned, he has. And it seems he and Selena have come bearing gifts.

      The details of their outing remain rather maddeningly scant, other than a few vague remarks that they were searching for some manner of “specimens” out there. The pleased look on Selena’s faux-demure face makes me think she must’ve coaxed out a few specimens of her own, out there in the cold nights. But who’s to say whether that’s just my imagination talking? We all want Master Meyerwitz. You can feel it pent-up behind every thrust and shudder of our nightly couplings, sad and half-hearted here, frustrated and desperate there.

      Selena finally joined our throng last night, after they returned, and took the brunt of these frustrations—to quite a sensational extent, I admit—but I get the feeling that the group won’t truly be at ease until Master Meyerwitz gifts us with his presence. Then again, I’m not sure any of us should be holding our breaths for that moment. Master Meyerwitz has always struck me as a man of singular focus—as I believe most great minds are, when ensconced in a worthy problem. But since they’ve returned, what few glimpses I’ve caught of him have been those of a man possessed.

      I still don’t understand what it is they found out there. With the potential exemption of whatever was in the magnetic containment case that must’ve gone straight to Master Meyerwitz’s private quarters, the rest of what they hauled back looks, to my eyes, to be nothing more than plain rocks. Raw granite, if I had to guess. But then, seeing how intent Master Meyerwitz is on these samples, there has to be something more to it. Something I’m missing.

      He says these samples—most assuredly not mere rocks—are the key to everything we hope to accomplish here with the New Avalon Initiative. I don’t know what to make of it, and I’m pretty sure the others still don’t, either. But I suppose that’s why we’re here, isn’t it? We believe in Andarius Meyerwitz. We believe in his mission, and we believe in his mind.

      If I came here expecting him to spell out his every move to me, well, then I guess that’s my fault.

      

      ###

      

      The work is underway. Officially.

      As much as it felt like we got off to a slow start, what with our five day game of wait-and-see, I have to say, once we did get moving, well… granted, my experience is somewhat limited, but I’ve never seen a team come together so fast, or with such dedication. There I was, prattling on about team coupling and Master Meyerwitz’s touch when it turns out all we ever really needed was his brain, and his drive. We needed a mission, and we got it.

      Some days, I still can’t believe I get to see what I’m seeing.

      I mean, I’ve seen chimeras before. In theory, at least. We studied several models throughout training, and were required to lay programming for our own custom constructs in prelims. But this is different. To see the rended flesh rejoined in mismatched order, to watch in real time as our modifications take root and proliferate, turning those discrepant pieces into a bold new whole that is unquestionably more than the sum of its parts…

      At first, I found it almost more horrifying than mesmerizing. The more I work with them, though—the more I get used to them and see that they’re not suffering at all but rather thriving beyond all preexisting limits…

      It’s beautiful.

      They’re beautiful.

      I tell this to Master Meyerwitz one day, at our weekly check-in, and it’s like I’ve flipped a switch I never even knew was there. It’s like it’s the first time he’s ever heard me. His brilliant eyes snap to me, seeing me for the first time, it feels like. It’s pure electricity. And then he smiles, and I melt, and I’m melting now, just thinking about it.

      He took me that day, then and there, right in front of our creations. Finally, he took me, and finally, I knew that this wasn’t a mistake—that I’m exactly where I want to be. Where I’m meant to be.

      The only stain on the memory?

      The dark eyes of that cursed woman, watching me from the adjacent cell through every passionate moment of it.

      

      ###

      

      The woman tried to speak to me again today.

      Well, scratch that. Because speak implies vocalization, and aside from a few bouts of manic screaming here and there—utterly inaudible through the soundproofed walls of her… well, her cell—there’s been none of that. No. She hasn’t spoken. Not to me, not to anyone.

      But she is communicating.

      Or trying to, at least.

      I don’t know how to explain it without sounding crazy. Needless to say, I haven’t mentioned this to Toma or any of the others. But it’s, well… I don’t know. She just stands there, relentless, watching me day in and day out from beneath that increasingly tangled rat’s nest of black hair.

      She’s still eating her daily rations for now—for some reason, I actually feel like I should be grateful about that—but only the food that isn’t drugged. The few times Master Meyerwitz ordered her sedated through dietary means, she sniffed the pharmaceuticals out like… well, I don’t know what. Too simple to compare her heightened senses to that of a hound. Too tempting to dismiss the rest of the strange picture she’s showed me, bit by bit, these past weeks.

      I don’t know why. Why me. Why anything. But I couldn’t look away when she showed me this latest piece. I guess I was curious. I’ve often seen her resting her hand over her belly these past months, almost like one might expect of a mother with child. How could I not be curious? But if she’s with child, well… I don’t know whose, or what kind.

      Regardless, I admit: I didn’t want to look away, as she tugged her tunic up, revealing the smooth, granular muscles beneath. Something dangerously irresistible in the way she moved. Dextrous fingers sliding over pale flesh. Then I caught the first glimpse of the inky black lines tracing their way across her lean abdomen, like the tendrils of some alien infection—like nothing I’ve ever seen. And there, at the heart of those reaching tendrils: a shard of pure darkness embedded in her abdomen, like some great black thorn.

      I still don’t know what I was looking at.

      In a way, even more so than the abnormality itself, it was almost… I don’t know… upsetting, I guess. Upsetting, to realize that the woman I’ve spent months… well, deliberately avoiding, I suppose. But still. Upsetting, to suddenly realize she’d been hiding this, this thing right there, underneath her surface all along.

      I know that’s kind of ridiculous. Especially given that, lest we forget, I don’t actually know the first thing about this woman. I don’t even know her name, for Lady’s Grace. But there you have it. I feel what I feel, and what I felt today was shocked, and upset, and… well, I don’t know what.

      It was only at the sounds of sniffing from behind me that I realized the rest of the room, all our assorted subjects, had gone unusually silent. Only then that I realized our mysterious woman wasn’t showing all of this to me, at all. She was showing it to our chimera. The one Master Meyerwitz has taken to calling Myrr. And Myrr seemed to be listening. Watching. I don’t know what.

      Somehow, they were communicating. I’m almost sure of it.

      All of this, I realized only as her eyes shifted to mine, catching me standing there like some gaping pod girl. I couldn’t look away. Something in her eyes held me there, reeling me in, as she pulled her tunic higher, higher, showing more of the flesh I hadn’t realized until then that I wanted. Tainted flesh. Scarred. Beautiful, just like the others. But it was the look in her eyes that truly held me. Amused and vibrant. Playful, and seductive, and just a bit mad.

      I think she might be a LeFaye.

      The thought struck me out of nowhere.

      A LeFaye witch.

      It fits. But it’s also crazy. I know it’s crazy. I know they all died with Avalon—Avalon proper—when the Synth struck. And it’s nine hells of a shame, at that. The most ambitious experiment in the stuffy history of the Castors’ Guild—maybe even in the history of the Atlantean Empire—ended in a blink by those mindless Synth bastards. As if the Castors had needed any more of an excuse to tighten their rectums and return to the straight and narrow for good. Genetic engineering and sterile vat births are the future, they say. The whole future, simple as that, and never mind what spectacular mysteries of nature we might miss out on, laying matters wholly into their hands.

      So, maybe it’s not so crazy. A LeFaye witch? I don’t know. But dire as the alternative is—the slow death of Atlantean potential, and ultimately of Atlantean superiority, at the hands of our frightened Castors’ Guild… Maybe it’s not so crazy at all. Maybe it’s exactly why Master Meyerwitz brought her here.

      Maybe that’s why it’s the New Avalon Initiative. Not because of the progressive nature of what we’re doing here—not just because of it—but also because of who we brought here with us. And if any of this is true—which, admittedly, seems about as likely as my sprouting a second head tomorrow… But still. If it is true, well then I can’t help but wonder…

      You know what? It doesn’t bear saying.

      Clearly, whatever else she might be, the woman is insane. And we have important work to do.

      Crazy or not, I think I have to tell Master Meyerwitz about what’s happening between our subjects.

      It’s the right thing to do.

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      I’m, um…

      I’m pregnant.

      I’m… pregnant.

      Blackened hands, but I don’t know how else to say it—you know, aside from the rather obvious, “This shouldn’t be possible, and what in nine hells is happening here?”

      Yes, I have joined the others in the evening couplings. To do otherwise would be plainly antisocial to the team, not to mention physiologically maddening to myself. And yes, there were the dreams too. Strange dreams, about her. But dreams are dreams, LeFaye witchcraft or no. And besides all that, my cycle has been shut down ever since we left Triton. I’ve taken Master Meyerwitz’s original directive to heart, concerning progeny. I haven’t even let any of the males finish inside of me, much to their occasional chagrin. I might’ve considered it, had Master Meyerwitz ever been so inclined, but he, um… well, he is oddly protective of his genetic materials. He never even came to completion that day in the chimera lab with the witch watching. Sometimes, it’s almost as if he fears one of us might be of a mind to use his seed to our own ends, were he to shed it too casually. A moot point, it seems, given that procuring a hair or skin sample would not be all that hard in our current living conditions. But moot points seem to be the theme for the day.

      Here I am, trying to talk my way out of hard facts.

      I’m pregnant.

      How?

      How did this—

      /

      /

      ENTRY CORRUPTED

      

      ###

      

      In vitro fertilization, is how. Unless I was misreading the signs on the multiscanner display tonight.

      To say I snuck into medbay to have a look would be putting it strongly, but I’d also be lying if I said I didn’t jump halfway out of my skin when someone walked in and found me there. Shock only turned to horror when I realized it was Master Meyerwitz.

      I suppose I needn’t have worried.

      He was… well, I don’t know what I expected, exactly. Furious shouting, or a stern lecture on personal responsibility and endangering the mission via my apparently careless conception. I don’t know. But he just looked from me to the display and back again, then let out a worried sigh, laid a hand on my thigh, and told me not to worry, that he would take care of this, take care of me. He was a perfect gentleman about it. So much so that I wondered what I’d even been worrying about all this time with my excessive precautions, other than the obvious inconvenience of carrying a new child to term, so far removed from some of the creature comforts of proper civilization.

      It was only after he’d left me at my quarters with a reassuring pat on the shoulder that I remembered what I’d seen on the display—that this seed inside of me, from what little I glimpsed before being interrupted, showed all signs of having been manually implanted there.

      I told you he was magnetic.

      And now… Now, I can’t help but wonder…

      Who put this thing inside of me? And when?

      Now, I can’t help but wonder if it wasn’t an accident at all, that he found me there in medbay tonight, at just the right moment. I can’t even…

      Something is wrong here. Something…

      I don’t know how to describe it. Don’t know what to do, who to turn to. But all I can think of, all I see when I close my eyes, is that LeFaye witch, staring at me. Holding my eyes through every passionate thrust Master Meyerwitz gave me that afternoon. I swear she was smiling. Swear her lips were moving. Incanting. Poisoning me with the dreams that came later that night, and never left. Dreams of her hands on me. Inside of me. Blackened hands, pulling, coaxing, caressing. Filling my body with something that doesn’t belong.

      Something is wrong here.

      I need to have another look on the multiscanner.

      I need to figure out what’s happening to me.

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      I… lost it.

      The child.

      I lost it.

      I don’t know what to say. What to feel. It never should’ve been there to begin with. I don’t know what it was doing there, what it even was, but… This morning. The blood. The scan. The sickened realization. Death on the inside. It’s over. It’s over, and now… Now, I don’t know what I’m doing here. I don’t know what to do with this, this… this thing inside of me. It has to come out. I need it out.

      I went to see the witch.

      I should’ve gone straight to Master Meyerwitz. I know that. He’s been so good to me, these past months, ever since he found me, found us, in medbay that night. So caring. He’s been so caring, and so invested in making sure we were safe. I should have gone to him. But I went to see the witch instead. And… And Lady help me, I think I meant to kill her.

      She did this.

      I don’t know how, but I feel it in my bones. It’s the dreams. I don’t know how she does it, but she’s there every night. Always there, always with her hands on me. Blackened hands, twisting my soul to knots, tricking me, tempting me. Filling me with her darkness. And despite his reassurances, the pendant Master Meyerwitz gave me has done nothing to keep her at bay, ever since he told me the truth about her. Ever since he took me into his bed and promised to protect me. To protect us. And now, it’s just me again.

      So, I went to kill the witch.

      I went by myself. I didn’t even cower past Myrr’s enclosure in breathless fear, as I always do. I was too set on my mission. Too set on her. I stood there, holding the heavy stunner, fully intending to trigger the emergency release overrides and go in swinging. I reached for the first switch. My eyes never left her face, never stopped taking aim. A few swings was all it’d take. Those stunners are built to last. Thing’s practically a mace. My fingers found the first override switch, the polymer more spongy and rubberized than I’d expected. I watched her skull shatter in my mind’s eye, crushed beneath the brutal weight of my stunner.

      And I hesitated.

      She just stood there, watching. I’ve never seen someone so unafraid.

      If anything… If anything, I think she actually wanted me to do it. She came closer, came right up and laid a hand on the glass. A slender, elegant hand. Not blackened like my dreams. Pale, and gentle. I’d never seen her do that. Never seen those inscrutable eyes come so close to… I don’t know what. Not fear. She looked as if she were on the verge of tears. For me, or for her, I couldn’t say. But at that moment…

      I dropped the wrench and left.

      I couldn’t take it. I…

      I almost killed a woman tonight.

      I need time to think.

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      Dear Audiolog,

      Blackened hands, haven’t done this in a while, have I? Don’t think I’ll be doing it again anytime soon, either, but hey, I’ve had a few swigs from Toma’s not-so-secret jungle still, and I’m feeling good, and I figured, you know, why not? Tonight, after all, is a landmark that deserves proper documentation, isn’t it?

      Two years.

      Two years on this planet. Two years, dead and gone, and what do we have to show for it?

      Nothing that he’s doing makes any sense.

      Nothing makes any sense, and I don’t know…

      Take Myrr, for instance. Take that poor, poor creature. I wish I could say I’ve lost count of how many re-rolls we’ve made of its baseline genetics, but that’d be a… well, that’d be a me, lying. We’ve got detailed records, remember? Every step of the way. I could tell you exactly how many times we’ve ripped Myrr apart and melded it back together again. I could tell you exactly what was added each iteration, and what was taken away—all down to the last codon. The better question, the one I don’t have more than half an answer to, is why. Why continue to torment our prize chimera, when every protocol in the book says that we should merely start from scratch—that it is, in fact, highly problematic to attempt any such new work, as we’ve been doing, without muddling the data with exactly the kinds of on-the-fly modifications we’ve been running? And…

      And listen to me, citing Guild protocol.

      This is the problem.

      Toma feels it too. We all do.

      Master Meyerwitz simply carries on, unshakeable as ever. Positively incorrigible. And perhaps it’s for the best. I know I’m not the only one who’s starting to feel they’ve lost their way around here, but maybe that’s exactly what’s so special about Andarius Meyerwitz. He just doesn’t care. A single, brilliant mind, miraculously uncoupled from such petty concerns as what we all think of him—whether we still have any faith in him. Because I know I’m not the only one who’s faltered. And I’m pretty sure he senses it. But on he goes, claiming we yet have work to do, insisting that we’ve only just begun to tap the surface, and that these re-rolls, and the muddling, and Myrr itself are all part of the equation—part of why we’re here, when we could be anywhere else, plodding along, kicking Guild agenda on down the path, millimeter by grating millimeter.

      So, on we go, ripping Myrr apart and melding it back together, for the simple fact that Master Meyerwitz insists it need be so. On we go, poking and prodding at the unconscious LeFaye witch, on Meyerwitz’s word that she’s a dangerous war criminal who undoubtedly deserves far worse than this. I’ve still never heard her speak a word. But on we go, obeying anyway. On we go, hiding behind Master Meyerwitz’s excavated mountain rocks, and holding to some fraying hope that its for something more than wild superstition and boundless egotism that our fearless leader has started building—or, rather, ordered built—what looks too much like a monument to himself out there in the compound courtyard.

      He says it’s for our protection.

      The man built a statue to himself in the courtyard, and he says it’s for our protection. Toma swears the Master smuggled something into the base of his mound of magical mountain rocks, out there. Something from the containment case he and Selena hauled back with them, that first week we arrived here, two years ago. I don’t know what to think, or what it even matters, but there’s this look in Master Meyerwitz’s eyes, these days. This disheveled, frantic look. In anyone else’s eyes, I’d be sure it was plain madness, but there’s something else there. Something… I don’t know. Something heavy. Something monumental. Like a burden of knowledge even he wishes he’d never had to carry.

      I caught him talking to the LeFaye witch last night. Saw him leaving her cell. He didn’t see me. Doesn’t know that I know. Doesn’t know that I snuck into the lab after he’d left, and found her there, laid out on the floor, still strung out on whatever he’d dosed her with. Doesn’t know that I saw the deep bruises around her throat, and her drugged up state of half-dress.

      The evidence was all gone by this morning, of course. The witch, recovered, recomposed. Bruises healed. But I saw. None of us were supposed to talk to her. None of us. But I saw.

      This place is broken.

      The lies. The inconsistencies. Blackened hands, the sounds that we’ve all heard coming from the Master’s secure wing. Wild cries and inhuman howls. I’ve seen the dents in the back of the lab, on the shared wall. Reinforced polyfab—rated high enough to stand in as interstellar hulling, in a pinch—punched in by whatever he’s keeping on the far side.

      I’m scared to ask what manner of sibling Myrr might have back there.

      I’m scared to ask why none of us have seen our senior tech, Frendon, for three days now.

      Some days, I can’t help but wonder if we shouldn’t just—

      /

      /

      ENTRY CORRUPTED

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      ENTRY LOST

      

      ###

      

      Something is wrong. Seriously fucking wrong.

      Toma is missing. He was supposed to… we were supposed to…

      We were going to get away. We were supposed to get away. And now…

      Do you hear that? Not the containment alarms. I know you must hear those. There, though, beneath the sirens?

      I feel them coming. I don’t know how to explain it. I sound gods-damned crazy, but I feel them coming for me, and I know they’re coming, and I can’t… nine hells, I can’t bring myself to move a blackened muscle.

      I still see the LeFaye witch lying there. I can’t stop seeing it. Can’t stop seeing her—the woman I’ve known without knowing for nearly two-and-a-half years.

      I can’t stop seeing what he did to her. The mess he left of her. Of all of it.

      It’s all come apart.

      The beasts are running free, and there’s no one left to stop them.

      I should run. I know I should run. I feel them coming. But there’s nowhere left to run. Toma is dead. I don’t know how I know it, but I’m certain of it. It’s already done. I smell his blood on the air. I feel them coming.

      We’re all dead.

      How did it come to this? How?

      I can’t stop seeing what he did to her. Can’t stop thinking of that look in his eyes. That wild, desperate look. Pressure, and fear, and the weight of something, some terrible knowledge, some inescapable curse, grinding down on our brave leader’s soul—indefatigable genius or no. The look that told me, told us all, that something had gone wrong well before the madman’s monument, and the nightly abuses of her, and the disappearance of our senior tech. Well before all of it. And I can’t help but wonder now, standing here… Did I not see this happening, all along? Did I not stand by and welcome it?

      I always thought Andarius Meyerwitz was an unbridled genius.

      I suppose I still do.

      But I see now that I’ve been focusing on the wrong half of that proposition all along.

      Genius is too close to madness to be left unbridled.

      We should’ve known better. Should’ve—

      /

      /

      ENTRY CORRUPTED

      

      ###

      ***

      

      “Sowaiy.”

      Some millennia and many lifetimes later, surrounded by the ash and dust of so much pointless remembering, Anastasiya Blackthorne leaned back from the sputtering console and frowned.

      “Sowaiy,” she tried again, as if there were some response—any answer at all—to be had there, or here, or anywhere.

      Finally, when the feather-light stirrings of dust and her own reverberating sounds died, she took a breath and muttered a few choice curses at the sad old console and its ancient, corrupted files. She hadn’t been expecting otherwise. Not really. Hadn’t been expecting much of anything, for that matter. If there was anything she’d been expecting of this foul place, it surely would’ve been to have never returned here at all. But she hadn’t expected, rarely did—and all to the Dance of cosmic space and Lady’s Grace, for here she was.

      Here, right where poor, sweet little Bellafina had stood some thousands of years ago, quaking in her boots—or, from the sound of it, maybe just unraveling in the head—as those first children of the night, her children, the children of the thorn, had ghosted through these very halls, set free to the bloody slaughter (or so she’d long thought) by the hand of one who was, at least back then, arguably even more unique than her. The one they’d called Myrr. Or the one who was, is, and always had been Myrr, she suspected, since well before Andarius Meyerwitz was a drunken twinkle in his father’s eye.

      The Dance, the Dance.

      Cosmic space, and Lady’s Grace.

      “Sowaiy,” she whispered to the dead room, but the room had no answers for her—none that lay in the present, at least, if one ascribed to the importance of such spatiotemporal qualities. Which, apparently, one did, judging by the struck flare she suddenly found in her hand absent of any conscious intent, and the trail of highly combustible starter powder she’d almost forgotten she’d been dusting throughout the facility since she’d began the sad trek through this empty reunion.

      This wasn’t what she was here for, she reminded herself. But she stood there anyway, for a time that might’ve been deemed long or short, depending on how many thousands of years by which one measured their life. She stood there and remembered: The antiseptic doldrum of her soundproofed cell. The constant air of vigilance, there in that abattoir of caged predators. The dimples that would crease poor little Bellafina’s cheeks, on those rare occasions when she would forget she was being watched and smile at this or that. Blackthorne remembered bitterly, the bliss that’d wrapped the young lab aid’s face as that maddened bastard Meyerwitz had laid his greedy hands on her, right there in front of her cell. Remembered the first time she, herself, had died—at least by most conventional senses of the word—by that same bastard’s throttling hands, too sedated by the drugs and the violent stunner bludgeoning to even try to fight, as he’d had his frustrated way with her yet again, left her for dead yet again, testing the limits of her regeneration night by hellish night.

      He’d been losing it, there at the end.

      Why she hadn’t killed him when she’d had the chance…

      The Dance, the Dance. She’d missed her chance.

      Cosmic space, and Lady’s Grace. To club a Meyerwitz in the face.

      And she hadn’t been the only one.

      Perhaps it was some lilting thread of Lady’s Light and the thrice-damned Dance that’d held Myrr’s killer instincts at bay, back on that bloody slaughter of a day. Or perhaps Meyerwitz’s prize creation had turned out to be just as vulnerable to psychological trauma and faulty psychoconstructs as the rest of their poor, sentient souls. Many abused, no matter how mighty, never found it in themselves to truly face their abusers.

      Perhaps a thousand-thousand things, and sowaiy to it all.

      But she’d never forget. Even after all these years, all these lifetimes. She’d never forget the brutal intelligence in those eyes. Never forget the feeling of Myrr—though feeling was hardly an adequate word. If Andarius Meyerwitz had been even half the demigod he thought himself, he never would’ve lost control of his mad little experiments here. That alone was proof enough there was nothing divine about the man’s genius. Even so, she had to admit the repugnant bastard might well have tapped something close to divinity in the making of Myrr. The rest of them had been cheap parlor tricks. Twisted jungle predators and misshapen pseudo-immortals. But to experience Myrr…

      There was the root fear of the encounter, of course—the cheap, mechanical, bioengineered cascade of physical, neuroadaptive stimuli that would gladly mount just about any sentient limbic system like an eager pup with its engorged genitals of sheer, raging terror. For many, probably for most, she suspected that was all there ever was: raw, brute-force terror of a magnitude that could easily leave one effectively mindless.

      But to experience Myrr—to weather the storm of terror, and push beyond…

      She’d never forget it. The sensation of Myrr unfettered. The way it’d washed over her the moment her cell door came crumpling in, cresting like an angry ocean, preparing to crash down. She’d been young, then. Too young and unattuned to the Light to experience the full extent of it, the haunting, fearsome beauty she knew now must’ve been woven in through those trembling spaces she’d been too frightened to see.

      Maybe Myrr had felt her Light trembling right back.

      Maybe that was why it’d spared her. Freed her, and darted off to go exact its revenge. Or simply to make its own escape. It had occurred to her, on several of those once-in-a-century occasions she allowed herself to revisit such thoughts at all, that Myrr had taken not a single life that day. The breach, she’d since become fairly certain, had in fact begun in the so-called secure wing, where her bastard children of the night had finally grown bored and restless enough to show their creator just how clever they could be, when it suited them.

      Not for the first time—perhaps for the billionth—she wondered how many lives the Ooperians had taken since then, throughout the galaxy. Whether Myrr had carved a few of the first dozen off the list or not…

      Blackthorne turned to leave, more or less of the mind that it didn’t especially matter. It was only at the flickering battle of light and shadows on the wall that she remembered she was still holding the flare. She threw it over her shoulder without a backward glance. Smiled a little at the whooshing rush of ignition, and at the kiss of heat and equilibrating air differentials on her tired face.

      Outside, it was a good day for a bonfire.

      The arid courtyard terrain crunching beneath her boots with satisfying crispness. The first hints of charred polyfab brushing her nostrils. It was a good day to let go. Though of what, exactly, she wasn’t yet certain. Not simply the past—nor, for that matter, the present or the future. There were many parts of each that she needed, some much more tangibly than others. The ship, though. Certainly, the ship, marvelous beauty that she was, was meant to be let go this day. That particular step of the Dance had made itself known as clearly as some bumbling oaf preparing to twirl their partner into a dramatic spin and dip. A trough in the Dance—or a crescendo, depending on one’s point of view. But as for the rest…

      Blackthorne paused beside the central, crowning spectacle of the courtyard, shooting a sideways frown at the question that’d been coyly eyeing her from the back of her mind since she’d touched down on the not-so-lost world of Ginnungagap. New Avalon, in the parlance of those who’d decided to meddle with forces they couldn’t hope to control.

      Avalon.

      For a moment, the pain was there, as fresh and crushing as it’d been in her youth—one of the few such pains that’d failed to be blunted by the passing of the amorphous millennia since. Avalon. Old Avalon. The singularity. The bifurcation that’d robbed her of one life, set her moving to the strings of another.

      She eyed the obscene monument before her. A once pristine symbol of the intellect of man—and especially of the self-righteous audacity of one man in particular. It was covered in shit, these days. A rather breathtaking myriad of samples from the local fauna, by the looks of it. Blackthorne allowed herself a smile at the apparent symbolism there, even if it was just that: apparent. In truth, she was fairly certain there was more to this particular tight clustering of excrement than some simple—not to mention highly relatable—impulse of mother nature to shit on the eternal hubris of Andarius Meyerwitz.

      No. As cosmically hilarious as that would’ve been, Blackthorne was rather certain it was the building material itself, and not the grandiose image it’d been shaped to portray, that had drawn so much animal attention. Not much else to explain the presence of such fecal fury here amid the utter absence of visible life. With the singular exception of the monumental droppings, the compound was a dead zone. A graveyard. No sign of anything at all from here to the jungle, nearly a klick away.

      Whether that was thanks to the monument, or to Myrr, or to the place itself—whether the jungle inhabitants, in all their instinctive wisdom, could still sense the ghosts of what had happened here, all those many years ago… Blackthorne didn’t know. She plucked a piece of crumbled monument debris delicately from the dirt anyway, too curious to pass up the chance. She turned the faded gray object—stonelike, but almost certainly not stone—over and over in her fingers, squinting at it in the sunlight, far less cautious of the plastered excrement than of the thing itself.

      And the thing itself… was subtle. More an absence, an active silence, than a declarative voice or a note. And subtle. So subtle as to make her second guess whether she felt it at all. But she’d had many lifetimes to attune herself to the eternal music, Her eternal music, and this… this was something. Something she hadn’t felt before—which, in and of itself, was a feeling that’d been so long in retirement she’d nearly forgotten it.

      “Something new under the sun,” she murmured to the stone that most certainly wasn’t a stone.

      Briefly, she considered going to get Belfric and ordering the entire monument hauled up to the ship. A misstep in the Dance. She felt it there the moment the thought tempted her: the faintest, most ephemeral discord curling the edges of that eternal song.

      She eyed her cubic sample with redoubled interest, wondering if she shouldn’t add some mention of the curious monument to the note she’d left for the ones who may or may not come here next, by way of cosmic space and Lady’s Grace. But no. Not a misstep, quite. But… maybe not a harmonious one, either. The song was too muddled in this place, too dense and finicky, and tinged with a darkness that felt, somehow, as if it were not meant for her.

      “Very well, then,” she said, moving to drop the stone that most certainly wasn’t a stone. Almost by surprise, she found herself pocketing it instead. She smiled softly to herself, unsurprised. She’d always had a soft spot for broken things. Especially those that’d been touched by the power of a Beacon.

      The growing heat and crackle of fire at her back reminded her it was time to go.

      Blackthorne didn’t look back as she marched out of the courtyard, past the walls of the compound. At the stretch of dirt and cracked clay that’d long ago served as landing pad and staging ground, she spared a brief glance for the Knightship she should’ve felt mad for leaving behind. The Kalnythian Wilds basked on in the bright sunlight, unconcerned with the likes of her.

      In another life, it could’ve been her.

      The Wilds would’ve sung in her hands, in her heart.

      But the Dance, the Dance.

      Cosmic space, and Lady’s Grace.

      Drunken wizards in disgrace.

      It wasn’t what she wanted, anyway. Not truly. And she supposed, or expected, or maybe knew, that it would all come together regardless, one way or another. Everything would happen as it must. Or, it would happen as it mustn’t, and the song would forge on, anyway.

      “Sowaiy,” she muttered, frowning at the enormous mountain that loomed in the distance, casting a darkness that had little to do with its physical shadow. A trick of the Light or a mere pang in her gut, but Blackthorne swore she felt that darkness stirring in response to her attention.

      Time to go.

      Her stride quickened on the way to the landing shuttle, a bubbling pressure not unlike apprehension dogging her steps, clouding her mind. She reached the shuttle and forced herself to slow down, take a moment. She regarded the jungle one last time, the mountain looming like an angry titan off to the right, the compound—her own personal hell—pluming black smoke into the bright sunny sky on the left.

      “I’m done with it,” she called, not entirely clear to whom she was calling, or why—or even to which it she was referring. The words rang certain enough, whatever their purpose, the tone of the song inevitable, the timbre inexorable.

      Everything was coming together.

      She’d made missteps before. Many missteps. Enough that a mortal in a hurry—a proper mortal—might well have deemed them countless. But what were missteps, if not themselves part of the dance?

      Inescapable.

      It was inescapable.

      Somewhere on the mental horizon, she felt the old, familiar urge to touch the ancient shard embedded in her abdomen, as had been her habit back when the Meyerwitz crew had not been ash and dust, and the thing had not yet felt as a part of her. Somewhere, too, she was thinking of Ser Nathaniel Arturi, her insides caught between amusement and empathy at his spunky youth, and at what it would most likely become, should the Dance continue to sweep him along.

      For a moment, she could almost feel him there.

      Her focus drifted back to the quiet jungle, which had neither stirred, chirped, nor chittered in response to her vague words. She watched the overrun tree line, musing again at the fact that, even after all this time, the flora abstinently refused to creep in on this unnatural place. At some point, she idly realized she was waiting for someone. For it. For Myrr. She wasn’t sure why, or what she expected. She wasn’t sure what she even would’ve said.

      Thank you?

      Why me?

      Why you?

      She watched the jungle, feeling the full weight of her considerable years pressing on her, and finally sighed. “You never were one for words, were you?”

      She felt it coming the moment before the sharp onyx shard buried itself in the shuttle hull just next to her head—the jolt of immaculately trained reflexes passing the reins back to her better senses after having lurched her clear of the missile that, she registered a moment later, would have missed her anyway.

      She looked back to the jungle, eyes scanning, knowing she wouldn’t see anything she wasn’t meant to see.

      Nothing moved. Not a single thing.

      “Be at peace, my friend,” she said quietly.

      Again, nothing. Nothing but the softest wind, tickling at her hair as if the planet itself were sighing its sorrows. She breathed in the heady elixir of jungle scent, heavily tinged with burning polyfab, then she turned to leave for good, with the equally heavy certainty that this time would be the last.

      Inside the shuttle, Belfric sat waiting in his flight seat, unusually upright, Hobdan ears and jowls all tensed to the max—probably wondering what in nine hells had just struck their shuttle. Had she been in a fairer mood, she might’ve had a good laugh at just how much it looked like he was about to snap his own squat neck just trying not to turn and look at her, ask her, as he so clearly wanted to, all the million questions burning through his quirky little mind.

      “To the ship, then,” was all she said.

      “Yeah, Boss. ’Course, Boss.”

      Belfric sprang to the task with an efficiency that would’ve felt fully professional, had his eyes managed to stop darting her way in between each tapped command. To his credit, though, he held his silence, and a few short minutes later, they were off the ground, course set for the short flight to their ship in high orbit.

      “So, uh,” Belfric finally said. “Did you, uh—Not that—Not that it’s any a my business ’course, uh, Boss. But did you, uh—”

      She didn’t quite mean to clamp a hand over Belfric’s blathering mouth. It just happened—right about the same moment that the mountain erupted with dark motion, and the entire trip took on a level of gravity that even she, with all her tidy refusal of expectations big and small, hadn’t been prepared for.

      She watched, frozen, as that dark something rushed out from the gargantuan mountain, racing toward the burning compound like a living arrow, straight from the bow. She watched, dimly aware of Belfric spitting curses into her hand, as the alien cloud of darkness enveloped the Kalnythian Wilds far below, still spreading.

      She watched, breathless for reasons beyond Belfric’s sputtering comprehension—beyond hers, too—as that rushing ocean of darkness slammed down to the terrain so rapidly, so forcefully, as to extinguish her Meyerwitz bonfire in one fell thunderclap of air. A perfect ring around the compound, untouched. A sphere of protection. The rest of the land, covered in dark gray particulate. Something cold and vast tickled at her heart, in the dead fire’s place. Something even more strange and exotic than that nearly forgotten sensation of not knowing.

      Something like fear.

      “Lady be with you,” she heard herself whisper. Maybe for her own life. Maybe for the poor souls it suddenly seemed would be finding the Kalnythian Wilds—and her rather unhelpful note—sooner than later.

      “Uh right, Boss,” said Belfric, clearly under the impression she’d been speaking to him. “Thanks, Boss.”

      Blackthorne barely heard him. She merely watched as they broke atmosphere, trying not to think, calculating, against all odds, the shape of all the many, many paths which might follow, whether anyone liked it or not, from this place. This dangerous, twisted place.

      “Lady be with us all,” she said quietly, thinking of, fearing for, Nate Arturi, and his people, and pretty much everyone and everything else that’d ever been gifted with the beautiful misfortune of existence. Cosmic space and Lady’s Grace.

      Time for her to take her place.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Moment of Context

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey there, Book Fan!

      This is just a quick note to let you know where you stand chronologically as you step into the last segment of this omnibus.

      … Which, honestly, feels kind of rich for me to say now, right after all that Meyerwitz Log stuff (which, if you didn’t gather, took place quite far back in Alliance history relative to Nate’s adventures).

      As a really-not-so-fun fun fact: I was actually pretty torn on how to organize this set. The two shorts, Flight of the Huntress and The Last Good Boy, for instance, were originally going to be set at the end for optional consumption, rather than baked in with the Eighth Excalibur as I ended up doing. And what comes next (AKA The Leftovers — AKA The Adventures of Marty & Gwen) falls into the same boat.

      Chronologically, Part 1 of the Leftovers (it’s written  as a serial) takes place immediately after Eighth Excalibur/throughout the events of Black Knight. Part 2 lives between Black Knight and Spoils of War, and Parts 3 and 4 act as something of a transition to where we’re headed (SHHHHH!!) with the upcoming Book 4 of the Excalibur Knights Saga.

      … You know, not that you wouldn’t have probably mostly figured this all out anyway. For some reason, this (Leftovers, I mean) just struck me as the one part of the omnibus that might have readers going, “Hey, wait, I thought they’d already had this conversation,” and, “Hey, no, Marty and Gwen already joined the EDF, didn’t they?” and so on, and so forth.

      So there you have it, Book Fan: Prepare to retrace the events of Books 1-3 from the perspective of Nate’s old friends, beginning just after The Eighth Excalibur.

      I hope you enjoy the Adventures of Marty & Gwen!

      And if you’d like to be first in line for more (this serial is planned to keep running throughout the entire series), I heartily recommend you consider becoming a Patron — where, in addition to receiving new episodes, books, and everything else before anyone else does, you’ll also get instant access to my entire published library!

      You can learn more right here.

      In the meantime, happy reading!

      
        
        Love,

        Luke

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Leftovers (Adventures of Marty & Gwen)

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART 1

          

          Earth Strong

        

      

    

    
      That damned suit.

      In the end, if it hadn’t been for Copernicus’ quietly building whines, Marty might have spent the entire day staring at that damned black suit. He still remembered the day he’d gone with his mom to get fitted for the stupid thing, after his well-meaning but chronically busy dad had insisted he’d be needing one for job fair interviews and the like. He still remembered the smell of expensive fabrics and the wet clacking of the breath mints the balding tailor had chewed like candy throughout the measuring. Hell, he still remembered the milkshakes they’d gotten afterwards.

      It had been a good day. Even if the suit had been, to date, the proud attendant of exactly zero job fairs and zero snazzy job interviews.

      Just one best friend’s funeral.

      But that was something, right?

      “Screw you,” Marty murmured to the silent bedroom—maybe to the suit itself.

      The damn thing just hung on there in his closet, defiant, separated from the rest of the clothes around it like some kind of woolen leper.

      On the bed beside him, Copernicus whined again and nuzzled his hand, maybe seeking a good petting, or maybe just urging Marty to make a move. He scratched the corgi behind the ears and stood to do just that. He slid the closet door closed on its crappy rollers and considered the cracked bedroom door, testing the silence outside, where his one remaining roommate and their tentative new addition must’ve been occupied on their phones, or maybe just staring blankly at the walls. He wouldn’t have blamed them.

      It had been a freaking day.

      Even if it’d only been Zack’s funeral they’d had to contend with, Marty still would’ve been fried. Hell, every day since the Trog invasion had already been feeling like sandpaper to the brain. To say the entire world had gone mad felt like an understatement. And that wasn’t even to mention the mountain of grim men in crisp suits Marty and his friends had had to endure in the wake of Nate’s departure. Those first few days had been an endless onslaught of not-so-gentle demands to spill each and every bean they’d ever known about Nathaniel Arturi—the so-called Eighth Excalibur Knight, and Earth’s overnight poster child for the war on all hostile alien life (which, coincidentally, still felt about as coherent as the wars on drugs and terror, considering how completely blind Earth was still flying in all of this).

      Now, though, the spooks were watching Marty and his friends from unmarked stakeout cars on seemingly every corner—and probably from god only knew how many satellites and sophisticated digital monitoring systems, to boot.

      His eyes tracked to the unplugged webcam lying beside his desktop rig. It was hard to believe the government wasn’t already plainly aware that Nate had been in contact with them. Hell, the UN probably knew too. He couldn’t even wrap his head around how many prying eyes must currently be fixed on him, Kyle, and Gwen—the closest surviving contacts of Ser Nathaniel Arturi. It was too much to process, with everything else going on.

      Especially today.

      Today, as he’d stood in the Kentons’ parlor, staring at the urn that allegedly held the ashes of whatever remains they’d managed to find of their son, fretting at the fact that Nate was running behind on their scheduled check-in. Worrying that maybe, just maybe, he might in fact be mourning the loss of two friends instead of one, whether he knew it at that moment or not.

      The relief when they’d returned home to Nate’s incoming q-node call had been a short-lived, bitter thing. He’d tried to put on a good face and pretend like the world wasn’t crumbling to ash all around them. Especially once Nate’s dad had drifted off from the call like some shell-shocked ghost of his former self (not an unusual state of mind on Earth these days, to be fair). But something about the way Nate had looked at them, and the fact that he’d clearly forgotten what day it was for his friends way back on old terra firma…

      He’d had a feeling Nate was hiding something. Actually, scratch that. He’d known. It’d been written all over the way Nate had tried to distract them with the galactic wonder of that Beacon relay superstructure, and in the way his friend had practically flinched when Marty suggested he should’ve been out there with him. Then there’d been the way Gwen had gone off for a private word with Nate only to reemerge minutes later, tear-streaked and gasping that something had cut Nate off mid-sentence. That had sealed it beyond a doubt.

      Something was wrong out there. Maybe something serious. Maybe not. Either way, Nate hadn’t seen fit to cue them in on it. And now…

      Now they were stuck here, just like they had been all along. Stuck here with all of the horrible knowledge that something had happened to their best friend, and that there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it. Nothing to do but watch the world continue to reel in the mind-melting revelation of alien attack.

      With a heavy sigh, Marty waved Copernicus toward the door and plucked his phone from the bedside table. The corgi happily bounded off the bed and paraded down the hallway ahead of him, nails clacking on the faux hardwood floor. Not for the first time, Marty envied the dog’s supreme lack of existential crises.

      In the living room, Kyle was hunkered on the couch, idly flipping through the offerings of one of his favorite borderline-bootleg streaming services. Gwen was curled up in the battered orange recliner, arms crossed, staring pensively at the back of her phone, which was resting on the chair’s arm, like she was either lost in thought or half-trying to achieve telekinesis. They’d all changed out of their funeral attire—Kyle and Gwen into comfy house clothes, Marty into jeans, sneakers, and a sweatshirt. He wasn’t sure where he’d thought he’d be going, as he pulled on his shoes. Hadn’t thought about it.

      What was it he’d said earlier, when Gwen was telling Nate how half the world was still pretending the Trog invasion had never happened at all?

      Time to wake up and do something about it. That was it.

      Maybe his fingers had had some grand plans of their own, as they’d gone to work on those laces.

      “So do we want funny?” Kyle asked quietly, hesitantly, not looking away from the TV shrine. “Or, like, a mind-numbing, melt-your-face action flick?”

      Over in the recliner, Gwen’s mouth and eyebrows made odd stirrings, like they were trying to conjure up an answer independent of the rest of her attention, which was still riveted to her phone, or to some point a thousand meters beyond.

      “Ah, here we go,” Kyle said, sounding only marginally interested in whatever he’d found. “How about this guy?”

      “Not really feeling a movie,” Marty forced himself to say, not bothering to look at the TV.

      “I know, man,” Kyle insisted, dialing up the volume anyway. “Me neither, really. But let’s just… I dunno, let’s just check out the trailer, and then maybe we can all just—Ah, goddamn ads.”

      Marty didn’t need to look, barely even needed to listen, to guess which ad was about to play. It was the last thing he wanted to see right that second—the same ad that any of them had seen pretty much anytime they’d looked at a screen in the past few days. Uncle Sam and all his pals must’ve been sinking multiple fortunes into the damn thing. That, or the collective world of internet streaming tycoons had come together and agreed that some things, like the survival of the human race, for instance, were far more important than advertising revenue.

      Probably, it was the multiple fortunes thing.

      Kyle loosed a heavy sigh as the building anthem poured through the living room, noble and proud, setting the score for the first voice of the commercial.

      “I was in Manhattan when the Troglodans came. They torched an entire street just to get our attention.”

      Marty glanced to the TV just as the scene flipped to an Indian man in his mid-thirties.

      “They came without warning to Mumbai, raining death and destruction upon our people.”

      “I was in London—”

      “—Tokyo—”

      “—Mogadishu—”

      “They took my family—”

      “—slaughtered my people—”

      “—destroyed my little brother’s school—”

      “—and I’m never going to let that happen to another Earthborn citizen again.”

      “Never again.”

      “Never again.”

      Another flip, to a serious (yet undeniably “camera pretty”) girl of around Marty’s age, dressed in crisp navy blues.

      “My name is Kylie Reese, and I’m Earth Strong.”

      “My name is Sujal Khatri, and I am Earth Strong.”

      “My name is Mwatabu Saro-Wiwa—”

      “—Otto Kivijärvi—”

      “—Barry Jackson—”

      “—Yuki Yoshida—”

      “—Guendolen Hughes—”

      “My name is Damion Walsh—”

      “—and we are Earth Strong.”

      The anthem swelled to its crescendo as the eight ensemble recruits faded out, replaced by the image of the brand new blue and gold flag of the Earth Defense Force waving in the wind over the smoldering ruins of New York. The words appeared in bright, bold text:

      One people.

      One army.

      Be #EarthStrong

      For a second, despite everything, it almost stirred something in Marty.

      Right up until Kyle let loose a bomb drop whistle and shook his head. “Can’t believe Todd is signing up for this shit.”

      That finally broke Gwen out of her thousand yard staring contest. She stirred and looked around, only then seeming to notice Marty standing there.

      “Hey,” she murmured distractedly.

      “Like, are they farming for soldiers or Insta-models?” Kyle was pushing on, hands spread wide. “What twenty-something social media marketing guru dreamed this up? Hashtag Earth Strong? Like we’re really just gonna rustle down and pop out a viable space defense force in the—”

      “Will you just—”

      Marty cut himself off with a sucked breath, fists and jaw clenched, more caught off guard by the heat in his voice than Kyle looked.

      “What? It’s bullshit. You know it’s bullshit.” Kyle flung a hand in Copernicus’ general direction. “Our freaking dog is packing more sophisticated tech than they’re working with, and you think they’re gonna just catch up with the rest of the galaxy overnight because why, exactly? Because the government’s on board? Freaking yay. I bet—”

      “Kyle.”

      They both looked to Gwen, waiting for the rest of it, but she just frowned to herself, like she was bemused to realize she had, in fact, been the one who’d spoken. On the floor, Copernicus cocked his head, ears drooping a little at the scene unfolding. Marty looked back to what he was a little surprised—and maybe even a little disgusted, in that moment—to realize was probably his best friend left on Earth. He wanted to argue with Kyle. Wanted to remind him that they didn’t even know what technological goodies Nate’s terrifyingly badass fellow Knight, Ser Iveera Katanaga, had gifted the UN before they’d hightailed it out of the solar system with her assured promises that Earth needn’t be worrying about any more incursions too soon. But in that moment, holding Kyle’s gaze, feeling his friend’s mutual frustration in the waning anthem of the commercial, he couldn’t bring himself to do anything but turn away.

      “I’m going for a walk,” he heard himself say.

      They didn’t try to stop him.
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      Marty was out the door and bounding down the steps before he’d even had a chance to perform his customary check—keys, phone, wallet, and watch. Bounding down the steps so fast that he missed the last one. Stomach lurching. Hard pavement slamming into his heel, the impact jarring through his leg.

      And then he was running.

      It happened reflexively—morphing from a stumbling recovery into a full on sprint before he knew it. Once he was moving, though, some part of him didn’t want to stop. He rushed on, not sure where he was going, only that it felt good to feel his feet pounding the pavement, lungs beginning to strain at the cold evening air. It was getting dark on the unlit stretch of Irvin Ave, but he didn’t mind. That felt good too. Right along with the grim satisfaction of knowing that whatever unmarked goon squads had been hanging outside the house were almost definitely wondering what the hell he was up to—and probably currently scrambling to keep eyes on him.

      For a few blessed minutes, it all felt good. So good that he ran faster. Ran until the stitch in his side and his burning lungs threatened to bring him down. Ran until he nearly collapsed.

      When he finally doubled over, in those few moments gasping for air, propped knees to elbows, nothing but dark pavement staring him back in the face… In those few moments, the world almost seemed right. Then he looked up and realized his feet had carried him a few blocks up Allen Street, right to the front yard of the Iota Nu Nu frat house. Todd’s frat house. And right there, propped in the middle of the yard, was a larger-than-life poster boasting a closeup of Nate in full Excalibur armor, towering over a modified version of the Penn State chant:

      WE ARE… #EARTHSTRONG

      Throughout the invasion, Marty had prided himself on how well he’d managed to hold it together when the shit had hit. Despite everything, he’d mastered his fear. He’d acted. He’d saved lives. Hell, he’d even taken down a Troglodan. By all rights, he’d kept it together just as much as Nate had—maybe even more so, considering he hadn’t had the advantage of several weeks’ advance notice during which to mentally prepare.

      But in that moment, cool invasion survivor or not, Marty lost it. Or so he deduced, when he found himself standing over the toppled sign a few seconds later, on the far side of a roaring flash of rage, clutching at his suddenly throbbing hand and attempting to process what’d just happened in reverse order. It was like time had simply flipped directions for a moment.

      He knew it was him who’d just screamed, because his throat was still burning—just like he knew it must’ve been him who’d thrown the punch by the sharp pain radiating through his wrist and up his arm. The unexpected severity of that pain seemed largely explained by the presence of the rusty, sled-style tackle dummy that had apparently been holding the toppled sign up from behind—and by the fact that the damn thing hadn’t budged an inch when Marty’s unsuspecting fist had struck.

      With a groan, Marty clutched his injured wrist close, cursing his stupidity, shaken by how much it felt like his evil doppleganger had just come out to play, sans permission—some unresolved darkness just sitting there, waiting to take hold from the inside. He didn’t recognize the person he’d just become for a moment. But the uneasiness didn’t have long to linger before he realized he wasn’t alone.

      Several Iotas were watching from the porch, motionless and staring like he’d just startled them all from whatever conversation they’d been having. Marty stared back, numbly waiting for them to yell, or curse, or chase him. But they didn’t say anything. Just watched him with something like pity. Maybe they recognized him—the scrawny mortal who’d stood by the Second Coming of King Arthur himself on the day the Troglodans had come. Or maybe public meltdowns had just become the new normal in their post-invasion world. One of the guys actually held out the dark brown bottle of whatever he was drinking in offering, as if to say, You sure look like you could use it more than me.

      Marty glanced around the street, saw a few other pedestrians staring—and one stern-faced agent in a dark sedan muttering something into a corded radio microphone. Fantastic. He hoisted the sign back up with a muttered apology and turned for home, feeling tired and empty. Empty, at least, save for the growing pain throbbing through his knuckles and wrist, and for the visceral shakiness of his legs beneath him. Pathetically shaky after just a half-mile run.

      Behind him, he was dimly aware of that dark sedan wheeling around to follow.

      He thought of Nate. Nate, who’d gone from fellow scrawny geek to veritable Greek god in just three weeks flat. Nate, who’d bare-knuckle boxed freaking Troglodans, and won. Nate, who—various international squabbles aside—was now more or less the unbridled Champion of Earth.

      All because of the Excalibur, Marty reminded himself.

      But somehow, it hardly made him feel any better about his own shaky-legged frailty.

      What was he doing here?

      What were any of them doing here, when Nate was out there hunting the Black Knight, and facing god knew what else?

      He didn’t know. Wasn’t sure he even wanted to.

      He walked a few extra blocks on the way home, anyway, trying to suss it out.

      Gwen was waiting for him on the front steps when he returned. They craned to make each other out in the growing darkness, until he drew close enough for her to resolve beyond an inky blur. She took him in quietly in what little light was bleeding out of the living room windows, making note first of his frazzled, flushed face, then considering his injured hand. He stopped cradling the throbbing digits and tried to look casual. He didn’t want to talk about it. Not right now. At a loss for anything else to talk about, though, he just stood there, heart beating auspiciously loud under Gwen’s scrutiny.

      “I’m worried about him,” she finally said.

      For a brief second, some goofy slice of his mind actually imagined she was talking about him, Marty, in the third person, all coy-like. But of course she meant Nate. Nate, who, even halfway across the galaxy, commanded the heart and soul of their collective emotional attention. Nate, who couldn’t even be bothered to make a scheduled call.

      He regretted the thought as soon as it flickered through his head, remembering the way Nate’s last call had ended, and the world of danger his wayward friend might well be caught up in right that very moment. Holding that thought firmly in mind, Marty let out a heavy breath and went to sit on the steps with Gwen, settling one step down from her.

      “Me too,” he admitted. “Worried, and anxious, and just… I dunno. Just…”

      “Angry,” she said quietly.

      He looked up at her, too surprised to even try to argue. His face probably said it all. Because he was angry. Clearly. His smarting fist and the dented poster up at Iota Nu Nu were proof enough of that. Whatever else he was feeling—whatever harried cocktail of post-traumatic stress and survivor’s guilt and who knew what else… He was angry. Angry at the Troglodans. Angry at that bastard Black Knight, and at this great Galactic Alliance that’d somehow failed to stop any of it.

      But most of all, he realized, he was angry at Nate.

      It wasn’t just the way he’d pushed his friends aside and withdrawn from the world back when all this Excalibur business had started, or the fact that he clearly hadn’t trusted them enough to tell them what was going on. It wasn’t even the way he’d shut down and refused to even consider taking them aboard the Camelot when Iveera Katanaga had come calling, telling him it was time to hit that dusty old space trail. That much, Marty could understand on some level, even if it did irk him. Hell, he probably would’ve been tempted to make the same calls, had their positions been reversed.

      And what if they had been reversed? He couldn’t help but wonder. Because, much as he’d wanted to believe in Nate throughout all of this—and much as he’d tried to make sure Nate had heard his support, loud and clear—at the end of the day, they were built from similar stock, the two of them. Or so he’d thought, before Nate had gone and risen to mythic status overnight.

      And maybe that’s what was really bothering him.

      Maybe…

      A rustle of motion drew him back to the crisp night air of State College, and to the cold, hard step that’d officially succeeded (and in record time, no less) at cutting off the circulation in his butt. The same step that Gwen had just slid down to join him on. He watched with a kind of detached, hazy acceptance as she gently scooped his injured hand up for closer inspection.

      “I’m angry too, you know,” she said, her voice quiet. It was another several seconds before she finally returned his hand to him and met his eyes.

      Something about the look on her face swept away whatever words he’d been trying to find. He saw it there, in her eyes. Saw how much she wasn’t kidding. Saw the smoldering embers of the same aimless fire that’d been indiscriminately burning through his insides since the day they’d watched the Troglodan armada pack up and leave the planet with all the remorse of a party of tailgaters who’d simply been found lacking the proper permits. He was still searching for something comforting to say when she dropped her gaze and surprised him again by linking her arm through his and resting her head lightly on his shoulder.

      He gave up looking for words as the quiet night settled in around them.

      She seemed to understand just fine.
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      It was several more days of slow, grating nothingness before they heard from Nate again.

      A quiet oblivion, Marty kept finding himself thinking. Of what, he couldn’t quite say. Of Earth’s galactic “innocence,” maybe. Or maybe just of their old, comfortable lives. He wasn’t sure. But a quiet oblivion, it was, one way or another.

      He tried to distract himself with this and that. Irrelevant coding projects. A few games, when he was sure Kyle wasn’t looking (he was still too fed up to engage with his friend’s many attempts to reestablish some kind of normalcy in the house). More than once, he even knocked out a few sets of push-ups when he was sure no one was looking, trying to prove he didn’t know what to he didn’t know whom. It was kind of pathetic.

      Probably, he should’ve just given into his mom’s pleas and left State College to go home. All three of them probably should’ve gone home. It’s not like they had classes to worry about for the rest of the semester, what with campus wrecked and the entire world turned upside down. But something was holding them there anyway—Nate, he supposed, and that tenuous (maybe naive) feeling that he needed them here, somehow. Needed them all together.

      And so they waited, passing the time like discontented ghosts, occasionally together, occasionally not, mostly just wondering what would happen next. He and Gwen talked about it a lot, but it never really felt like anything more than them spinning their wheels, still just waiting. In between, Marty found himself spending an inordinate amount of time just staring. Sometimes at nothing. Maybe mostly at nothing. But more than a few times, he found himself staring at one of the business cards he’d accumulated from their endless stream of inquisitive suits in the days following Nate’s departure.

      Jarrel Kessleman

      DARPA

      The card was understated to the max. Dark, simple text on a plain but rather substantial cream white rectangle. Nice stock, he thought the term was. There wasn’t even a position title, for Christ’s sake. No additional information but a phone number and an email address, both of which Marty got the impression were probably what was always referred to in the movies as secure lines—whatever the hell that meant these days. Honestly, even if he had been interested, he would’ve been reticent to call that number. But on he stared anyway, sometimes for what felt like hours, idly twirling that card between his geeky, decidedly non-combat-trained fingers.

      He’d almost forgotten he had it at all, until that night on the stoop with Gwen, when they’d finally stood up from their silent commiseration and he, feeling suddenly and immensely awkward about the whole thing, had reflexively jammed his hands into his jeans pockets. It hadn’t done his injured hand any favors. But there had been Jarrel Kessleman of DARPA, waiting to catch his restless attention.

      What did they want from him?

      To talk, was pretty much all Mr. Kessleman had told him when they’d spoken in New York. To better understand Marty’s side of Nate’s story, and everything he’d seen in the invasion. Same thing as everyone else, in other words. But Kessleman had seemed pretty all right, compared to the rest of the bunch—inasmuch as Marty was capable of intuiting such things about suited, cloak-and-dagger national security types.

      A few times in the past day, he’d almost asked Gwen what she’d thought about the guy. He knew Kessleman had approached her too at some point in the detainment whirlwind, but as a rule, the three of them seemed to have come to some unspoken agreement that, where Nate was concerned, none of them had anything to say to anyone (ever), and that was just that.

      Actually, it wasn’t even unspoken.

      Not if Kyle’s questionable rendition of Fuck the Police upon their release had had any say in the matter.

      Still, as the days grated by, Marty couldn’t help but wonder about Mr. Jarrel Kessleman, and what on Earth DARPA might have going on in the wake of a freaking alien invasion. More importantly, he couldn’t help but wonder how he might help them (or help someone, at least), and what the hell he was doing here that was so much more important. God only knew what he might’ve been tempted to do in a few more days if Nate hadn’t finally broken q-node silence. And when their wayward friend did check in, well…

      It was one hell of an update. The kind that made everything else kind of just seem petty and unimportant.

      To say Nate had been busy out there would’ve been putting it… well, lightly didn’t seem an adequate word. Putting it subatomically, maybe.

      Marty listened with a healthy double dose of shock and awe—his bitterness at riding the State College bench all but forgotten—as Nate walked them through everything that’d happened since they last spoke. His unexpected imprisonment at the hands of his order’s own First Knight, Ser Zedavian Kelkarin. His and Iveera’s hectic escape from Forge Station, and their consequent brushes with death at the hands of the Black Knight, some crazy immortal pirate, freaking space vampires, and a whole fleet of pissed off Troglodans. All of it culminating in some epic clash of titans on the ruins of a planet called—and he shitted them not—Avalon. Which, as it turned out, was actually how they’d gotten back to Alliance space after the Synth had taken the quadrant’s Beacon relay out of commission and Nate himself had been forced to destroy the Beacon they’d hunted the Black Knight across the galaxy to recover.

      Nate and his pal Merlin had ridden a freaking planet across the galaxy in the blink of an eye.

      What do you and DARPA make of that, Mr. Kessleman?

      It was all almost too much to believe. Worse, Nate seemed to realize it. He must’ve talked for a solid half-hour before slowing down at all, but Marty could see the hesitation periodically waxing and waning in Nate’s eyes, like some part of him was beginning to question why he was telling them any of this at all. Marty shot a frown across the couch at Kyle, wishing to god he’d put the damn beer down and stop oooing and ahhhing like this was all some kind of fireside tale told for their enjoyment. It was plain bad luck Nate had just happened to catch them on the first night since the invasion that the three of them had decided to have a drink and at least try to pretend like things were normal for a few hours. The last thing they needed was for him to decide his friends back home weren’t equipped to deal with the gravity of what he was doing out there. But Marty saw it happening anyway. Bit by bit, Nate was convincing himself they didn’t understand.

      “So, what happens next?” Kyle asked at the end of Nate’s report, swigging his beer like he was waiting for the auto-play timer to start the next episode of The Excalibur Knights Saga. Marty could’ve slapped him. At least until he added, a bit more soberly, “How long will it take the Synth to reach Alliance space with the Tarkaminen relay gone?”

      “No one seems to have a clear answer on that,” Nate said, his hologram shifting uneasily.

      “Sounds like we should be more worried about how quickly they’ll start assimilating all the settled worlds that are cut off out there,” Marty said.

      “And the unsettled ones too,” Nate agreed. “The Merlin’s saying we need to kick the entire Alliance into full wartime economy and start sending fleets in graduated waves by crusher drive to head them off in stages before they can reach critical mass.”

      Marty frowned, weighing that logic against what little understanding he had of the interstellar distances they were talking about here. “That sort of sounds like…”

      “Like he’s planning one hell of a long war of attrition,” Nate finished for him. “Of course, if someone hadn’t destroyed the Terran Beacon, a Knightship could’ve reached the Tarkaminen relay a hell of a lot faster and tried to reestablish military transport to the sector, but yeah.”

      It took his fact-checker brain a few extra seconds to work through the unspoken logistics of that one, too, but there was at least one part that was easy enough to parse out. “Dude, I think you need to give yourself a break.”

      “Definitely that,” Gwen agreed, scratching a happily panting Copernicus behind the ears.

      “You did save the wizard and prevent the rise of the Dark Lord Sauron, right?” Kyle added. “That’s like—”

      Marty flinched as his roommate belched out a wet-sounding burp. It smelled like hops and stomach acid.

      “Like, not insignificant,” Kyle finished weakly, finally setting the beer aside with a guilty look.

      “Sounds like a pretty critical mission success to me,” Marty added quickly.

      “Yeah.” Nate was unconvinced. “Well, half the Alliance is still crying that the Synth aren’t even real and that this was all some elaborate terrorist attack anyway, so I guess first things first.”

      A silence stretched, less comfortable than it should’ve been.

      “So…” Gwen started, looking uncharacteristically hesitant. She shot Marty the briefest sideways glance, and he felt the weight of the several what-if conversations they’d had in the past few days there in her eyes.

      “Does this mean you’ll be coming home soon?” Marty finished for her, intuiting the general intent of her question if not the exact details. “I mean, they’re not, like, trying to deploy you straight back into battle, right? Not until there’s a real plan?”

      “I’m… not really sure,” Nate said slowly. Maybe honestly. Maybe just buying time to produce a better excuse. “Calum said his people will be sending envoys to help the Ter—to help you guys start ramping up your defenses and spacefaring capacities as quickly as humanly possible, so…”

      Marty felt Kyle’s looming side-eye as Nate trailed into an uncertain silence.

      “We’ll be ready,” Marty said, before Kyle could make good on that look and start riffing about just how stoked the #EarthStrong crowd would be to hear the news that help was on the way (right after they got past the teensy-weensy detail that, while they might be Earth Strong, they were hardly the only homo sapiens running around in the galaxy). Knowledge of the Atlanteans hadn’t gone mainstream quite yet, and judging by how weird these past days had been, Marty could only imagine how the world was going to react when that one made it to the public infosphere.

      But that wasn’t important right now. Right now, as undignified as it kind of felt, Marty just needed to do whatever he could to convince Nate that he and Gwen—and maybe even Kyle—were ready for more than riding the bench back on Earth. Beside him, Gwen leaned forward, looking like she was intending to make her own arguments with Nate in private. Fine by him, if that’s what it took. Only, as Gwen murmured her excuses and reached for the activated q-node on Copernicus’ leash, he’d never seen Nate look so distant. Not where Gwen was concerned. Not he of the smitten, lovesick puppy dog eyes. Now, he just looked tired and worn.

      That didn’t bode well.

      “Good job out there, dude,” Kyle said, as Marty took Copernicus from Gwen’s lap so she could stand with the q-node.

      “We’re really proud of you, Nate,” Marty added. The words felt flat and wooden. He wondered if Nate noticed. Wondered if he should say more. For some intangible reason, he felt like everything was riding on this call. He saw a similar sentiment written on Gwen’s face as she set off down the hallway, bearing Nate’s holo awkwardly in front of her, like a fragile statuette she was worried might shatter at the first false move.

      Silence stretched in the living room once she was gone, thick and uncomfortable, and tinged with a suddenly irritating undertone of stale beer.

      Soft voices resumed in Nate’s bedroom, muffled and almost inaudible through the walls.

      “So…” Kyle said. He fingered his Xbox controller tentatively. Reached for his beer instead.

      Marty didn’t fully register he’d started moving until Kyle whispered, “Dude, what are you…?”

      But he was already setting Copernicus down and padding down the hallway. He couldn’t help himself. He padded right up to Nate’s room, avoiding the creaky spots, and laid his ear flat against the door, telling himself that Gwen would understand—that this was pretty much contractually covered by everything they’d been talking about these past days anyway.

      “We’ve been talking, Marty and I,” she was saying in there. “Pretty much everyday.” It almost made him feel better about his intrusion of privacy, at least until he took in the helplessness in her tone. “There’s… It’s different here, Nate. I mean, the world’s trying to get back on its feet, you know? People are talking about resuming classes, and the economy, and all that menial shit, but—But none of it really sounds important anymore, you know? Like, I’m gonna just go back to basic muscular dystrophy science when they have things out there that might treat every single form, just like that?”

      “That’s not necessarily—” Nate started, but Gwen cut him off.

      “I know, I know. But you understand what I’m saying.”

      A slight pause.

      “I understand what you’re saying.”

      A longer pause. Long enough this time for the guilty creep of Marty’s voyeurism to catch back up to him. He glanced self-consciously down the dark hallway and found Copernicus watching him from back in the living room, head cocked at that perfectly introspective corgi angle.

      “I love you, Nate,” came Gwen’s muffled voice through the door. “I wish I’d said it sooner. I wish I’d gotten on that damned ship. But I love you, and I miss you, and I just need you to hear it.”

      Something was wrong. Something slightly off in her voice.

      “I love you too,” came Nate’s reply, so quiet Marty barely heard it, even with his ear back to the door. “Gwen, that’s why I can’t—”

      “Don’t,” she whispered, sounding on the verge of tears. “You don’t have to do that. Just…”

      Marty waited, breathless, wondering if he should knock and interject—whether it’d be a rescue at this point, or sabotage.

      “Just know that we’re here for you, always,” she finally said, “and that Marty and I are ready.”

      He heard the fire stirring in her voice, and relaxed a little.

      “I mean it, Nate. We’re ready. We’re scared, and we’re light on the training, but we’re ready for anything you need. Just… just think about it.”

      A slight pause.

      “I will. I promise.”

      He wouldn’t. In that moment, Marty was sure of it. He leaned back from the door, feeling a touch dizzy, spirits only sinking further at what little he could make out of their closing goodbyes. They sounded as stiff as his words had felt earlier. Whatever Nate had been through out there, whatever was going on between him and Gwen, between all of them… something had changed. Maybe for good.

      Firm, flat wall pressed up against his back. Marty leaned heavily against it, head spinning now, feeling helpless. He was overreacting, he told himself, as his body slid down the wall of its own accord, sinking down to the haunches. He was being dramatic. Blowing this out of proportion.

      But somehow, he knew that wasn’t true.

      It was only when a muffled sob broke the silence that Marty regained his senses. Copernicus had crept up beside him and was watching him with something that might’ve been support or consternation, like are you gonna deal with that, or am I?

      Marty patted the corgi on the head and stood from his haunches, moving gingerly, still sadly sore from his impromptu flight the other day. Overly aware of Kyle’s curious presence out in the living room, he knocked gently on Nate’s door. Or maybe it was Gwen’s door now, if they were being honest. Either way, he only hesitated a few seconds before reaching for the handle.

      “Gwen?” he asked quietly, keeping the door at a crack.

      Something about the pregnant silence within coaxed him to push the door open. Maybe he was intruding. He wasn’t sure. But the look on Gwen’s face as the door swung open swept those concerns aside. She stood there in the center of the dark room, wreathed by the patchwork pattern of moonlight spilling in through the open blinds. Just enough light to make out the glint of her tears.

      “I don’t think he’s coming back.”

      Her voice was an empty whisper. Flat and defeated. It made him want to go to her—wrap her up in a hug and tell her that it was all going to be okay, or some other equally useless appeasement. He approached carefully, instead. Took her shoulders in his hands, willing her to meet his eyes. It was only when she did that he realized he didn’t have anything better to say.

      “It is gonna be okay, Gwen.”

      “It is,” she echoed, half-questioning, half-agreeing. She searched his face, looking for he didn’t know what. Then she sniffed once, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and focused back on him with hard resolution in her eyes, like she’d just come to some decision she’d been sitting on too long. “I’m joining the EDF, Marty.”

      He didn’t mean to recoil. It was a reflexive thing, a natural response to an outlandish claim. At least until Gwen caught him by the arms and held him there, her eyes demanding he look and listen properly. He shifted his weight from his teetering heels back underneath him, and she eased the tension of her grip on his arms, a silent challenge in her eyes.

      He did hug her then—slowly at first, then more firmly. He clung to her as tightly as she clung back to him. Probably more so. Because she was right. And because that scared the living hell out of him. But what else was there to do?

      Nothing.

      Nothing but this.

      He saw his grim certainty mirrored in her eyes as they broke apart, the beginnings of a reckless grin tugging at his lips.

      “Damn straight, we are.”
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      The restraints smelled like sweat. The cramped cabin like heated plastic and overworked electronics.

      Hardly intolerable, Gwen decided. But then again, also definitely not the kind of things one wanted to observe of the launch shuttle preparing to rocket one into high orbit. She glanced around the cabin, trying not to squirm in her seat at the thought of riding this bucket of bolts into space, trying to instead observe the cabin full of poor fools who’d been suckered into this like her. They were young, several younger than her, and only about a quarter looked as grave as they probably should’ve. The rest wore smug looks and eager, battle horny grins, visions of glory and action-packed space battles no doubt dancing in their heads.

      It wasn’t hard to guess which of these poor A-holes had actually encountered a Troglodan warrior up close and personal back on T-Day.

      Take the dude who’d been shamelessly leering at her from across the aisle for three straight minutes now, for instance. Chances were roughly sky high he’d joined up for babes and glory. Gwen, on the other hand… had definitely had her reasons. Maybe even good ones. But at that moment, sitting there waiting for blast off in that rickety, sweaty cabin, those reasons suddenly felt a little foggy.

      She turned her head as far to the right as the restraints would allow, the motion stirring the phantom sensation of her previously long hair brushing across her back. The feeling was somehow more notable now for its absence than it ever actually had been before, when she hadn’t looked like—

      “I like it,” Marty broke into her thoughts, watching her from the next seat over. Reading her mind, apparently. He was getting decently good at that, these days. Except for those occasional times when he absolutely wasn’t.

      “What, strange smells and full body restraints?” she shot back, quirking an eyebrow. “Why, Martin. I never would’ve guessed.”

      Probably overkill, to drop the full Martin on him, but god help her, she couldn’t help but enjoy his reaction. From the expression on his face, he’d tried to cover it up with a shrug before remembering he was far too strapped in for such casual gestures. She watched the rest play out from there, like a game of pong broadcast straight from brain to brows. Should he go with the joke? Take the easy out she’d just offered, change the subject, and maintain his patriarchal loyalty to his wayward space bro? Or should he persist, and pay her the compliment he so clearly wanted to?

      It was a look she’d been seeing from him a lot lately. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it.

      “Hey.”

      The word from across the aisle, somehow unmistakably aimed at her, broke their staring contest. Reticently, she turned from Marty and took her first direct look at Sir Leers a Lot. The details spilled in, updating this particular interruption with sharp blue eyes, deliberately ruffled black hair, and the kind of pristinely square, lightly stubbled jaw she’d more than a few times found herself wanting to either punch or sit on, depending on the context. Occasionally both.

      He showed her an annoyingly attractive grin. “Aren’t you a little hot for a stormtrooper?”

      She narrowed her eyes reflexively, caught off guard, registering with molasses brain that Mr. Sexy Jaw over there must’ve caught sight of the tiny stormtrooper helmet she’d had tattooed at the base of her thumb in a teenage act that had been about half as ironic as she’d intended—but still kind of awesome, if she did say so herself. She glanced at the head cabin display, playing its never ending reel of T-Day footage and EDF enrollment propaganda, and thought for a split second about a simple, “My boyfriend is an Excalibur Knight.”

      It was Marty who answered first. “Aren’t you a little tall for an asshole?”

      She glanced at her friend, genuinely surprised by his tone of voice: not angry or defensive, exactly—not just those things, at least—but rather… she didn’t know what. He shot her a sideways glance, and she dropped her gaze to the deck. Then, irritated at the damsel-esque reaction, she turned a scowl back on Mr. Sexy Jaw.

      Their aggressing beefcake played the middle road, meeting her with an have it your way, then quirk of one sharp brow before adding an unimpressed frown in Marty’s general direction and buggering back off to his own business. New age machismo. Retreating without retreating.

      Maybe they should’ve tried the Air Force instead.

      She’d heard applications had gone through the roof ever since Colonel Jaeger and his legendary 501st Space Aggressor Squadron had gone from back-bunker laughing stocks to the highly-regarded personal fighting force of Ser Nathaniel Arturi, escorting his Knightship across Alliance space on all manner of interstellar adventures. On the other hand, though, she probably could’ve expected much the same treatment over there. Or anywhere.

      There was one place they could’ve gone, if that Excalibur Knight boyfriend of hers would drop his Big Hero stick long enough to remember that she and Marty were his people, his tribe, and that they could help him out there even if neither of them were quite as adept at shirking off blaster fire and punching out space ogres as he was. On one level, she understood why Nate didn’t want them aboard the Camelot. On another, though, it was overprotective bullshit that ultimately wasn’t helping anyone.

      Case in point, her and Marty sitting here in a rickety launch shuttle, strapped for blastoff, flying off to join the EDF in secret like a pair of rebellious teens. Good on you, Nate. Good on you.

      The cough and sputter of awakening engines sent her insides lurching every which way, diving for cover. It was only at the warm squeeze that she registered her traitor hand had dived right into Marty’s. She shot him a don’t even start with me, Martin grin, slid her hand free, and rested her head back against the beaten polymer padding. It was only the pre-ignition routine. And she wasn’t even scared of flying. Nor of space, or zero g, or boldly going where no Gwen had gone before.

      She wasn’t afraid. But her body apparently had a few last doubts to shake out. She wasn’t the only one.

      The air shifted in the cabin, tightening, constricting, as the other thirty-some recruits processed the vibrations of prepping engines and the sudden, tangible reality of the fact that this was really happening. Brave faces drooped. Battle horny grins went soft.

      “It’s okay,” Marty said quietly beside her. “We’re gonna be fine. I promise.”

      She frowned at him, biting down on the urge to point out that, while they almost certainly were going to be fine, promising such was hardly something any one of them could truthfully do—and that she was completely fine already, thank you very much. Instead, she just nodded and settled in for launch.

      It wasn’t worth lamenting that they couldn’t simply take one of the newly christened space elevators up to the even more newly christened orbital training facility. For one thing, every single one of them needed to get used to this feeling right quick if they wanted to be any use to anyone up there. For another, this whole endeavor went sideways real fast without those space elevators doing their primary job. The massive constructions were more than overbooked for years to come, transporting all the denser (read: non-human) materials required to construct a functioning space navy on the double.

      Barely three months since the shit had well and truly hit planet Earth, and already, they had all this. Giant space elevators. Gravitational manipulation. Quantum communications facilities and a whole damned fleet of interstellar battleships, all under construction. Most days, she couldn’t help but wonder whether humanity was getting ahead of itself, plundering the Alliance codex so eagerly. Especially when she thought about those battleships—destructive machines of a technological level no one on the planet could’ve shaken a stick at just a few months ago—suddenly being dropped into the hands of the same planet that’d flirted, more than a few times in the past century, with the prospect of nuking itself to annihilation.

      She supposed they’d find out soon enough.

      The first mid-sized capitol ships were due to be completed in a few months, right around the time those of them who hadn’t failed out by then were slated to complete their basic training and qualify for duty aboard the virgin fleet.

      From a systems and flow perspective, it was all kind of amazing.

      From the more authentic view of a sweat-stained launch chair, it all felt a bit less glamorous, but so be it. One way or another, Earth had a lot of shit to get off its metaphorical plate, and not all that much time to do it.

      The persistent background whine of initializing engines—or whatever it was that whined like that on rickety launch shuttles—began to grow to the foreground, coaxing another jolt of apprehension from her chest. It was only at the motion in the main entry hatch that she remembered they were still waiting for someone.

      The shuttle might not’ve actually rocked under the weight of the officer who climbed aboard, but Gwen swore she felt it. The woman was wide, and on the shorter side, and, for lack of a less gross term, built like a brick shithouse. Gwen had always kind of hated that saying, but those were the first words that flitted through her head.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the woman started, taking the recruits in with a hard stare, “and anyone else aboard this boat.”

      There were a few stirrings at that last bit of inclusion, some amused, some seemingly appreciative. The officer—their company training leader, Gwen imagined—paid them no mind.

      “You are all hereby admitted recruits of the Earth Defense Force.”

      “Thought this was the bus to Vegas,” someone muttered to their neighbor with a smug smirk.

      Somehow, the instructor was already in his face by the time he turned back from his horrified neighbor. It was like magic. Two-hundred pounds (or ninety kilos?) of solid, unamused brick shithouse ghosting across the deck just like that.

      Apparently, there was a big difference between looking amused, and verbally expressing it.

      Their resident joker swallowed like something was stuck and went from zero to shifty-eyed sputter bucket in the blink of an eye. “I, uh… I just meant—I thought we’d already been, uh, accepted. Is all. Sir. Ma’am. C-captain.”

      Another audible swallow. To watch it from the outside, their squat training officer might as well have been force choking the life out of the poor kid. Gwen sat breathless with the rest of the cabin, waiting for the sharp words of rebuke, the public dress down. This was the guy who got made an example of to whip the rest of them into shape. She’d seen this movie, she was pretty sure. Except Officer Laser Eyes just kept staring until Gwen felt almost as uncomfortable as their unfortunate class clown, who looked liable to melt right through the deck any moment.

      “You are all hereby admitted recruits of the Earth Defense Force,” the woman finally broke the silence, holding the death stare on her victim a few seconds longer before turning it on the rest of the cabin. “Unless any of you care to do me the decency of throwing in the towel now and stepping the hell off my boat before you waste my time and your planet’s resources.”

      Somehow, the cabin seemed to grow even more silent at that, uneasy looks bouncing from neighbor to neighbor, stranger to stranger, until the stale air turned sour with the words everyone was too afraid to speak. Gwen glanced at Marty, found him glancing back with a look that was a little bit I think I like her and a little bit what the hell did we get ourselves into this time? Gwen definitely echoed him on the latter. The promise of answers—good or bad—rumbled through the shuttle deck, that persistent whine building to a low roar.

      “No?” the stout woman broke the silence, her stare returning pointedly to her first victim, the class clown, who kept his gaze front and center, jaw clenched, looking some mix of frightened and determined. “So be it.”

      The woman turned on a dime and marched to the front of the cabin, pausing only to cinch one young man’s restraints with barely a second glance for him or his blanching face. That done, she continued to the head of the cabin and dropped into her launch seat.

      “My name is Chief Petty Officer Liu,” she said, stern eyes never leaving them as she slid into her seat restraints, buckling them by feel with an easy, practiced efficiency. “You can call me Chief Petty Officer Liu.”

      She thumped the secured restraint hub at her chest, and showed them a humorless smile.

      “Welcome to the EDF, kids.”

      Gwen clenched the beaten polymer seat edge, a colossal spike of oh shit realization piercing through her, like somehow she hadn’t quite processed until just then what exactly they were doing.

      Then the engines roared, and the launch hit like a wall of bricks.
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      The day they first boarded their service vessel, the EDF Voyager, was the day Gwen first realized they were—somewhat ironically, given the ship’s name—going nowhere fast.

      To say basic had passed in a breeze would’ve been kind of like… well, kind of like bullshit.

      Basic had passed like a pearly string of centimeter-thick kidney stones. But passed, it had, and trained they were—in weapons, in comms, in nav. In flight mechanics, and in zero g combat, and in a dozen or so other related fields that all sat smoldering now somewhere in the back of her skull. They’d even done a stint of deep space survival that’d nearly ended in catastrophe for everyone involved—instructors included.

      Chief Liu had pulled the lot of them into the rescue shuttle with her own two hands. Then, back at the station, she’d had them run 1.3 g laps till they puked, and kept them up all night disassembling and reassembling every piece of their EVA suits until they could—and basically were—doing it in their sleep. Gwen almost didn’t even want to know—which, scratch that, because she most definitely was burning to know—what Chief had done to the instructors for that one. They never said.

      All in all, the entire experience—of basic, and really of everything else since she and Marty had gotten the bright idea to stick it to their Excalibur Knight bestie and join the space navy—had been a trying, semi-beautiful clusterfuck of military efficiency clashing against the great unknown. Which, honestly, seemed to sum up the state of the EDF as a whole these days. A lot had changed in the past year. And a lot hadn’t.

      Mr. Sexy Jaw, for instance (Kevin, as it turned out), had become one of their tightest allies and friends, after Gwen had spurned enough of his advances to finally get the message through his stubborn head.

      There’d been a few close calls. The night after she and Marty had finally spilled the beans to Nate about having joined the EDF, for instance. Their act of rebellion, laid bare, only to find that Nate didn’t seem to particularly care—that he’d in fact seemed somewhat relieved by the news, like he knew damn well it meant they’d be safely tucked out of harm’s way for now, at least relative to him.

      He doesn’t care, her inner saboteur had whispered to her that night, as she’d lain restless in her bunk, trying not to let that pernicious voice gain ground, or to let herself think about the ones who most certainly did care. The ones who were right here, right now. She tried not to think about it. Tried not to think about how good it would feel to be properly used. To be properly appreciated. To be wanted. Because Nate didn’t care. And neither did the powers of Earth, willfully ignoring the fact that they had two direct contacts of their mighty savior, Ser Nathaniel Arturi, sitting here on their thumbs, underused and unappreciated.

      But the bulk of those thoughts passed—or at least receded—with the dark cycle of ship’s night, and in the artificial light of day, there was reason, and there was Marty, who might as well have been Reason incarnate, as often as she found herself leaning on him for it. The days ticked on, and they stuck to their metaphorical guns, going about their duties—Gwen in medical and Marty in engineering. It wasn’t glamorous. It certainly wasn’t what they’d expected on that cool State College evening when they’d decided, together, to take the plunge and join the fight, no matter what.

      The fight, as it turned out, looked a lot like your standard 9 to 5, with the minor exceptions of adhering to military regs, living aboard a giant spaceship, and occasionally spotting the odd tentacle-haired Gorgon or golden Eldari marching about here or there on Alliance business. Still, whatever righteous fire she and Marty had been touched by all those months ago seemed to have found a disappointing lack of fuel here aboard the EDF Voyager. Too quickly, visions of defending Earth and pushing biomedical science centuries forward with wild new alien tech had resolved, with ruthless clarity, to the daily tedium of casting broken bones and treating genital warts—too often while smiling through gritted teeth at condescending or downright predatory superiors.

      A lot of days, it was hard not to question things. Second guess. Wonder if maybe Marty shouldn’t have taken up Mr. Jarrel Kessleman of DARPA on his offer, back around T-Day, to see to it their talents were properly engaged on behalf of Team Earth, in return for the small favor of spilling the beans on every single little thing they knew or ever had known about Ser Nathaniel Arturi. And maybe they really had missed the boat on that one. Kessleman had seemed a decent enough sort—at least compared to the line of suits that’d processed them like canned goods in the wake of the Troglodan invasion. Maybe he really could’ve helped them. Maybe it would’ve been win-win-win, all the way to the top and bottom. Wins all the way down.

      But then Kyle had gone all Shitty Weird Al with his dumbass parody of Fuck the Police, and somehow, on that particularly raw night, they’d let their drunk friend’s bad rap solidify their distrust of… well, pretty much everyone. And especially anyone who’d wanted (completely reasonably, in retrospect) to know anything about Nate.

      It’d all felt so noble back then, turning down the suits and joining the fight the old fashioned way.

      Now, though… Now, after an afternoon spent conducting an unfortunate examination of the administrative officer whose syphilis had almost certainly either been contracted from or passed along to the administrative clerk she’d treated two days earlier—and pretending like she hadn’t noticed him spending half the examination trying to see down her scrubs… Now, she couldn’t help but wonder, as she knew Marty constantly wondered, what manner of scientific wonderland they’d missed out on, choosing EDF enlistment over preferential treatment at DARPA in the wake of a freaking alien invasion.

      God only knew what they could’ve gotten up to there.

      Of course, it felt like something of a betrayal to have even been thinking such things at all, on those rare occasions when Nate would finally step away from his wayward adventures out there long enough to call them. But those calls had been growing less and less frequent as the months ticked by, like the sigmoid curve of some slowly extinguishing species. And besides that, it was hard to imagine now (what with Nate’s serious face watching them, arms dramatically crossed, from every other display and ad spot in Terran space) that anyone in that long list of post T-Day interrogators had ever truly intended to bring any harm to Nate. And even if they had intended as much, there clearly would’ve been better flavors of Nate kryptonite from which to choose—because clearly, she and Marty didn’t hold half as much leverage in Nate’s hierarchy of needs as they’d once thought they did.

      But she was getting carried away. Cherry picking her favorite unreferenced tidbits like some internet truth warrior and laying flames to a straw man dummy of Nate just to make herself feel better, more justified, about this… this whatever it was, worming its way through her insides. Poison. Emotional poison.

      Despite all of it, though, dead end positions or not, unappreciated or not, they stuck to their damned guns. Gwen and Marty, loyal friends till the end, doing their damned jobs, doing what they could from afar to help the man who didn’t want to be helped.
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      Then came the day that she heard the news, rattling down that infernal grapevine.

      There was chatter that some of the Atlantean reps were returning to Forge Station, along with a solid host of key Terran personnel—way more Earthling heads than had made it out into Alliance space to date. Which was all well and good, and maybe even great, right up until they got to the punchline of the rumor: three lucky specialists accompanying the lot, slated to join Nate’s crew aboard the Camelot after the Knightship’s many months of stubborn refusals to take anyone.

      That one hit her right in the brainstem.

      To hear it at all—and to hear it not from Nate, or even from the EDF feeds, but from a freaking gossipy recruit, of all people…

      Distantly, she was aware of her hands finishing their work and of her mouth telling that patched up recruit she was all good to go, head spinning. She proceeded to clear her workstation of spent wrappings and bloodied bandages. Watched from somewhere else as Gwen, the body, stood and made its way to her tiny office cubby to call Kyle, the unofficial keeper of the all-important q-node (or at least the keeper of Copernicus, who bore the device that was the only thing letting them keep backchannel comms with Nate). She wasn’t sure what Gwen, the body, was expecting.

      Surely, Kyle and Copernicus must’ve had word. Surely, her so-called boyfriend—her so called friend—the one who’d been sidestepping her and Marty’s wishes to join the Camelot for the better part of a year now… surely, he hadn’t just shat on all of it and decided to take three perfect strangers instead. And surely he wouldn’t have done so without at least trying to get ahold of them first. But there’d been no word from Nate, she heard Kyle say, somewhere in that floating mess of disbelief, and there was no way—and she was somehow just now in this moment registering just how unilaterally fucked this was—but there was no way to initiate contact, or even send a goddamn voicemail, through the q-node Nate had left them. There never had been.

      The q-node, like everything else about Nate’s tele-presence here, was a one-way connection, left here for him to choose when he did and didn’t want them to exist in his life.

      And that pretty much did it.

      In some ways, it was like waking from a fugue state. One minute, she was going through the motions, finishing up her shift in a blind haze, following her feet toward the mess hall out of routine. The next, she was sitting astride her good pal Kevin in a cramped storage closet, clamping a hand over his sputtering mouth and telling him to shut the fuck up and go with it.

      In some ways, she didn’t know why she stopped, but eff her sideways if it wasn’t the thought of Todd Mackleroy that turned her back from the precipice at the last moment—make of that what she absolutely wouldn’t right just then. Maybe it was just the reminder of being treated like… like that, even if “that” had been exactly what she’d always known she’d been getting into with Todd, and exactly what she’d always told herself was her own damn choice, and not at all a problem. It’d been Nate who’d had the problem with her and Todd’s arrangement. Nate, her shining white knight, swooping in, even then, to tell her what she was and wasn’t allowed to have.

      And now here she was, halfway to fucking an innocent bystander out of… she couldn’t even say what. Anger and betrayal, for starters—which was about as rich as it got, sitting there with her hand halfway down her gaping friend’s pants. She tumbled off of Kevin and out of the storage space, stammering apologies, reeling with a deeper, more turbid sludge of guilt and hurt and confusion than she could even bear to look at.

      She turned, thinking she might simply explode, and nearly hurled on the spot when she found Nate’s larger-than-life face staring down at her from a corridor display, next to a banner that read, “Do your duty. Help me keep our planet safe.”

      She didn’t run. Not quite. But she did scurry, not unlike a rat, until she found a comms cubby to take cover and catch her breath. Or at least to lose her shit in private. Motherfucker was haunting them. And she… She was shaking. Trembling. Ready to scream. If everything on the ship hadn’t been riveted down, she might’ve thrown something.

      She’d wanted to hurt him.

      She had never wanted to hurt him before. Never did want to.

      But as she gathered herself and stepped back out into the corridor, meeting Nate’s oversized display stare and telling herself that this was all a gargantuan overreaction—a chain-reaction of cumulative stresses and school-girl-level drama all exploding way beyond any reasonable limits…

      No matter how firmly she repeated the admonishments, she couldn’t deny the deep, uncomfortable certainty that something had changed inside, like the first thunderous crack of a polar ice cap yielding to the pressures of a changing world.
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      She went to find Marty. She didn’t know what else to do.

      By the look on his face, he’d already heard the news as well. He sat there on the edge of his bunk, hunched elbows to knees, staring through the deck and a few light-years beyond. He twitched a little as she sat carefully down beside him, like he’d meant to look at her but couldn’t quite manage to break free of whatever was going on in his head.

      “You hear one of ’em’s a journalist?” he finally said.

      “A journalist?” she asked.

      “I mean, an obscenely accomplished one, but yeah, that’s the official line.”

      She’d been too floored by the news to even bother gathering the finer details. She didn’t especially want to know what these three Earthling specialists had to offer that they didn’t, but she also couldn’t help but ask.

      “So, a journalist, and…?”

      “A xenobiologist and an astrophysicist, from what I’ve heard,” Marty said. “Which, those two, I get. But… Christ. A journalist? I mean, nothing against the free press and the power of story and all that, but what the fuck are we? Chopped liver?”

      Gwen cocked an idle eyebrow. “Nutritionally dense, yet cosmetically undesirable?”

      “Jesus Christ, Gwen, if you’re undesirable, then—”

      Marty cut himself off with a frown, like he’d just realized what he was saying.

      “Then what?”

      “Then I’m sorry, because it’s definitely beside the point here.”

      “Said one hepatocyte to the other.” She nudged him in the ribs. “C’mon. What were you gonna say?”

      He didn’t look particularly playful as he relented. “Just that if you’re cosmetically undesirable, then I’m a nine foot Troglodan named Marclar.”

      “Hmm. Well, that’s awfully sweet of you. But you know what I meant, Marclar.”

      For a moment, Marty looked like he might smile at that, but then he sobered. “Yeah, well…”

      “Call me chopped liver?” Gwen offered.

      “Well, I was gonna say ‘fuck this,’ but… yeah. That too.”

      “Yeah,” Gwen agreed.

      A thoughtful silence stretched between them, colored on the edges by the muted sounds of foot traffic in the corridor outside. It was only then that Gwen appreciated just how unusually quiet the barracks was at that moment. Not an awake soul in sight but them. Not all that long ago, the two napping crewmen in the far corner might’ve put her on edge for fear of being overheard in a private conversation. Now, it felt like sanctum sanctorum in here.

      “Maybe we should’ve stayed in school,” Marty said, pulling her back from her fruitless ruminations. “Buffed up on our credentials.”

      It took her a moment to register what he meant: as if the only thing that’d kept Nate from inviting them out to the Camelot had been their noted lack of world-class credentials.

      “Well,” Gwen said, gesturing to the barracks like here we are, “apparently there’s still time.”

      Marty huffed, a small grin tugging at his lips. “What are you thinking, then? Space lawyers?”

      “Psychic gemstone healers. Clearly.”

      “Ah. I was leaning palm reader. Or Tarot. Nate probably needs a good Tarot hand out there on the Camelot, right?”

      “I think what Nate needs is…”

      A nice, hard boot up that beefy new ass of his, she meant to say, right up until the wind went whooshing from her sails. She watched herself deflate until all the hot air had gone and all that was left was the ugly little truth that she really didn’t know the first thing about what Nate needed—though not for lack of trying. He wouldn’t let her know. Didn’t think she could understand. Which might’ve been true in part, but only insofar as he wouldn’t open up and let her see what he was going through. They were caught in a stalemate. Had been since he’d left, really. It’d just taken them a few months to see it clearly. And now…

      “Nate needs us,” Marty finished for her. “Or he will at some point.”

      But Gwen wasn’t so sure about that anymore, and judging from the searching look in Marty’s eyes, neither was he.

      “Trust me,” he pushed on anyway. “He might not know it yet, but… Trust me.”

      “Yeah,” was all she could think to say. The single word didn’t do much to lighten the silence settling between them, thicker and decidedly more loaded than the last one had been. Outside, the muted din of activity carried on. Inside, the mournful rumbling of her stomach reminded her that she’d missed lunch via her circuitous route along the What-the-fuck-were-you-thinking Express.

      “You all right?” Marty finally asked.

      “No. Not really.”

      “Yeah.” He shook his head. “Me neither.”

      She searched for something to tell him, some scrap of encouraging wisdom, and came up with little more than empty aphorisms. In the end, she settled on a long sigh, and rested her head on his shoulder. “What are we gonna do, Martin?”

      “Well…”

      She felt the stiffness in his shoulders and straightened away from their contact, ashamed anew at the unintended reminder of what she’d nearly done—and angry that she should feel ashamed at all. Angry that Marty should still cling so resolutely to his loyalty for a friend who continued to push them away, time and time again. Angry that they should be stuck here, holding life on permanent pause.

      Marty was still fishing for his miraculous answer when the rising tide of Gwen’s frustrations poured over into another rather violent growl from her stomach.

      “… Guess we could always start with lunch,” he finished, with a sideways glance.

      Gwen cocked an eyebrow at him. “Lunch first, save the world later?”

      “Sounds reasonable.”

      And so it did, except for the part where, plan made, neither of them moved a muscle. It was the darnedest thing. Like an invisible containment field had activated throughout the barracks, holding them in place. They just sat there, wrestling with something neither of them could see or even quite sense, aside from the fact that it clearly wouldn’t let them leave.

      “We’re not… This wasn’t a mistake.”

      She managed to refrain from actually giving voice to the inevitable, “Was it?” at the end of her words, but it still hung there between them like a physical weight, demanding… something. Something she didn’t know how to give.

      For one terrifying instant, she didn’t know what the hell she was doing here.

      Then Marty stood, shattering the spell with a single, unimposing motion.

      “Come on,” he said, offering her a hand up—and, she couldn’t help but notice, nothing in the way of empty appeasements. “Chopped liver’s still got work to do.”
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      They say bad things come in threes.

      And while Marty had basically no idea who “they” were, or where they’d uncovered their holiest Rule of Threes, he still couldn’t help but wonder, as he pulled his boot laces tight, what last brick might even now be falling for their collective heads. Then again, he also couldn’t pretend like that might not just be paranoia talking. Or motivated reasoning. Superstitious pattern recognition. Plain old freaking nerves.

      Maybe this was a bad idea.

      It had all started with the security upgrades. Which was to say, maybe, that it’d actually all started with whatever pasty old government blowhard had failed to properly secure the digitized contents of the Alliance codex—the accumulated motherlode of alien technological innovations that Ser Iveera Katanaga herself had handed over to mankind in the aftermath of T-Day.

      Kind of a ballsy move, in hindsight.

      Noble in intention, no doubt. But one breach of the codex later—one viral data dump, one mad leap forward in the totality of all “human” knowledge—and they’d been looking at a whole new host of problems. Take, for instance, the systemwide overhaul of all existing EDF encryption protocols abruptly necessitated by the potential breakthroughs in civilian quantum computing down planetside.

      In a past life, Marty probably would’ve been cheering on the hackers and spouting off for the democratization of knowledge (and so on, and so forth). Open source had always been the way of the future, he’d thought. Right up until the sky had started raining vicious Troglodans, and humanity had received, in a single blink, ten-thousand times more knowledge than it’d managed to accumulate for itself in all of recorded history—and certainly well more than it knew what to do with.

      Now, though, Marty wasn’t quite sure what he thought, other than that shit was getting out of hand fast. Probably even faster than it looked, from their somewhat removed viewpoint up here on the EDF Voyager, where Marty figured they were likely only hearing the most notable highlights from Earth’s sudden encounter with the oh-so-sprawling contents of Pandora’s Box.

      True, a lot of the more wild and dangerous technologies from the codex did require materials and production capabilities that were still well beyond the general public. Hell, in some cases, they were still beyond the combined resources of the UN and the EDF. But none of that seemed to have stopped the sudden spike in black market cancer cures and precocious, bath-robed, thirteen-year-old anarchists pulling quantum hacks on global financial markets from the comfort of their clueless parents’ basements.

      The problem, though—or the one Marty and Gwen were personally grappling with, amid the rest of the veritable shitstorm—was that the new wave of EDF encryption protocols ushered in by said shitstorm had broken Marty’s backdoor channel to the (previously) secure server he’d left running on Earth to keep in touch with Kyle and Copernicus—and in turn with the all-important q-node.

      The problem was that, in the blink of an eye, they’d lost their only link to Nate.

      And granted, that statement did seem like little more than a formality at this point, given that their so-called “friend” hadn’t reached out to them in months and that, as Gwen had pointed out many times, with increasingly pointed vitriol, the damned thing had only ever really been a one-way radio anyways, designed to keep them on Nate’s leash, at arm’s length. But despite all of that, they’d both been caught off guard by the level of… not quite panic that had struck them in the wake of the realization. Something more like claustrophobia, maybe. The claustrophobia of finding themselves suddenly trapped here on this ship, huffing down EDF chow and toeing the EDF line with no outside recourse. The awful realization that the Nate-shaped safety line they’d both been so intently acting out against, whether consciously or not, in even joining the EDF to begin with… that that safety line had been severed, even as they clung to it. Suddenly and indelibly annihilated.

      It was a sobering moment. One that felt a little like a death in the family—and also vaguely like the beginning to something, though Marty couldn’t say what, exactly, or even whether it was a net positive or negative in their lives. And that might’ve been the most startling part of it all. Because, in time, Marty imagined he might well be able to find another way to piggyback off of the ship’s comms, past the new encryption protocols. There had to be a way.

      It was just that he wasn’t so sure he cared to find it anymore.

      Before, it had truly seemed to matter. Before, it had needed to matter: that Marty and Gwen (and Kyle and Copernicus down planetside) had been there, quietly holding the key. Because how could it not matter? Just look at the displays. The holo banners. The ceaseless, unflinching presence of Ser Nathaniel Arturi, following them up and down the corridors of the Voyager with his larger-than-life face and charming calls to heroism. (The latter of which having clearly been concocted in some PR office rather than from Nate’s actual mouth. But still.)

      To look at it from the outside, the better half of the EDF’s very backbone had been built purely on the existence of Nate Arturi, Excalibur Knight, and on the almost mythical belief that he was out there, fighting for humanity, waiting for them to assemble their forces and come join him.

      And Marty and Gwen, well… in a way, they’d held the key to it all. Or so they’d told themselves.

      The only direct line of communication with Ser Nathaniel Arturi available in the entire Sol system.

      And sure, there’d since been other channels established. The Alliance Council had Nate on speed dial, and while it was hardly the epitome of efficiency, the UN had access to the Council via the hodgepodge system of relays to the mecha space station and Alliance capital colloquially known as the Forge. Therefore, by transitive property—and at roughly the speed of snail mail—the UN had been in communication with Nate for months now. But it wasn’t the same, Marty had told himself, even as Nate’s calls had dwindled, and the UN had used that laughably indirect channel to negotiate the addition of three now legendary Earthling specialists to Nate’s crew aboard the Camelot. It wasn’t the same, even as UN communications with Nate and the Alliance at large had been greatly expedited by the recent completion of Earth’s very own city-sized q-comms facility.

      It wasn’t the same. It truly wasn’t.

      But Marty couldn’t keep ignoring just how much it didn’t seem to matter anymore, their secret little backdoor channel to Nate—the one they couldn’t even reach from the Voyager anymore. Maybe it wasn’t the same, but either way, it was kind of impossible not to see that they were running out of runway, here. Impossible not to wonder if maybe they hadn’t been overestimating their importance in Nate’s life all along.

      And while Marty was painfully aware of just how cosmically inconsequential their little melodrama really was in the grand scheme of things, the rest of him was just plain angry. With Nate. With what his casual abandonment had done to them. With what it’d done to Gwen. That alone would’ve been enough: Watching her fade before his very eyes. Watching the brightest, most vivacious person he’d ever known, slowly bleeding out all of her beautiful color to these drab corridor walls, this impossible situation. Listening to her ruminate over perceived mistakes and what-ifs, as if any of this had truly been their fault. And maybe it had been. Because as much as he wanted to remain seated on the Pity Party Express, blaming Nate and the rest of the galaxy for all of it, Marty couldn’t ignore the truth any longer. Pissed as he was with Nate and the Troglodans, with Mordred LeFaye and every other evil asshole out there… pissed as he was at all of them, Marty was twice as angry with himself for having ever let Nate climb aboard that ship and leave them behind in the first place.

      Things could’ve been so different, if only they’d known. If only.

      But they hadn’t, and things weren’t, and so here they were. And now without Nate.

      Something had to give. Maybe it was patronizing (and at best, he was probably just projecting his own shit elsewhere), but Marty wasn’t sure Gwen could take many more shots like this one. He’d never forget the look in her eyes, the night they’d realized their backdoor channel was gone. It had been the snapping of some critical last straw, he was almost sure of it—on par with the day they’d learned, through that damned grapevine, of Nate’s Camelot crew additions, and of the apparent fact that the two of them had once again not made the cut. But even that look had been different. More intense, more devastated maybe, but somehow less consequential.

      He remembered the way she’d sat after that particular emotional blow, hugging herself as if to hide her body from the world, or maybe simply to hold herself together. He still wondered if something had happened that day, before she’d come to him in the barracks. Something to trigger the slowly unbottling explosion she’d laid on him, talking through it seemingly to herself as much as to him as she realized out loud just how angry she was, and how she’d never actually been angry with Nate before. How, sure, there’d been moments of supreme frustration back in school, and how, hell, there’d been years of it. But never like this. Never this… this borderline violent…

      Hatred.

      It wasn’t the word she’d used. Wasn’t the word either of them ever would’ve admitted to, or one that Marty even particularly believed, once he calmed the more dramatic side of his internal dialogue. But with each passing day, each additional slight, or microaggression, or plain old case of neglectful absence on Nate’s part, deliberate or otherwise…

      Marty had kept waiting for the universe to right itself, to kindly remind them that this—the strongest bond of love and friendship in their lives—could not merely be left to erode to some casual death, peppered by a thousand-thousand doubts and what-ifs, and by time and space and some errant sense of duty and bullshit self-importance. This was Nate they were talking about. Marty’s best friend since the first day of freshman year, when they’d played Mario Kart 64 til the break of dawn and laughed with bright eyes and bushy tails about how damned great the next four years were going to be.

      And now, four-and-a-half years later…

      Now, Marty supposed they could always throw caution to the wind, skip the cloak and dagger bullshit and let fly to command—maybe even directly to Captain Andrews—that they needed unrestricted access to the comm systems to stay in contact with Ser Arturi. But they still didn’t know how Andrews or anyone else in the EDF would react to that knowledge. Moreover, setting aside all other questions of whether such a course would be right or not, noble or not… they just couldn’t do it. He couldn’t do it. Couldn’t keep chasing this fantasy, clinging to this decrepit, emaciated hope that he and Gwen were somehow the secret link waiting to tie Earth back to its wayward Knight in either’s time of need.

      The galaxy was moving on. Nate was moving on. They saw it every day in the feeds and in Nate’s actions, explicit or not. They saw it in their own actions, explicit or not. The galaxy was moving on. And the only thing left to do, short of losing their minds, was to decide what to do—who they were—without Nate Arturi in their life.

      Which had all sounded well and good, right up until the day some strange, mysterious Svartalf had arrived seemingly out of thin air to Sol space, insisting—if rumors were to be trusted—that she had vital information for the eyes and ears only of Ser Nathaniel Arturi himself. And now…

      Now, Marty finished lacing his boots and sat back, trying not to dwell on that unholy Rule of Threes—trying not to check off the mental boxes. Contact with Nate? Lost. Their quiet Sol borders? Infringed. And that last colossal brick, waiting to come crashing down on their collective heads? Pending.

      Plain old freaking nerves, Marty told himself. That was all.

      He stood and went to find Gwen all the same, determined to get to the bottom of it.
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      Biding time, Marty had decided one sweaty day, crawling through a stifling systems access way that was inarguably not designed for human access…

      Biding time was kind of a bullshit proposition, from the ground up.

      At the very least, the whole concept only really worked when there was “ample” time to bide—which, as far as he could tell, had ceased to be a condition actually experienced by any real human since sometime between the invention of the wheel and the unfortunate consensus that the word “productivity” undoubtedly belonged on the running list of admirable human virtues.

      Moreover, from what glimpses he’d garnered, humanity wasn’t the only one afflicted with the curse. No matter where one looked in the galaxy, time was one thing that seemed to be in increasingly short supply. And the biding of it?

      Ain’t no one had time for that, to put it simply.

      And sure: some days (maybe even most days), life aboard the Voyager—or the Never, as they’d jokingly started calling it—seemed to beg to differ. In a weird way, it was hard to spend too much time doom spiraling over what was happening out yonder when you had to complete your boring-yet-demanding specialist duties, finish scrubbing that there sanitary unit just ’cuz, and then be spick and span and ready to do it all again at the ripe marshaling hour of 0500 shipboard the next day—every day. Marty supposed that was kind of the point of their rigid shipboard schedules. But even with the power of selective exhaustion working against (or for) them, they could still feel it here, in their quaint, quiet little corner of the galaxy:

      Civil wars and ill-conceived land grabs racking dozens of systems throughout Alliance space. Broken trade agreements and supply chain interruptions putting the hurt on anyone else who’d managed to avoid going straight medieval on their neighbors’ asses. And that was all to say nothing of the actual Enemy that was coming to mindlessly gobble them all up, system by system, world by scrumptious world.

      In the wake of the Synth invasion, the galaxy was going half-mad.

      It was all entirely too much for any one person to do jack shit about.

      So, perhaps mostly for a distinct lack of any clear save-the-galaxy panacea button, Marty and Gwen had stuck to their unglamorous work in engineering and medical, biding their time—waiting for they couldn’t say what, just like the rest of the galaxy. Some days, when the news was particularly troubling, they even had to admit that maybe they were being rather small-minded, expecting Nate to have time for little old them when he was out there smack in the middle of the galactic shitstorm. But then they’d catch a snippet here or there—a video headline of Ser Nathaniel Arturi, say, escorting the crown princess of Aesirheim to some big, sexy royal wedding on Vanaheim, in the middle of the galactic dumpster fire. Receiving a public and rather juicy kiss on the cheek from her worshipfullness, to the even juicier delight of the fawning crowd of shiny, sycophantic Eldari.

      Gwen had loved that one.

      Marty still wasn’t sure whether it’d been a blessing or a curse that her simmering irritation had been promptly mollified by the curious rumors and then the shoddy leaked footage of the so-called attack over Vanaheim, where a very minor but majorly concerning fragment of Synth protoswarm had allegedly appeared out of thin air. Luckily, Ser Nathaniel Arturi had been there to save the day—and to promptly return to the big, sexy royal gathering below, no call to desperately curious homebound friends required.

      Marty and Gwen both knew on some level—or at least had known, back when they’d actually had his ear, and vice versa—that, glamorous appearances aside, Nate was stuck in his own version of time-biding holding pattern out there, mostly playing errand boy to the Alliance Council. They knew he had his own duty-bound frustrations, sidelined to keeping “local” Alliance morale high with his Knightly presence while the more senior Knights like Zedavian Kelkarin were off on the outer rims, fighting the actual fight, smashing Synth protoswarms almost as fast as new ones could precipitate.

      Somehow, none of that knowledge was comforting. If anything, it only deepened the claustrophobic sense of trapped rat on sinking ship Marty was feeling pretty much anytime he was alone now. The walls were getting closer. The air, thicker, more stifling in a way that had nothing to do with the current shipwide battle against their not quite faulty but definitely underperforming atmos scrubbers.

      Something was up aboard the Voyager—had been ever since that first mysterious Svartalf had emerged from thin air, with all her mystique and her even more mysterious intel for Nate’s eyes only. A vague sense of doom seemed to cling to the air, or maybe even to the spaces between. A disturbance, perhaps, in the mystical Lady’s Light Nate had always told them was with them, around them (penetrating them? Kyle had asked, in his most wizened Jedi way).

      Marty knew it was probably all nothing but superstition and pessimistic pattern recognition on the part of his subconscious, but he still couldn’t quell the sense of dread growing in his gut. And who could blame him? A galaxy at war—with the Synth, and with itself. Protoswarm fragments, appearing out of thin air in Alliance space. A mysterious alien herald, arrived on their doorstep with secretive news.

      A wayward best friend who might’ve been the key to it all (or at least to that last bit), had he cared to pick up the q-node.

      And that was it! Or so some part of Marty cried to his core, the night it shocked him awake from dreams of Nate bloodied and screaming. What was it—or what it was—he couldn’t say for several minutes, as he sat there catching his breath, covered in cold sweat, trying to bring the dream back into focus. Nate, bloodied and screaming. Darkness and terror. The rest of the details maddeningly out of reach, falling away like sand through open fingers. There might’ve been a cave.

      But that wasn’t it.

      It wasn’t just the dream, which Marty was reasonably certain must’ve been just a dream—a standard, run-of-the-mill amalgamation of his every passing fear and irrational worry, plucked like a fine lute by his fiendish subconscious. And that… That was it. Maybe.

      Maybe?

      Yes, he knew, as it finally struck home, so loud in his head it seemed odd it didn’t wake the barracks. The subtle shift that apparently only his subconscious had caught, until now. Every story, every headline they’d seen about Ser Nathaniel Arturi these past several days. All of it, recycled and repackaged in one way or another. Old events under slightly less old spins. Nothing new under the sun. Which could’ve meant nothing at all.

      But it also could’ve been exactly the kind of lying-without-lying that the Council might be tempted to pull in the event that their shiny poster boy for normalcy throughout Alliance space had gotten himself unexpectedly tied up in bad business—or gone missing completely.

      It was a bit of a leap. Probably more than a bit, Marty gradually admitted to himself, lying there awake for Merciful Sith knew how long, as the thoughts played through on repeat, losing credulity with each passing loop. Still, that sinking feeling persisted. Still, the aching worry for the distant friend of whom he’d told himself, time and time again, it was time to start letting go.

      Just a dream, he told himself, eyes stubbornly shut in search of sleep.

      Darkness and terror.

      Time to start letting go.

      Nate, screaming. Dying.

      The cave.

      Just a dream.

      There’d been something in there with him.

      Marty’s eyes cracked open of their own accord, scanning the barracks shadows for any sign of wild bogeymen on the loose. Nothing but the sounds and smells of too many humans sharing too little space. Contented snoring and a wash of under-aerated boots and overworked deodorant. No horrible monsters, scuttling over to crack him open and gobble up his mortal soul.

      Clearly, he needed to rest and reset.

      Since sleep just as clearly wasn’t going to come, though, Marty slid out of his bunk and dressed in the dark. In the corridor outside, he gave the feeds a cursory scroll, expecting nothing, finding nothing. Finally, he put out a pair of no-doubt futile messages to the only public-facing channels available for Sers Nathaniel Arturi and Iveera Katanaga on the Alliance registry—the ones he knew for a fact got at least hundreds of thousands, often millions, of similar queries and varying cries for help every single day. He even logged a message to the Merlin’s prayer box. Because that’s pretty much what it felt like, in a weird, kind of irreverent way: Sending prayers. (And probably with roughly even odds of receiving any response.)

      Briefly, Marty considered also putting a request into EDF command—or yet another request, more accurately. Because if he could just meet with Captain Andrews, finally, and explain… what, exactly? That he’d had a bad dream? That he was worried about his friend, and that he was quickly becoming a conspiracy theorist to boot?

      Most of what Marty actually knew—the existence of the q-node, and all the rest of Nate’s juicy dark secrets—were off the table as far as sharing was concerned, and fairly inactionable anyway, if he was really being honest. Besides, for all he knew, Nate was totally fine and simply hitting the moons of Devos with a shipload of Princess Elsavataryllianna Priatus’ hottest Eldari friends or some such right then. Marty knew (or almost knew) that wasn’t the case. But there was no way anyone, least of all Captain Andrews, was going to accept any of this as anything other than the assembled blatherings of a sad little man who’d been left behind—and probably for good reason—by his mighty, mighty friend, the Earth Knight.

      So, Marty silenced his comms and hit the track instead.

      That day—or that crack-of-ass morning, rather—he was tempted, as he often was, to skip the running and go straight for the weight room. Something about the animalistic satisfaction of moving heavy things. Something about having watched his once scrawny friend grow to practically Troglodan size (but with way better pecs) in the months following T-Day. Both had left Marty with an intractable desire to get bigger, stronger, bigger, stronger, at the expense of everything else. But some voice of calm reason kept telling him to focus on the smaller, less obvious, less sexy target. Cardiovascular fitness.

      He still trained with weights most days. They all did. But there was no getting around the basic facts. No matter how hard he trained, how much human muscle he put on… The strongest humans on Earth would’ve been swatted aside like children—albeit pretty damn burly children—by even the weakest of Troglodans. The fastest, most dextrous, and most mentally sharp would’ve been likewise put handily in their places by Eldari, Kelgens, and Androtta, respectively—or probably irrespectively, actually.

      By that same logic, Marty knew damn well he was never going to be winning any galactic marathons against the assembled species of the Alliance. But, somehow, he’d gotten it in his head that if he could at least be fit enough, calm enough under pressure, able to go the extra mile with a clear head when others couldn’t…

      Honestly, he still wasn’t exactly sure what that clear head and extra mile were supposed to get him when he was stuck here in an oversized, pressurized tin can with nothing but bad dreams, sinking feelings, and a lack of any real capacity to change any of the galaxy’s rapidly multiplying woes. But at least—at the very least—it felt good to sweat.

      Plus, he hadn’t even needed his inhaler for months now, which was pretty damn cool in its own right.

      So, he ran. Round, and round, and round that stale, dim track, each quiet footfall consumed by the larger silence of the empty training facility. He supposed he could’ve turned the main lights on—or, rather, could’ve refrained from overriding the automatic lights from activating upon his entry. Gwen had once asked him, in that curious, brightly attentive tell me, Martin tone of hers, why it was that he chose to run alone and in the dark, when the alternatives were so readily on hand. He hadn’t had an answer, other than that he just liked it this way. Plus, he was rarely alone for long. The Voyager was a big ship, and it never really slept. There were more than enough rotating shifts and odd hours running throughout ship night to make the “mornings” like this one—quiet, alone, and refreshingly anonymous in the dark—a rare treat more than a routine expectation.

      It wouldn’t be long before someone came along and overrode his override, throwing on the vast armada of facility lights to see them on their way to their own exertion of choice. Wouldn’t be long before the peace of soft shadow and velvet silence was broken by the panting gasps of other toiling lungs from the field of weights, or from any of the various ellipticals, steppers, or more sophisticated and immersive machines lining the track. So, Marty did his best to enjoy the silence while he could.

      Round and round, trying to focus on smooth footfalls, and nothing else. Trying, failing, not to think about Nate, and about his dream—which had absolutely been just a dream. Or a nightmare, as it were. Round and round, dropping those thoughts, meditating on smooth footfalls, smooth footfalls, only to find himself, some short time later, mentally reviewing what little he’d been able to learn about Svartalfheim from the non-classified segments of the Alliance codex, mentally noting that, kosher or not, he was absolutely going to have Kyle pirate a copy of the leaked codex from the civilian interwebz down planetside and pass it along through their secure server—if and when Marty ever figured out how to reconnect to said server.

      Absurd, to think that, right that minute, a bath-robed, thirteen-year-old Jersey kid had more access to EDF-critical info from his parents’ basement than Marty did from the EDF service vessel where he was, ostensibly, risking his life every day—or at least on the line to do so, should anyone up the chain ever decide to actually do anything with all of their shiny new toys.

      But maybe Marty shouldn’t have been so critical. Maybe there was simply nothing any one planet could do to stop whatever was stirring out there in the deep, hungry for an entire galaxy—or even to extinguish any of the thousands of petty little Alliance squabbles and civil wars that seemed to be cropping up every day now. Maybe not. But, really, that only seemed like all the more reason for Captain Andrews and the rest of EDF command to crawl out of their own rigid assholes, put on their collective thinking cap, and let Marty talk to this Svartalf prisoner (or guest, or whatever it was), as he’d requested multiple times now. Because Merciful Sith forbid they actually try something new and—

      A sharp screech sent him half-ducking for cover that wasn’t there, right up until his racing brain finished reconciling the noise into the squeak of clean shoes hitting the track behind him, and the quiet voice announcing, “On your left,” just before she whooshed by. “Sorry about that,” she added over her shoulder, just loud enough to be heard over the absorptive silence of the huge room, the dim light of the standbys just enough to illuminate the outline of an apologetic smile as she turned back to business and forged ahead.

      Rarely alone for long, the voice in the back of his head reminded him, tracing a prickly wave of hot embarrassment up his front and down his back. Marty kept running, stowing the useless emotion, watching the graceful shadow ahead pulling away, accelerating to cruising speed. Runner Girl. He knew the voice and the smile. Knew the speed. He supposed (as Gwen had noted multiple times, now) he could’ve known the actual name, too, had he ever worked up the initiative to break the ice and ask. But that wasn’t what he came here for. And setting aside the confused jumble of how it felt to have Gwen prodding him to pursue a girl, he was pretty sure that wasn’t what Runner Girl came here for, either.

      Anyone else shooting past him like that on takeoff, he would’ve assumed was merely pulling some showy little flex, blowing past him now only to be caught later, when the fresh legs began to wane. With Runner Girl, though, he knew there’d be no catching up—not until she lapped him, at least. She was fast. Faster and fitter than him, for sure. Probably faster and fitter than 99% of the entire ship, which was saying something. Marty had it in his head that she’d been some kind of collegiate track and field star before all this, or maybe an elite marathon runner or something. Then T-Day had happened. And now they were defensemen, plain and simple—pounding rubberized synthetic track on the daily, and defending gods knew what from Lady knew whom.

      Marty enjoyed sharing the track with Runner Girl.

      Much as he enjoyed his moments of solitude, much as he insisted he wasn’t here for socializing, he would’ve been lying if he’d said otherwise. He enjoyed her silent company, was all. Especially when it was just the two of them. And sure, it didn’t hurt that he found her attractive—some intriguing mix of cute as a button and more powerful (or at least more enduring) than a locomotive. But it was more than that. A kind of unspoken camaraderie and mutual respect evident in the little things, like how she kept the lights off when she was second to arrive, even though he knew full well that she turned the lights on like a normal person on those mornings when she was first to the track.

      Gwen would’ve—and had—insisted that Runner Girl was simply flirting with him.

      The thought of Gwen circled him right back around to the Svartalf prisoner, and to how completely he’d chickened out from even mentioning his half-assed plan to her the day before—mostly because she wasn’t going to like said half-assed plan. To be fair, Marty didn’t exactly love it, either. Still, it was unlike him to shy away from telling her pretty much anything these days, aside from that most obvious of things. Some part of him wanted to believe that was the extent of why he felt so damned restless right now. The rest knew it was more than that.

      Marty wasn’t so sure he bought into all of this Lady’s Light business that Nate seemed to be trusting more and more to guide his steps out there, but between everything… Their broken link with Nate. Their quiet solar system borders, quietly infringed by this unknown Svartalf with her unknown agenda—and her unknown message for a Knight who, as far as Marty could tell, might well be off the public board for the time being, for whatever reason.

      And now this stupid dream.

      It came as a surprise when the chime of his smartwatch broke into his ruminations, alerting him that he’d already reached his usual 6-mile mark for the morning. Runner Girl had only lapped him once. She gave him a little wave as he pulled over from the track and went to retrieve his bag from the bench next to hers. He responded in kind, smiling what felt like an awkward smile, but it was still dim, and she was already rounding into the next corner, speeding off like she had an angry Troglodan on her tail. He toggled the facility lights on for his quiet running partner and went to go hit the showers, thinking dark thoughts.

      The thought of Troglodans, as always, was never far removed from thoughts of Zach, and of their friend’s final moments back on T-Day—moments they’d often described, at Zach’s funeral and even amongst themselves, as valiant, and heroic, and absolutely crucial to their escape. Some days, out of necessity, Marty even coaxed himself into believing it. The truth, though, the more Marty revisited those awful last moments in his head… The truth was that Zach’s death had been utterly needless. The truth was that their friend had been killed, that he’d been little more than another blip of collateral damage. The simple, meaningless annihilation of yet one more kind soul.

      So much meaningless pain and suffering.

      It couldn’t happen again. They couldn’t let it happen again.

      In the end, it was that stubborn insistence that got Marty moving again.

      “So… what do you wanna do?” Gwen asked slowly, carefully, once he’d pulled her from morning mess and spilled it all out before either of them could be whisked into wasting a single more day, biding their damned time. “What are we talking about here?”

      “Well, the Svartalf wants to talk to Nate, doesn’t she?”

      Gwen watched him closely, clearly understanding what he was driving at, but also clearly waiting for him to realize what a batshit crazy idea it really was. For a second, he thought she’d point out the obvious: that he was most certainly not Nathaniel Arturi, and that there was absolutely no reason to think the Svartalf who’d fled a couple dozen light-years from her people (if murmurings were to be trusted) to bring the Terran Knight a cryptic message would feel any differently.

      “Tell me you have more important work to do in the clinic,” he finally said, when she didn’t.

      “I have more important work to do in the clinic,” she said, deadpan.

      “Gwen.” He searched her expression. Forced himself to lighten up a few shades. “Come on. Whose genitals are in need of de-warting today, then?”

      For a long second, she held him on the end of what could conceivably become a glare. Then the effort broke, and she let out a bitterly amused huff, shaking her head. “Goddamn plague of the warts. I swear eighty percent of this ship is sleeping together.”

      The words, coming from her, triggered several of the mental images he so often tried to convince himself he, as a loyal friend and decent sort of guy, absolutely shouldn’t be having about his best friend’s girlfriend—even if those last few descriptors were all subject to question, at this point. In the breadth of two thudding heartbeats, the rest of the galaxy momentarily forgotten, Marty wondered what it’d be like, to be the guy who simply spoke his mind at a moment like this. An awkward, stretching moment like this: Gwen watching him, waiting, waiting for him to say something stupid, and to confirm, once and for all, that he was indeed incapable of solely being the friend that she needed—that they both needed.

      Rarely alone for long. And yet…

      “Come on,” he said, averting his gaze and checking their surroundings for any eavesdroppers instead. “Come humor me for a minute. I’ve got a—”

      “If you say you’ve got a bad feeling about this…”

      He felt the smile tugging at his lips. It felt good to smile. “Well, I was gonna say I’ve got a good one. But now…”

      She held him on her gaze a stretch longer, the faintest touch of that smile he loved coupled with the healthy dose of you know this is crazy, right? in her eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, beckoning her to follow, “I’ve got a plan.”
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      “It’s degrading,” Gwen told Marty, from across the covered trolley cart he’d scrounged up from maintenance.

      “It’s… yeah, okay, I see your point, but—”

      “But it’s not you popping your hips and flashing your tits, so it’s a price you’re willing to pay?”

      “That’s not what I—” Marty reconsidered her expression with a slight frown. “Kind of hard to flash your, you know, in BDUs, isn’t it? But yeah, I get the, uh…”

      Gwen felt the satisfied smirk curling her lips as Marty trailed off, gaping mouth making only weak attempts at resuming its forgotten point. She hadn’t really meant to unleash the full Insta booty poppage or the come hither eyes as hard as she did, but they slithered their wily ways out all the same—call it old reflex—as she leaned over the trolley cart between them, and she wasn’t entirely displeased by his reaction.

      She killed the mojo like yanking a marionette from the stage and watched with growing amusement as Marty gulped down an audible swallow, searching for his wits.

      “The point,” Marty finished, brow fretting as it always did. “You’re, um…”

      She showed him her most inviting smile, waiting. And not just waiting, she realized, but hoping. Fishing—practically burning—for the compliments they both knew he wanted to give. The recognition hit her like the scrape of cold pavement to the knees, down where her old reflexes and shitty self-worth were apparently still groveling for attention, no matter how carefully she tried to muzzle them. She straightened back from the trolley, attempting to break the spell, but Marty was already breaking himself free, frowning down the corridor with an unmistakable ember of irritation in his eyes.

      Something about the motion was mildly infuriating. Actually kind of maddening. Something hot and spiky reared in her chest, and she watched from somewhere other as Gwen, the body, puffed its perfectly not-so-terrible breasts and dared him to look, to stare, to strike back and lash out with all his clearly pent up frustrations.

      You’re so good at that. So fucking hot. A real fucking pro.

      Why don’t you go try that shit on Kev-Kev? Really get the engines running.

      The words seared through her, so heatedly violent that she almost forgot they weren’t real—not anywhere outside of her own head, at least—and that her sweet, loyal Martin hadn’t said a damned thing.

      She couldn’t miss the flicker of longing as his eyes returned to her, lurking there beneath all his oh-so-noble, oh-so-brave frustrations. Somehow, it only made her feel that much angrier about his ridiculous stubbornness—and that much shittier about her blasé exploitation of his male physiology. Even if that last bit was literally and exactly her entire point here.

      “Let’s do this, then,” she said, turning resolutely away from the entire damn conversation and tugging the trolley along with her. “Some plan, by the way,” she grumbled to herself, mostly in a vain attempt to break the palpable tension still clogging up the corridor behind her. He said nothing as he fell in step beside her, reaching for the trolley with that resting brood of his. For a second, she thought he might pump the brakes and suggest they reconsider, find another way, but he merely took the trolley without a word, and continued on. Time was short, they both knew, if they wanted to beat the changing of the guard.

      “You know you’re pretty much all I have, right?”

      She faltered at the unexpected words, steps slowing. Something in his voice. Something that fanned that angry little ember in her chest even as the rest of Gwen, the body, yearned to throw her arms around him, tackle him to the ground, and tell him that of course she knew, Martin, and what on god’s green earth made him think that she had anything else, either?

      For an instant, she didn’t want to do this anymore—didn’t care what was at stake, or who was responsible, or what was going to happen to any of them. For that instant, she just wanted to go home.

      Then they rounded the next spick and span corridor intersection toward the brig, and there was no turning back from the rousing attentions of the two guards posted there at the entrance. Not without looking sketchy as fuck, at least.

      If they were going to do this, they only got this one shot.

      The only problem, she realized, as she took in the two alert guards at the end of the corridor, was that they’d apparently been out of date on their info. These two, an athletic female and a rather unimposing dude, were most certainly not the two gape-happy bros they’d been expecting on duty—Simmons and Johnson, whose combined affinity for inappropriate weight room comments was rivaled only by their fondness of kissing and telling. Believable cover story or not, Gwen could’ve molded those two like putty. Now, though, with Plans T & A apparently off the table…

      Marty, either committed to the mission or confident in their cover story, didn’t waver as he rolled the trolley right up to a halt before the two guards. “Here to touch up the scrubbers with an upgrade,” he said, patting the covered trolley. The girl—who looked kind of familiar—was already scanning something on her HUD with that unfocused look they all got when reading their smartglass.

      “Preemptively,” Marty added with a knowing grin, before the guard could speak up and point out that she had no such pending work orders on file. “You know what they say.”

      It wasn’t the worst delivery, in terms of smoothness, but Gwen was still kind of surprised when the guard’s professional wariness actually broke into a tentative counter-grin, and she replied with the shipboard aphorism. “A scrubber a day—”

      “Takes my breath away,” Marty finished, smile widening into something genuine.

      The guard smiled back, and that’s when it finally clicked for Gwen. Beneath that helmet, the light armor, and the smartglass visor, this lithe defenseman was the very same one they’d childishly taken to calling Runner Girl—mostly thanks to Marty’s stubborn refusal to ever actually talk to the speedy little minx, despite the fact that they’d been quite literally circling one another on and off again for months now. Defenseman L. Summers, Gwen noted now, from the breast patch of the woman’s BDUs. “Lily Summers,” clarified Gwen’s smartglass, in dilating orange text, as the device sensed her point of focus. Cute name. Cute face. Cute little—

      “But, uh, yeah,” Marty was bumbling now. “Might be more like five days, now, assuming these new ones work as advertised. I mean, this is still just a stepping stone to the fix that should, you know, actually work, like, indefinitely, but…”

      “Hey, five days is five times better than one, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      Behold, the enamored grin of the Wild Martin.

      “Yeah, that’s true.”

      Fidgety hands and nervous smiles, all around. Feet shifting to the tune of some awkward music that only the two of them seemed to be hearing. Behind Defenseman Summers, the second guard on duty shot Gwen a knowing are you getting this? look. She did her best to smile back, resisting the impulse to clear her throat and shuffle them all along. Any other time, she would’ve found the whole thing rather amusing. Right now, though, they had a job to do. Or a wild goose to chase, at the very least.

      “Well, um…” Marty was saying, glancing toward the brig door like he wasn’t sure what came next.

      “Right,” said Defenseman Summers, reporting back for duty from La-La Land to step up and pass a scanner wand briefly over the trolley, then up and down Marty’s person. “On you go”—her lips quirked—“Defenseman Sellick.”

      So damned cute Gwen could’ve puked.

      “Hey,” Summers added, clearly to Marty, even as she waved the wand over Gwen, “we’re, um”—she gestured to the guard behind her, who waved sarcastically at finally being included in this nifty little conversation—“we’re swinging by the mess after our shift, by the way, if you, uh… you know.”

      “Oh.” Understanding struck Marty’s eyes like headlights to the unsuspecting deer. “Oh. Uh… Yeah. Yeah, I could, um. I mean, I like, uh… food.”

      It’s true, Gwen narrowly avoided blurting. He loves the stuff. Eats it three times a day, like clockwork.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      She managed herself down to a light, move it along shove on the trolley cart between them. It got the point across just fine, and a moment later, they were shuffling for the entryway.

      “Well, we’ll be headed there in twenty,” said—practically gushed—Defenseman Lily Summers. “And if not…”

      “I’ll see you on the track,” Marty promised, smiling back over his shoulder. “For sure.”

      Gwen managed to flash the two sentries a polite smile as she passed in Marty’s wake.

      “Let us know if you need anything,” Lily Summers called after them, as they shuffled through the entryway, and the heavy security door sealed shut behind them with a satisfying clank.

      “So,” Gwen said, in the resulting silence, “you need me to shake my ass now, or later?”

      By way of reply, he merely slid his tablet free and got to work, as if he hadn’t heard her.

      “She was cute, by the way,” she added, when it became clear he wasn’t going to comment. “You were cute. Everyone was cute.”

      That, at least, got a patented Martin frown out of him.

      Gwen gave him an innocent shrug. “Just saying. Maybe you should swing by the mess after this.”

      “Yeah?”

      Behold, the agitated bristle reflex of the Wild Martin.

      “Well, maybe you should, you know—”

      “Focus?”

      Marty gave what might’ve been an affirmative grunt, busying himself first with his tablet, then with taking the lay of the land, brow furrowed in a resting frown. She wasn’t sure why she’d been expecting him to fall to pieces out there, or why it was getting under her skin that he hadn’t—other than that maybe she’d been (and/or was being) a bit of a judgmental dick.

      “Summers, by the way,” she said. “Her name is Lily Summers.”

      “Yep.”

      “Sooo… now we know.”

      “Mmhmm.” Marty was scanning something on his smartglass, like he didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Sounds like a Disney Princess,” Gwen muttered.

      “Yeah.”

      Clearly, he didn’t want to talk about it. Or maybe he was actually just minding their mission, like she almost certainly should’ve been doing.

      The brig was not particularly large—and practically empty, given the ship’s nearly perfect record of non-action, to date—but it was also surprisingly confusing to navigate, between the tightly-packed holding cells and the less-than-intuitive layout. Marty roused from his smartglass glaze and gestured wordlessly for her to follow him. She narrowed her eyes at the back of his head, feeling more petulant and unseen than she could recall having ever felt—at least since the ripe age of five or so.

      So maybe he was being a total Martin right now. But they had more important things to worry about, she reminded herself, eyeing the bleak gray walls and smelling the faintest hint of their pending court martial on the sterile air.

      Maybe this place really did need a new scrubber.

      The Svartalf (the prisoner, she supposed, though the dynamic here was still unclear) was being held in the most central of the brig’s three max containment cells—the ones built to hold pretty much anything, organic or otherwise. Even as well-lit as the cell was, though, it took Gwen’s eyes an extra gut-wrenching holy-crap-did-she-escape? moment to actually spot the prisoner through the thrumming lapis haze of the containment fields. The Svartalf woman sat in the back corner of the cell, eyes closed, legs crossed, and posture upright, her dark gray-green skin and unadorned black flight suit barely standing out from the shadows that seemed, now that Gwen was staring, to be present only in that single corner of the cell.

      Gwen traded a look with Marty, and saw some of her own disorientation reflected back at her from beneath his brave exterior.

      Svartalfs. They really didn’t know much about them, aside from some surface level codex factoids and what few comments they’d picked up from the myriad Alliance reps who passed through Sol on business, and the latter seemed to have come almost exclusively in words of warning. Relative to most Alliance worlds, Svartalfheim was practically Terra’s backyard neighbor, and Gwen had gotten the distinct impression, from many such warnings, that there was something uncomfortably derogatory about the way most civilized Alliance reps invoked the word, “Svartalfs”—those damned Svartalfs.

      Keep an eye out for those damned, dirty Svartalfs, good people of Terra.

      Other than being apparently universally disdained by the rest of the galaxy, though, all Gwen really knew about the Svartalfs was that they had a reputation as fearless miners and even more fearsome warriors—the latter in no small part thanks to the disjointed tales (basically legends, as far as she could tell) of their mystical shadow blades, and their borderline magical ability to call upon the shadows themselves, to vague but doubtlessly deadly ends. Anyone foolish enough to tussle with a Svartalf, it went, could well expect to find a shadow blade buried firmly in their back by the end of their next breath.

      In total, it all kind of sounded like the sort of hyper-inflated, mostly bogus, almost definitely bigoted fear mongering that Gwen had kind of hoped an advanced galactic civilization would’ve long since grown beyond. But then, something about the way the shadows seemed to cling to the Svartalf sitting before them also made Gwen wonder.

      Fair or not, there was something reflexively unsettling about the creature—the person—that sat here in this cell. Something Gwen couldn’t quite put words to, other than that, despite being plainly corporeal, the Svartalf didn’t quite feel real to her senses. It was a subtle thing, and vague enough to be written off as simple jitters, but it was there nonetheless.

      Then, the thing surprised the shit out of both of them and spoke.

      “You are… friends… of Knight Arturi.”

      The words, spoken in a harsh alien tongue and half-muted by the containment fields, were promptly translated and spat out by the cell’s mechanically-voiced translator module. It took Gwen’s brain an extra second to process that the Svartalf had deliberately spoken the word, “friends,” in labored English, almost as if she’d struggled to find a compatible word in her native tongue.

      Then came the more cogent shock that the Svartalf recognized them.

      How the hell the prisoner could’ve known about their connection to Nate, Gwen hadn’t the faintest. It was hard to believe it was common knowledge, when even the authorities here on Earth didn’t give half a shit about making strategic use of the so-called “close friends” of Ser Arturi. But none of that made her feel any less uneasy, as the creature leaned forward from the unnatural shadows, and she got a better look. Dark tattoos covered bald scalp. The glint of reflected lapis light on pure black eyes. In the glow of the containment field, Gwen could just make out the strange patterns textured into the Svartalf’s skin, twisting ridges and swirls that Gwen couldn’t quite tell for deliberate design or traumatic scarring. Maybe burn damage. And the way the Svartalf was looking at Marty and Gwen…

      Unsettling.

      But still. Maybe this was a good thing, somewhere beneath the creepy what the eff of it all. No need to convince this Svartalf of who they were, at least, if she already recognized them. Call it a silver lining. Gwen was about to open her mouth and confirm as much when the shadowy woman spoke again.

      “You come in place of Arturi, seek answers for Arturi. But no. Mine are for Knight. Only for Knight. Important only for Knight. Critical.”

      Gwen glanced at Marty. He gave her a look like she should do the talking.

      “What if we told you we can get your message to Ser Arturi?” she asked slowly, turning back to the Svartalf prisoner.

      “Not hard, message a Knight. Hard, message in private. Hard, not cause more mess, more pain. Your commanders, they cause pain. Worsen mess. Inevitable.”

      “Then talk to us.”

      “No different than talk to commanders, I think. No. Not the time. Well met, but no.”

      “You’re—”

      Gwen was about to say afraid, but the word seemed neither to flatter nor quite fit in this case.

      “You’re concerned we’re here on our superiors’ orders,” she guessed instead. “And that we’re planning to go tell them everything you say, but…” She looked to Marty, who cocked his head like your call, the look in his eyes leagues away now from the pointed stubbornness of a few minutes ago. He was concerned. Dedicated to the mission, but concerned.

      Again, Gwen caught a whiff of impending court martial on the poorly scrubbed air.

      She looked back to the Svartalf. “It’s like you said. We’re friends of Nate, of Ser Arturi. We only want what’s best for him. If you need to get a message to him without anyone overhearing, we’re your best bet on Terra. I promise you that.”

      The Svartalf pointedly turned her dark gaze from one security node mount to the next, silently pointing out that it hardly mattered whether they intended to tell their superiors or not, when every square centimeter of this place was under watch.

      “I’ve taken care of that,” Marty said, brandishing his tablet for the Svartalf to see. “We’re alone here, for now. No one’s listening. But that’s probably not gonna last long.”

      “Tell us what you came here to tell Nate,” Gwen said, stepping closer to the thrumming containment field, “and I promise you we’ll do everything in our power to help you.”

      “This one came not for help. Not for this one. Not for Knight. Came for help both worlds, mine and yours. Came for make this madness right.”

      “Something’s happening on Svartalfheim,” Gwen intuited aloud.

      “Something that has you concerned for your world and ours,” Marty added, kicking her hypothesis another overly confident turn down the street.

      The Svartalf said nothing.

      “I promise you,” Marty said, coming to stand with Gwen at the glowing cell wall, “the three of us here care a lot more about what’s happening with our worlds than the Knights do. Nate’s…”

      It was Marty’s turn to glance to Gwen for permission. She hesitated only a moment. It felt like a betrayal, however soft, and a potentially catastrophic gambit, to boot. But what harm could they actually do, little people like themselves, pushing at these world-sized boulders of problems?

      She nodded, and Marty pressed on. “Ser Arturi is… occupied with his duties abroad. I’m sure you know that much already. But if you’re wondering where his head’s at, where his heart’s at, whether he’ll come running back to his homeworld, just to hear the word of one unknown defector…”

      “Please,” Gwen said softly. “Talk to us. Tell us how we can help.”

      The Svartalf watched them. It was almost impossible to perceive any actual movements of her jet black eyes, but Gwen imagined she felt the creature’s attention shifting back and forth between them, considering. She was about to say more, about to risk the delicate balance hanging in the stale brig air between them, when another sound broke the silence.

      The clank and whir of a distant security door opening.

      “Shit,” Marty whispered under his breath. Then, to the Svartalf, “Time’s up. Tell us what you came here to tell Nate. Please. If we can’t…”

      But the Svartalf was already sitting back into her corner, the shadows enveloping her like a living thing, the heavy rain of thudding boots storming closer down the hall.

      “Shit,” Marty hissed, again.

      For the first time, it struck Gwen just how completely idiotic this entire plan had been. Not that that had been any freaking mystery, on paper. But to actually be standing here now, feeling the walls closing in…

      “It came from the dark side.”

      The words unmistakably from the Svartalf’s mouth, unmistakably in English that hadn’t come from the translator module.

      “What?” gasped Marty, looking every bit as confused as Gwen felt.

      “Don’t move!” boomed another voice. A human voice.

      “No, wait!” Marty cried. “Tell us,” he added at the caged Svartalf in a desperate hiss. “Tell us what you—”

      But the first few defensemen were already rounding the corner, shouting stand-downs, weapons at the ready. Gwen gaped at the point man who’d posted up on the corner to cover them, rifle aimed—actually aimed—right at her. Like she was the goddamn enemy. The fear was paralyzing. The Svartalf’s strange words spinning troubled circles until they tore themselves to ribbons and the guns took precedent. It shouldn’t have been so horrifying, some quiet voice in her mind insisted, after having stared down the Troglodans and lived to tell about it. Somehow, this was different.

      “Step away from the prisoner!” someone shouted.

      “Is that before or after we don’t move?” Marty asked, almost politely, hands held out where everyone could see them as the guards fanned out around them. Gwen didn’t understand the calmness in his voice.

      “It’s before and after you shut the fuck up, motherfucker,” said the head guard, or at least the most jacked one—one Corporal Cutter, according to the smartglass, striding forward with violence in his eyes. He had the air of one of those hard groundside vets who’d turned defenseman only to be immediately frustrated by the utter lack of aliens to kill up here. For a second, Gwen was scared he was going to take that anger out on Marty’s temple with the butt of his rifle. He settled instead for tugging Marty’s hands roughly into a pair of restraint cuffs.

      And that was when the sinking awfulness in her chest began to resolve into something more recognizable.

      Not fear, at all. Not life and death terror, as she’d felt under Troglodan fire. This was something far less wild. Far more personal. This was the sheer, crushing weight of the consequences, coming down on them. Hot embarrassment and bitter-cold shame, swirling round the question of who the hell they’d thought they were, to come marching in here like this, rules be damned.

      “Listen, this really isn’t necessary,” Marty was saying, his calm sounding more forced now. “We’ll comply. We’ll go. But this prisoner was just about to—”

      The corporal punched Marty in the gut, hard enough to crumple him gasping to his knees.

      “Hey!” Gwen shouted, starting forward only to be restrained from behind by several hands. “What the hell’s the matter with you? This isn’t—”

      Corporal Cutter whirled on her, jabbing two fingers in her face. “You have the right to shut your man pleaser, little lady, unless you’d rather—”

      “That’s enough, Cutter,” called a hard voice from the back of the group. Gwen followed the voice to where the sea of shocked and uncomfortable-looking defensemen were parting to admit the passage of one thoroughly displeased Sergeant Whittaker. “Get the fuck back in line and shut your mouth”—she tapped emphatically at her own lips—“your mouth, you shell-shocked fuck. We don’t talk like that, anymore.”

      Pissed as he looked, Cutter snapped to attention, barked a, “Sir, yes sir!” and stepped back from Marty with a rigid obedience, like it simply wasn’t in his blood to do otherwise.

      “Jesus Christ,” Sergeant Whittaker muttered to the deck, pinching her temples and shaking her head. Then, rousing to speak to the rest of them: “Is this a circus, defensemen?”

      “Sir, no sir!” cried Cutter from the line, startling the defensemen on either side of him.

      “Uh, no sir,” agreed one of the other defensemen, sparking general murmurs of agreement all around.

      The show did nothing to bolster Whittaker’s mood, not that Gwen felt all that heartbroken for the frustrated sergeant. What did make her feel shitty was the look on Defenseman Lily Summers’ cute little cherub face as her and her unassuming partner poked in on the proceedings from the back of the crowd. Fair or not, minor or not, Gwen figured this would almost certainly be a mark on their records, and the look on Summers’ face, beneath the reserved surface, was one of betrayal.

      Not the greatest turn for Marty’s love life, then. But he was still too busy coughing up his spleen down on the deck to notice, and the look on Whittaker’s face said they had far bigger concerns at the moment—like whether they were going to be tried for treason along with their court martial.

      “Defenseman Pearson,” the sergeant said, dispassionately cuffing Gwen’s hands behind her back. “Defenseman Sellick,” she added in Marty’s sputtering direction. “Much as I’d like to stress just how much this little stunt of yours has been a goddamn disgrace to every man, woman, and person wearing the uniform—and I really cannot overstress that sentiment—I sadly find myself in the position of not being at liberty to lock your disobedient asses up on the spot.”

      She finished with Gwen’s restraints and held her firmly by shoulder and elbow, like she was waiting to see if either of them was stupid enough to speak up.

      “Sir,” Marty croaked past what sounded like a stunned diaphragm, proving himself up to the challenge. “The prisoner, she—”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Defenseman Sellick. Unless the next goddamn words out of your mouth are, ‘Where to, sergeant?’ I don’t want to hear anything but the sound of good sense smacking its way through that thick skull of yours. Cutter?”

      The beefy hound of a corporal snapped to, stepping forward to hover hungrily over Marty. Marty, for his part, gathered himself and stood carefully back to his feet, moving awkwardly with his hands restrained behind his back. His expression was as dark as Gwen had ever seen it as he met the sergeant’s eyes. “Where to, then, sir?”

      For a long few moments, Sergeant Whittaker just held him on the end of an icy stare—one that said she’d met a thousand assholes like him before, and eaten each and every one of them for breakfast. Then her grip tightened on Gwen’s arm and shoulder, and they were moving toward whatever fate awaited them on the far side of their insubordination.
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      The inside of Captain Andrews’ office was pretty much as Marty had imagined it would be, on those few occasions he’d dared to request an audience. Simple and unassuming. Little more than an uncluttered standing desk, a few arm chairs facing a wall of tac displays, and a single personal holo display on which Marty glimpsed a wryly smiling twenty-some-year-old girl before the captain promptly and without looking waved the image to a digital piece of an old seafaring ship rocking on heavy, dark waves.

      It was pretty much what Marty had imagined.

      It just wasn’t where he’d expected they were headed as that giant dick-for-brains, Corporal Cutter, had taken him by the BDUs and hauled him out of the brig, trailing after Gwen and Sergeant Whittaker like the well-roided lapdog he was. And now…

      “We can explain,” Marty blurted, the instant the door slid shut behind them, cutting Whittaker and their escort detail out of the picture and leaving him and Gwen alone with the captain—the lone voice of reason, Marty hoped, who might still be reached. But Captain Andrews made no sign he’d heard Marty at all.

      Taking a calming breath, reminding himself he wasn’t some child with his hand in the cookie jar, Marty tried again. “If we’d had more time, sir, I’m confident we could’ve learned something of value from the Svartalf. Something more of value. We did establish something of why she came here. Sir.”

      Again, Captain Andrews didn’t budge from whatever he was reading.

      Whether the Captain was making a deliberate point or not with the dismissive can’t be bothered act, it did give Marty’s scrambling brain enough time to catch up and wonder, for the first time, if the captain even knew what the hell Marty was talking about, or why it was that the two of them had just been dragged into his office. Surely, Whittaker had sent some preliminary report ahead, but—

      “Frankly,” Captain Andrews said, finally glancing up from his private desk display to take them in, “I’m more disappointed that a systems engineer didn’t think to give himself more time, Defenseman Sellick, if time was what he needed. You might’ve scrambled our eyes and ears in there”—he waved for them to come closer—“but you had to realize we’d flag your IDs on entry, yes?”

      Gwen and Marty approached the desk uncertainly. The lack of chairs, not to mention their behind-the-back handcuffs, left the formalities unclear. They settled for standing at attention as best they could until the captain shot them an at ease wave across the desk, and continued.

      “You’re not incompetent. I’ve read your files. You knew we’d have you on the watchlist. So I have to ask: What did you think was going to happen here?”

      Marty felt Gwen’s sideways glance, and the subvocal Yeah, Martin, what the hell DID we think was going to happen here? contained therein.

      “I guess pretty much this, sir,” Marty admitted, realizing only then just how true the words were—like his subconscious had known all along but simply forgotten to mention to him, as it’d marched him and Gwen into that brig, that this was all part of the plan.

      Captain Andrews’ expression was unreadable. “Elaborate.”

      Exhibit A, offered that rebellious little voice at the back of his head, us standing here with you. The closest Terran allies of Ser Arturi, finally getting a proper meeting with their captain after months of pointless bullshit.

      “The prisoner wished to speak with Nate Arturi,” Marty said instead. “I was thinking, sir, that perhaps two intimate contacts of Ser Arturi might have better luck than the people who’ve only ever seen his face on a poster.”

      “Which you made abundantly clear in your formal visitation requests.”

      “Which were promptly denied.”

      Captain Andrews nodded distractedly, glancing at something else on his display before returning his attention to them. “Did it ever occur to you that that was for good reason, Defenseman Sellick?”

      Marty bit his tongue before any of the equally pointless retorts could escape. “We wanted to help, sir. We have more to offer than just—”

      “Doing your duty? Following the orders you both swore to follow?”

      “It was working,” Marty snapped. The captain’s tone said he might’ve understood something of where they were coming from, but his expression made it clear that neither he nor any other reasonable adult held that place in high regard. To the captain, Marty and Gwen were simply immature, idealistic fools.

      Pulling the heat out of his voice, Marty tried again. “It was working, sir. Or would have, if we’d had more time. I could’ve jammed the ID flags too, if I’d wanted. I think you know that. We’re not trying to break rank, here. We’re just asking for a chance. Please, sir. It was working.”

      The captain considered them both for a long moment, then turned as if he’d lost interest, and went to pour himself a drink. A glass of lemon water. It seemed out of place here, in this spartan office. “So you learned something, then,” the captain said, not looking back. It wasn’t actually a question. Nor did the captain especially seem to expect an answer as he tipped back his citrusy refreshment.

      Marty wondered how best to play what little they had. Wondered, for the thousandth time since they’d been marched out of the brig, what the hell the Svartalf had meant. It came from the dark side.

      “She—the prisoner—recognized us, sir. She knew we were contacts of Nate Arturi.”

      “I know you’re contacts of Nate Arturi, Defenseman Sellick,” Andrews said, frowning at them over one shoulder. “You’ve hardly been secretive about the fact.”

      “But sir, if she—” He swallowed, feeling it all slipping out of control. “There was more, sir. Some kind of… If we could just have more time, sir, I’m confident we could get somewhere.”

      “Hmm,” was all the captain said, tipping back his stupid water for another sip.

      No use holding out at this point.

      “It came from the dark side, sir. That’s what she said. Or what she was starting to say when Whittaker’s team, uh…” He hesitated over the word, interrupted. “When they found us, sir.”

      “I see,” the captain said, thoroughly unimpressed as he finished his water with a third gulp, set the glass down, and returned to the desk to regard them. “Well, perhaps next time you should think to leave the cameras on, if you want anyone to believe a word you have to say. Backs up your story, see?”

      “I… thought about it, sir.”

      Andrews was halfway to reengaging his personal display—and, Marty thought, to dismissing the two of them to face the music for real—when those words seemed to click, and the captain’s gaze focused back on Marty, danger-sharp, waiting.

      Marty let out a breath, pretty sure his next words were either admirable or utterly stupid, but not at all sure which. “I needed the prisoner to know the conversation was present ears only, sir. It didn’t feel right to lie about it.”

      For a second, the captain seemed to be equally uncertain on the dumb vs. not front. For a second more, there might’ve even been a glimmer of something like respect in there. Maybe. Then Andrews shook his head in an only slightly less exasperated emulation of Sergeant Whittaker’s earlier disgust, the law-abiding captain visibly retaking the wheel. “This is what happens when you build a military overnight.”

      “I understand, sir.”

      They were the first words Gwen had spoken since they’d entered Andrews’ office, and her tone caught Marty off guard. “We’re green, sir,” she pushed on, before he could even process why. “Inexperienced. Undisciplined. We’re not built for the old way of things.”

      Something about the way she said it actually seemed to give the captain pause. Maybe it was more in what she didn’t say: that this was not the old world, and that the old way of things, if it ever had been, might well no longer be optimized (or even applicable) for this brave new world of theirs. Just because something was new and unfamiliar didn’t mean it was some useless thing to be ruthlessly pruned.

      Maybe it was all of that, or maybe it was simply something Andrews saw in Gwen.

      The captain studied her, something far away in his expression, and drifting farther. Then he roused from his distraction and fixed them both with a renewed captain’s stare.

      “I’m putting you both on the next shuttle home.”

      A lump of dread, and a shot of nerves. They traded a glance.

      “Sir,” Marty started, “are we…?”

      “On leave,” Captain Andrews provided.

      The lump twisted. Sank.

      “Disciplinary,” Andrews added, with an of course sort of affect.

      The lump taking on weight. Curdling around the edges. This wasn’t right.

      “You want us to scrub piss pots and think about what we’ve done?” Gwen asked, her tone making it clear exactly what she thought of the idea.

      The words snapped Marty back to reality, where Captain Andrews was eyeing Gwen with the barest edges of what might’ve been a deeply buried smile, as if she reminded him of someone. “Of course not,” he replied. “That would be an irresponsible waste of your training. I want you to scrub piss pots and think about what you will do, Miss Pearson.” His expression hardened. “And until then, I want you both out of my sight.”

      The door hissed open at a tapped command, and their old pals Whittaker and Cutter came marching in from the corridor with a few other patrolmen in tow, bearing the rest of that hard reality with them.

      “Escort these inactives to the shuttle bay,” Andrews said, flicking the full details of the orders over to their smartglass. By his tone of voice, the captain might’ve been asking his guards to take out the trash. It brought on a strange mix of anger and shame in Marty. But he didn’t have time to dwell on it before Cutter took him firmly, eagerly, by the collar and yanked him toward the door.

      There was a moment—a sad and not at all proud moment—where Marty seriously considered opening his mouth, crying for them to wait. The look of resignation on Gwen’s face. The desperate hope that maybe, if he laid out that last card and told them—just told them, damn it all—about the q-node, told them that the two of them had direct access to Nate Arturi…

      But something in the captain’s expression gave him pause, as Cutter hauled him out of the room. Not quite disgust at the lowly insubordinates before him. Not callous dismissal. For a second, Marty had the distinct impression that the look on Andrews’ face was more like that of a gambler, wondering if he’d made the right call. Like he already knew damn well everything Marty could’ve told him, and was sending them packing anyway.

      Marty opened his mouth, determined to try nonetheless. But Cutter yanked tight, and the door hissed shut, cutting them off once again—and maybe for good, this time—from the one man who might’ve changed any of this.
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      The following day, shortly after he’d had confirmation of the shuttle’s arrival down at Gamma Base, Captain Andrews took the call.

      “Keep an eye on them, Sergeant,” he said without preamble. “A discreet eye. But a close one.”

      “Aye, Captain.” A scant few light-seconds from the nearest satelite, the comms delay was small, but it was enough as to feel noticeably clunky. On the other end of the holo line, Sergeant Whittaker was hesitating. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

      Free speech was about the last thing Andrews felt like entertaining at that moment, but he bade her speak her mind all the same, knowing Whittaker’s record if not the woman herself, and knowing he needed to quash the rather obvious reservations here and now, if any of this was to come to purpose.

      “These two defensemen, sir,” came her delayed and uncharacteristically cautious stepping stone, “they’re…”

      “They’re young,” he acknowledged, when even the comms delay had passed twice over. “They’re green. And they’re sure as shit idealistic.”

      “Are they really in contact with Ser Arturi?”

      The question came close enough on the end of his words that he was pretty sure they’d jumbled their delay speak and she was just now hearing his spiel. The captain considered the sergeant—or the sergeant of several seconds ago—waiting for any additional delay hiccups to clear, and mostly wondering how best to answer her question. She seemed to glean well enough that, if he actually knew for sure what was going on between their two defensemen and the kid who was, by several allegations, the most powerful human in the galaxy, she wouldn’t be there. But as for what it would mean if his hunches about Sellick and Pearson proved accurate…

      “I’ve heard he’s an idealistic one too,” mused Whittaker’s holo, looking none too excited about the prospect. Andrews didn’t have to ask to whom she was referring. Whittaker had come up through the armed services not so long after him, and certainly well before the grunts had started coming in so fresh and pampered as to think their thoughts and feelings actually deserved a moment’s consideration amid the daily runnings of a nearly ten-thousand-man battleship.

      It stuck like sandstone toilet paper that, all moral quandaries and touchy-feely considerations aside, it actually was becoming harder and harder to tell which were worth listening to. But the world had changed, and it’d done it in a blink. It would be well after his life, and probably some generations past that, before Earth truly began to cope with the magnitude of what’d happened the day the Troglodans, and Iveera Katanaga, and even fresh-faced little Nate Arturi had shown the world that they weren’t alone out here.

      Truth be told, Andrews wasn’t sure what to make of any of it. In the meantime, though, he was pretty damn sure it was up to the cranky old guard like himself to keep the entire damn human race from falling apart.

      For a moment, Andrews wondered if it might be helpful—or, god forbid, even cathartic—to share some bit of this with the good sergeant. “Keep an eye on them,” was all he said instead. “See what pans out.”

      “Aye, Captain. Thank you, sir.”

      That call done—albeit without much of anything in the way of resolutions—Captain Andrews paused for a glass of water, then fell back into the hailstorm of the day’s myriad considerations. In and out they came, like the cycling of an airlock. Fresh teams bringing fresh problems, in and out, without fail. Most were routine and mundane—minor system check errors and scanner blips to be given the all clear, or another round of technical headaches born of their for shit scrubber network. The Sellick boy had been clever to use faulty scrubbers as a blanket excuse. Clever, but not that clever. He set the boy aside, meaning to return his attention to the current call, but found himself thinking instead of the Pearson girl, and of how—

      “Sir, the-the prisoner. The Svartalf. She’s dead, sir.”

      “What?”

      All at once, the daydreams and the never ending stream of problems all wrenched to a jarring halt, drowned out by a single holo comms line, condensed to that one sentence, that one word. Dead.

      It came from the dark side. The Sellick boy’s words bounced through his head, unbidden. Andrews clenched his jaw, the silence suddenly palpable there in his overcrowded office.

      “Explain,” he heard himself saying to the corporal on the other end of the line—the corporal he’d called for a simple report on their ongoing Svartalf debriefing. He reined in the dumb expression on his face. It’d been a while since he’d been blindsided. “When did this happen? How?”

      “They… We just found her, sir,” said the corporal, looking flustered, hurriedly flicking the details over the line to his display. “She was… cut,” she added shakily, looking to someone off-camera. “Her throat…”

      Andrews only half-heard whatever came next, as the data began to populate on his desk display. The corporal’s confusion was understandable, from what he saw in the first few images: the Svartalf prisoner, lying dead in a pool of unexpectedly bright red blood, face up, her throat slit from ear to ear. No sign of entry. No weapon. Cell and containment fields all seemingly intact. Not even a blip in the records, Andrews confirmed, mechanically scrolling through the data, to indicate the containment fields could have come offline, even for a moment.

      A mystery. An honest to Christ whodunit, here aboard a ship of naught but EDF servicemen and an exceedingly small handful of civilian consultants and Alliance ambassadors. But his mind was darting elsewhere, away from security protocols and potential breaches. Away from questions of motivation and method. Because…

      Something about that patrolman, there. The posture. The body metrics. All wrong.

      Andrews was already drawing his sidearm in a rush of converging details, already barking the order, vaguely aware, through the roar of adrenaline, that something was terribly wrong. His voice, the rumble in his chest, wrong.

      This, he hadn’t seen coming.

      Not as he took in the dead eyes of his lance corporal, staring back at him. Not as he registered he’d somehow just hit the ground. Andrews coughed blood, the room swirling darkness around him.

      Dark boots filled his lurching vision. The killer, standing over him, crouching down for a closer look, nondescript face shimmering like a glitch until the shroud collapsed completely, revealing the alien face beneath.

      “Apardtai dee, meefro,” the Svartalf said, touching a hand first to her own chest then, almost delicately, to Andrews’. Distantly, too distantly, Andrews was aware of his desk display chirping a mechanical translation, something like it was not meant to be, my foe, but he barely heard it through the rush of blood and screaming thoughts. Some critical connection, missed. The assassin. Multiple assassins? The Voyager, compromised. And this Svartalf—

      Gone, as the gunshots rang out.

      Multiple shooters, charging into the room.

      Rescue, some part of him screamed in relief, only to be silenced by the wet thunks, and the one terrible scream cut violently short. More harsh Svartalf words. More muffled translations, far away. The chilling realization that he was going to die here, chased down with a sudden, shapeless terror for the Pearson girl. The one who so reminded him of—

      Julia.

      His sweet Julia. And Christ, his wife. His ailing mother. The mission, growled the voice of duty, calmly highlighting the cold weight of the alien dagger in his chest, and the location of his sidearm, where it’d fallen to the deck barely an arm’s reach away.

      A hard boot stomped down on his arm as he strained to reach, unflinching in its power. Strong hands rolling him over. The Svartalf assassin stared down at him, fully unmasked now, untouched by the roomful of good soldiers she’d just murdered, seemingly unconcerned by the rhythmic piercing of klaxons and red emergency lights flashing across her dark, alien face—tattooed and bald on the top, just like their murdered prisoner.

      “Ashan,” said the Svartalf, casually crouching down to recover her buried dagger. (“Tell me,” babbled the desk translator, utterly unaware of the carnage all around it.)

      A jolt of electric—too raw and overwhelming to even be called pain—as the assassin took hold of the dagger in his chest. Her eyes were pure black. Bottomless. Merciless, as she leaned in close and braced her free hand against his chest, preparing to pull the dagger free. More guttural words.

      “Tell me, Captain,” came the mechanical trill of the desk, over the assassin’s quiet intonations. “Where do you send the hearts of Nathaniel Arturi?”

      Hearts. Hearts?

      Andrews felt—actually felt—his heart weakening, slowing. Running out of blood to pump. For a second, he struggled to understand the words, what they meant. Then he felt the creaking pain in his mouth. A smile, he realized, with equal parts shock and horror, and just a touch of pride. A bloody, defiant smile.

      “Go to hell,” he growled.

      “Nigh, meefro.”

      “No, my foe,” the translator dutifully chimed, as the dagger slid free with a horribly wet softening, and his head thunked to the deck, the world darkening around the dull buzz of her last words. “Hell comes to you.”
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      The last few miles went the slowest. It felt like a law of nature, like the inexorable crush of gravity as one  approached a supermassive black hole—which was absolutely something Gwen couldn’t bring herself to think about right then. Black holes and crushing ends. Enough to say, the last few miles went the slowest, right up until they didn’t.

      Gwen had missed this place. It wasn’t until those last few miles, when the familiar sights of Beaver Stadium, and the Meridian, and all other manner of blurry-happy-messy places began to pass by, that Gwen realized just how much she’d missed this place. Or missed the simplicity of it, at least.

      Glancing over at Marty in the driver’s seat, she saw a similar sentiment written on his face.

      State College. Happy Valley.

      How relieving it would’ve been to slide back into senior year, when all she’d had to worry about was feeding herself, working through some genuinely interesting coursework, and trying not to fret too much over the nibbling feeling that academic research, AKA the then-pinnacle of her life plan, might not actually be the whizzing utopia it had always seemed cracked up to be. At least not as seen through the lens of her senior thesis work on a tiny corner of the muscular dystrophy puzzle so far removed from (and probably so inconsequential to) the field of actual clinical medicine that even Nate, smitten as she now realized he’d been, had sometimes struggled to see the point of what she’d been doing in that lab. Not that that had ever stopped him from trying on nights like the one back at Iota Nu Nu, when they’d been snuggled up on that teeming couch of drunks, him hanging on her every word like he’d never before even conceived of anything so fascinating.

      She missed being looked at like that. Missed being looked at by him.

      She missed a lot of things, these days. Her home. Her brother. That once indomitable feeling—it hadn’t been so very long ago—that she, Ms. Gwen Pearson, was somehow going to change the world. Shake the foundations. Cure—freaking cure—Duchenne’s muscular dystrophy for Teddy and for everyone like him.

      That single goal, about as well-aimed as your average dive bar dart, had practically shaped her entire life. And now… Well, now, cue T-Day. Sprinkle some freaky superpowers on the dude she might’ve loved. Garnish with a few dozen metric dump loads of scientific innovations—probably several centuries’ worth, if not more—delivered via Alliance codex by the hands of one fearsome Gorgon Knight, as if in apology for the whole mishap… and what was left?

      A whole new world, with nothing left to fix.

      Well, nothing aside from pretty much everything. But that was all a matter for another time—or, more accurately, for another tier of beings entirely. Knights and Merlins and mystical Ladies. Gods among men, and so forth.

      Here on ol’ Terra firma, try as they might to pretend like they were working to make a difference, it was hard not to feel like most of their sad little mortal problems had by and large already been fixed for them. Questions of sustainable energy and impending climate crisis, for instance, while not quite solved overnight, had at least been provided clear paths forward with the advent of gravitonic fusion reactors and other such neat doohickeys. Ditto for the many ranging conundrums of medicine, computation, interstellar travel, planetary resource management, and pretty much every other challenge humanity had ever faced.

      The one thing the codex hadn’t provided, sadly, was a magic solution to that last and most infuriatingly tenacious obstacle—the hurdle of humanity itself, and of all the ass-backwards ignorance and general distrust of the new that’d been plaguing their sad little planet ever since some enterprising young cave person had sparked fire and insisted that this thing called “cooking” was the superior way forward in terms of food and nourishment, sans all that pesky diarrhea and foodborne death. And now, however many tens of thousands of years later, a maddeningly large portion of the people of Earth forged on anyway, banging their pots and pans and rattling on about Pandora’s box, and the devil’s gifts, and how they’d all be sorry one day when they woke up to alien anal probes and mind control microchips, and so on, and so forth.

      Business as usual, in other words. God bless A-Terrica.

      But it wasn’t all bad. At least her brother, in part thanks to Gwen’s EDF enlistment, was high on the list for one of the many, many genetic reconditioning trials currently trying to get off the ground. Trials mostly built on the gift of the very same biotech the Atlanteans had long since been using to essentially eradicate most known diseases and ailments—including such disdainful chestnuts as physical weakness and, Lady forbid, unattractiveness—from their immaculately engineered genomes.

      Gwen still remembered, with a kind of amused chagrine, the day—something like a year ago—when an abashed Nate had told Gwen about the blonde Atlantean goddess (her word, not his) who’d be taking up “temporary” residence as a Council rep aboard the Camelot, and who, much to his poorly concealed guilt, reminded him just a tad too much of Gwen. At the time, the comparison had felt laughable, given that Miss Amelia Sundercaste had been literally vat-engineered to be flawlessly gorgeous—practically cut from the very cloth of teenage spank banks everywhere. And given the whole Atlantean “coupling” thing…

      Suffice it to say, Gwen had wondered more than a few times back then what she should realistically expect with her no-doubt-lonely boyfriend voyaging Alliance space next to an Atlantean goddess who reminded him of her—and who sought sex, as was the Atlantean way, about as casually and freely as Terrans dealt out handshakes.

      Somehow, it hadn’t kept her up at night.

      Maybe that, in itself, should’ve bothered her more back then.

      Somehow, though, even as it did now, life just kind of went on. And sure, coming from the days of college tests and trying not to get too drunk at parties (at least not without a reliable buddy in place), it all kind of felt as if from a completely different life. But whatever life it was, it went on all the same.

      Then came the end of the world. Or so said the net feeds.

      In truth, the end of the world had hit with a bang that sounded so confusingly like a whisper that she and Marty had honestly felt kind of silly requesting leave from piss pot duty at Gamma Base to go “get their affairs in order.” But they’d hardly been the only ones. Not by a longshot. As to what had actually happened out there, though, in the unfathomably distant reaches of Alliance space… that had taken days to even begin to sort out through the bizarre mess of uproarious chatter and deafening silence. Bit by bit, though, the signal had become unmistakable through the noise:

      Collapse. The utter, total collapse of the Galactic Alliance.

      It was the end of the freaking world.

      Somehow, though, no matter how many ways they saw those words rearranged and rebroadcast across the feeds, the news itself—clearly catastrophic and world-changing—went strangely unfelt in their day-to-day existence there on Earth. Ships still needed building, just like the never ending slew of piss pots—some metaphorical, some literal—still needed scrubbing.

      At first, it’d been hard to tell if the lack of apocalyptic panic was evidence that the news wasn’t quite right or merely proof of their collective inability to actually grasp the magnitude of said news. It hadn’t felt real. That much, she’d understood. But then the footage had started to hit—a steady trickle of scattered camera feeds and ship sensor data packets that’d slowly built to a doomsday scream across the net. The reports, stitched together blip by blip, had ultimately detailed a Synth swarm of a size almost beyond comprehension spewing straight into the heart of the galaxy from the Y-Sec Beacon relay moments before the relay’s collapse. Forge Station, home of the Council and heart of the Galactic Alliance, had promptly been obliterated. Or had, at the very least, vanished without a trace, as some seemingly hopeful conspiracy theorists were quick to counter. Gwen hadn’t really seen the utility of splitting hairs over that one.

      Then the footage had hit from the Asgard system, and nothing else seemed to matter.

      The size of the thing… the raw, skin-crawling terror of witnessing an entire planet tear itself apart, morph into… into whatever that thing had been. She still couldn’t understand how Nate had been in there—how Nate, her Nate, ever could’ve even tried to fight something so… so elemental. So primevil. The thing—the Archon, some had speculated of the fragmented footage, though no one seemed clear what the hell that actually meant—had been nothing less than a force of nature. The thing had nearly consumed a black hole, for Christ’s sake. Would have consumed a black hole, by all apparent rumor mill reckoning, had her sweet, abashed Nate not gone smashing into the thing’s continent-sized head like the vengeful hand of his divine Lady.

      Or so they’d heard.

      Gwen wished to all the deities, new and old, that there’d been more. Even bad news, even witnessing Nate’s final moments for herself, if that was what there was to witness… Much as that thought twisted her insides around, knowing something—anything—for certain would’ve been better than this. But this was all they had: garbled rumors, baseless theories, and a few maddeningly short snippets of some mega Archon thing, some planet-sized colossus, rearing its massive head from the broken remnants of the planet called Ginnungagap, the tiny but brilliant flare of Nate charging in… And that was that. The footage—apparently all of the footage, from an entire fleeing Asgardian fleet—had been cut short by a systemwide discharge that the “experts” deemed “energetically unusual” in a way that said it might as well have been the battlecry of some dark god. Or an unthinkably powerful Synth demon.

      And that was that.

      Nate, missing. That was the official line, or the closest thing that remained, coming from the mismatched string of planetary q-comms installations, crusher relays, and rampant hearsay across Alliance space, sans any unifying Council authority. Nate, missing. Rumors he’d been killed by the very singularity bomb that’d ultimately taken the colossus down—and condemned the entire Asgard system to a not-so-slow death by black hole. Rumors that seemed to have been substantiated by one obscenely gilded Phaldissus Kelkarin, apparent High King of Vanaheim, as he declared from the grand chamber of his palace ship that the Order Excalibur and Ser Nathaniel Arturi had betrayed their once sacred duties to a once great and powerful Alliance—and that they’d done so for the last time. Gwen and Marty still weren’t sure what to make of that, other than that the haughty Eldari king had seemed far too giddy about the whole thing to be trusted.

      Now, though, rolling through the mostly renovated but still unmissable wreckage the Troglodans had made of Happy Valley back on T-Day… Now, idly fingering the faded red bugout knife she’d taken to carrying in her pocket… Now, spotting the White Building over by the HUB lawn and remembering the days when the gym had been for sculpting a nice ass rather than training her body for survival… Now, wrapped up in the silent death of the Alliance, and in the pending death of the hope that’d gone missing along with Nate…

      Now, Gwen supposed she was just longing to feel at home. Or, in lieu of that admittedly tall order, to at least see little Copernicus, and to experience the joy of hugging something that was happy, and wagging, and contentedly unaware that the galaxy was on fire all around them.

      She wasn’t sure what it would change. But Christ, would it feel nice to hold that little corgi again.

      Which was probably why she felt so indignant when, at the very tail end of their too-long voyage, Marty stepped on the accelerator and took them past Irvin Avenue—and home, sweet home—at cruising speed.

      “You forget your turn?” she asked.

      Marty didn’t seem to hear her. His brow was furrowed Thoughtful Martin style.

      “Decide that Meyer’s milkshake couldn’t wait?” she tried again, but now he was frowning at the rearview mirror, checking their surroundings. With a kind of forced casualness, he clicked on the right turn signal and slid them into the turning lane. She opened her mouth—third time’s the charm—and closed it as he turned to her with a troubled look.

      “We’re being followed.”
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      Gwen had to double-check her ears on that one. We’re being followed. It was a phrase she’d never really imagined she’d actually hear anywhere outside the pages of the latest airport bookstore thriller—and certainly not in earnest. But then, there had been more than a few surprises these past weeks.

      “They know where we’re going, you goober,” she heard herself saying, even as her head turned on autopilot, eyes scanning the old State College streets, heart rate picking up. “Why would they need to follow us?” she added, more to herself than to him, as her eyes found the not-so-inconspicuous white sedan pulling into the turning lane behind them, two cars back. She couldn’t even say what it was about the car, couldn’t even see the plates, but something about the off-the-lot feel of it—something about the hard edges in the faces of the man and woman who sat at attention in the passenger’s and driver’s seats. Something that felt a little too familiar.

      “Why does she get to drive?”

      Marty glanced to her with an arched eyebrow. “You wanna drive?”

      “I hate driving,” Gwen muttered, still studying the pair two cars back. “You know that.”

      He didn’t answer. She kind of wished he would have.

      “Why are they following us?”

      “I’m not actually sure they are.”

      “Yes you are.”

      “Yet,” he finished, the faintest ghost of a smile touching his lips. His eyes remained focused on the mirror. “I’m not actually sure they’re following us yet. Trying to maintain mental neutrality, here.”

      “Mmm,” Gwen agreed sagely. The danger, if danger was even the right word for it, felt as bizarrely near-and-far as everything else did these days, here at the alleged end of the world. “Theories to suit facts, huh?”

      Ahead, the light turned green.

      “Indubitably,” Marty said, clicking on the left turn signal and proceeding to pull a classic whoopsy, wrong lane maneuver straight through the light. He kept them on Allen, up the hill, around the bend. Behind them, the white sedan turned right at the intersection, not following.

      Gwen’s insides, for some finicky reason, declined the clear invitation to unclench.

      “Hmm,” Marty murmured beside her, eyes darting from the mirrors to their surroundings and back again.

      She wanted to tell him to chill out, that they were clearly wrong about the tail and that he was making her antsy, but she was kind of too busy noticing just how damned suspicious every single car and driver on the road suddenly looked when some part of you apparently still thought you were actually being followed. Too many shifty eyes and sketchy vehicles, all around. And that little old lady over there with the petunias. Definitely not to be trusted. Gwen was just glimpsing the soft-jowled pooch panting at them from the next car over, just starting to lighten up, when Marty gave another, “Hmm,” this one clipped and displeased, and took them into another unexpected turn.

      Gwen sat silently, adopting the native Martin Frown by osmosis as she watched him work, executing a seemingly random yet also clearly somehow methodical series of turns and lane shifts, starts and stops. Away from town, then back toward it. She watched in the mirrors, stomach sinking as she realized the white sedan had reappeared, several cars back, and that it seemed to have brought a friend—a similarly suspect gunmetal gray SUV. She wasn’t sure who, what, or why, but Marty clearly had something in mind as he continued working their tails around town like some salty old noir P.I. guy.

      “Where’d you learn to do this?” she finally asked, as they looped back onto Atherton, headed toward campus.

      He just smiled in that self-satisfied, man-geek way of his, the one that she almost kind of loved at times, and pulled another abrupt turn. A few stomach-lurching maneuvers later, they rounded the back corner of the Pizza Hut—just down the road from the park where Nate had once had his first encounter with a raging Troglodan, coincidentally—and pulled to an equally sharp halt opposite the creeping white sedan.

      The dude in the sedan’s passenger seat was clearly urging the driver to keep it moving, as if there were still any charade left to maintain as Marty rolled his window down. The driver, though, looking about as pleased as a mouse in a trap, finally relented and dropped her window too.

      “What’s up?” Marty said, his tone neutral. “Can we help you with something?”

      “I’d prefer you just roll that window up and go on about your business like we’re not here, if it’s all the same to you,” the woman replied, all but confirming their affiliation, if not their exact IDs. Gwen wished she had her smartglass HUD handy.

      “Yeah,” Marty said, drumming on the steering wheel, thinking. “Look, if Captain Andrews is interested in our contact with the Big Guy, you can tell him we’d be happy to—”

      “Captain Andrews is dead.”

      The shock was a visceral thing. A slap to the insides. The look on Marty’s face said he was just as surprised and confused as Gwen was.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman added, gauging their expressions, “but we’re not at liberty to say any more, and I’d really prefer it if you could get the hell off the streets befor—”

      The driver cut off, right hand drifting to her ear like someone was talking to her on an earpiece. A few quiet remarks, something like, “I told them, sir,” then the driver looked back to Marty and Gwen like she’d just had confirmation that they’d personally shat in her corn flakes.

      Ornery stalkers or not, Gwen was about to take enough interpersonal pity to ask what was wrong when the gray SUV rounded the Pizza Hut behind them, tires crunching crumbled blacktop, and rolled up to a stop next to Gwen’s window.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Gwen muttered, as Marty leaned over to get a look for himself.

      “Defensemen,” said a severe-looking Sergeant Whittaker from the driver’s seat of the SUV. Beside her, Corporal “punch-em-in-the-gut-and-shut-your-man-pleaser” Cutter was hunched in the passenger’s seat like an oversized gorilla, craning down to get a clear view at Marty through Gwen’s window. He cracked his knuckles and practically bared his teeth when he got line of sight on Marty. Dude had a serious hard on for pushing the little guys around.

      “What’s she talking about?” Marty asked Whittaker, still leaning over next to Gwen. “Andrews—”

      “The captain was murdered shortly after you left the Voyager,” Whittaker said.

      Gwen traded a close look with Marty, saw her own growing confusion mirrored there.

      “But we…” Marty started. It wasn’t hard to guess what was going on in his head. “Bullshit,” he finally mustered. “We would’ve—”

      “You wouldn’t have,” Whittaker assured him. “An EDF captain murdered on his own ship, in his own office, by a Svartalf assassin?”

      Beside her, Marty sucked a surprised breath that Gwen felt to her core.

      A Svartalf assassin?

      A Svartalf assassin who’d just so happened to hit the Voyager shortly after the two of them had been kicked off the ship for their illicit visitation of one mysteriously arrived Svartalf prisoner?

      It was too tight to be coincidence. But then, who? And why? And how in the hell could they have gotten to Andrews aboard an entire ship full of armed security?

      “I’m sure, by the look on your faces right now,” Whittaker continued, “that you understand why command has taken efforts to ensure very few people are aware of this incident. Now, if you two don’t mind, I’m going to need you to—”

      “They’re looking for us.”

      Gwen registered, through the haze of surprise, that the words had come from her mouth—and that, on deeper reflection, they might actually be true.

      “Whoever killed Andrews. They’re…”

      To think they’d been stagnating on disciplinary leave at Gamma Base for weeks now, while… While what, exactly? While some terrifying alien assassins had been trolling the system, looking for them?

      “Listen, Pearson,” Whittaker was saying. “Now’s not the time to—”

      “But they are looking for us,” Gwen heard herself say, her mouth apparently too jarred by the revelation to remember such basic training items as to never—fucking never—interrupt a superior midsentence. “Aren’t they?” she added weakly.

      “We’re not talking about this out in the open,” Whittaker said, through gritted teeth. Gwen held the sergeant’s glare more out of a simple need for answers than anything else. And maybe it was some unintentional defenseless puppy dog magic in Gwen’s eyes, or maybe the woman just felt bad on some level for the pair of suckers who’d somehow managed to paint nice, neat alien crosshairs on their naive little foreheads, but to Gwen’s surprise, something in the sergeant’s hard face gave then, and she let out a sigh.

      “It’s possible,” Whittaker amended, almost sympathetically. “We don’t know enough to say yet, but it’s possible.” Whatever soft feelings the sergeant might’ve spared for Gwen and Marty seemed to dry up then, and her eyes hardened right back up. “Just like it was possible we could’ve caught the bastards by surprise if they had been trailing you. We’re watching you for your own damned good. So if you two are all done playing secret agent and blowing what small chance we had at cover, I’m going to need you to shut your mouths, roll up your damn windows, and get back to whatever self-important, save the day bullshit you think you’r—”

      It happened so suddenly, so casually, that Gwen actually thought it was a cough. A simple, wet, unexpected cough, seizing the sergeant by the core.

      Then came the blood and the wide eyes, parsed in stop motion. Shadows fluttering unnaturally. Corporal Cutter barking a curse Gwen’s ears couldn’t seem to hear. The entire world, gone cotton ball fuzzy. Sergeant Whittaker’s eyes, locked to hers with abject terror, awful realization.

      Something hit Gwen’s door right as the engine roared. Marty, flooring it. Gunshots to the left. The car shuddering, vibrating, as if on rumble strips. Burning rubber and squishy slapping.

      Flat tires, some part of her pieced together.

      Slashed tires, that part amended, as Gwen’s door ripped itself right off the hinges, and a dark figure ghosted in, reaching straight for her.
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      To say the thing came out of nowhere was about as much as Gwen’s redlining brain could muster in the moment.

      One second, they were roaring nowhere fast on four slashed tires, gunfire erupting through the Pizza Hut parking lot behind them. The next, her car door was missing and a dark figure was there, grabbing her by the front of her vest like it intended to pull. She took in black eyes unbroken by iris or pupil. Dark green skin, mottled with swirling black patterns.

      It wreaked of tobacco and ozone.

      Funny thing to notice, some incredulous corner of her mind pointed out, as the intruder—a Svartalf, she was almost certain—slit her seatbelt with a pale, shimmering blade and yanked her forward. A crack of thunder punched her back to reality, just as the thing vanished in an explosion of swirling darkness. She gaped at the compact pistol that’d just thrust itself past her face, traced the arm from trigger finger back to Marty’s shocked face.

      “When’d you start packing a Glock?” was all she could think to say, her voice sounding muffled in her ringing ears.

      He gaped back, as if to ask if that was seriously her first question—or why she hadn’t.

      Suddenly, her little bugout knife felt wholly insufficient.

      Then a flutter in the shadows behind him jolted her into motion, and she grabbed the pistol from his hand and put three rounds through the incorporeal darkness in the back seat. Glass shattered. Marty cursed and hit the gas, peeling them into a sad, floppy screech of acceleration.

      Behind them, the gunfire had stopped.

      Gwen whipped around, trying to speak, trying to point out the obvious—that they couldn’t just leave their EDF tails there to die without backup. But Whittaker was already dead, some part of her knew, frozen on that last glimpse of the sergeant’s stricken eyes. And the others… She couldn’t quite make them out before they lost line of sight, screeching tires and indignant car horns prying her attention back to the suddenly frantic mess of Atherton Street, where Marty was doing his damndest to not crash on their wrecked tires.

      The low thrum of chopper blades and the keening of approaching sirens said backup was on the way—both EDF and local law enforcement. Not that that made it feel any less wrong to bail. Unless—

      “They’ll follow us,” Marty said, right as Gwen was thinking the same thing.

      Whether he was referring to their escorts or to the Svartalf killer—maybe killers, plural, judging by the amount and the spread of the gunfire she’d heard—he was probably right. The best thing they could do for Whittaker’s team was almost certainly to get the hell out of there. Preferably without dying.

      In the rearview, she might’ve glimpsed someone—human, and armed—staggering out of the Pizza Hut parking lot, but Marty cornered them off Atherton before she got a good look. Off Atherton toward Irvin, she registered, mind churning, choking, on a thousand what-nows. Marty wheeled them, frames groaning, rubber smacking, sparks flying, through another parking lot, onto another back street, then another. They couldn’t go home, not with freaking Svartalf assassins on their asses, but nor could they go much anywhere else on these shot wheels. She looked a question at Marty as he rounded one more corner and jerked them to an abrupt stop on the edge of someone’s yard a few streets back from Irvin Ave. He just gave a terse, “Come on,” and jumped out of the car—right as a not-so-distant explosion smacked the air, making her question everything she’d just assumed about the rightness of their fleeing the scene.

      It took two tries to unclip her seatbelt before remembering the belt was already cut free. She slid out of the car—no door to worry about, either—and followed Marty on shaky legs.

      They crossed the street and took the next few yards at a low run, cutting a more or less straight line for the old house. Marty still had his gun out, held in discipline as they’d been taught. She grabbed his arm as they paused to check the coast from the brush across the street, thinking to point out that they might well be signing Kyle’s death warrant if they were to enter that house, drag him into this. Only…

      “We need a car,” he whispered.

      “And they need evac,” she added. She wasn’t actually sure about that—wasn’t sure of anything right then—but it seemed pretty damn likely that anyone who’d known enough to come after her and Marty, and to do it here, probably had the old house on the watchlist, too. They couldn’t leave without Kyle and Copernicus.

      Marty was bobbing his head in absentminded agreement, the look in his eyes distant.

      “This is fucked,” he whispered. For the first time in all of it, she saw how rattled he was and realized he might actually be in worse shock than she was.

      “Hey.” She cupped a hand around the back of his neck, drawing his eyes to hers. That done, she hadn’t the faintest fucking clue what to say. After a second of searching her eyes, though, his pulse wild against her palm but his breath slowing, Marty nodded like he’d gotten a handle on it.

      “I’m good. Let’s go.”

      They crossed the last street, watching every afternoon shadow, Gwen thinking of all the many times the drill instructors had warned them not to get complacent in the home stretch—that the last moments were often the most dangerous. She stuck to Marty’s flank, trying not to think. Now absolutely wasn’t the time to be thinking about anything, outside of not getting stabbed.

      Svartalf assassins. Whittaker. The explosion. Jesus.

      It wasn’t hard to guess what they might be after. Maybe they knew about the q-node, maybe not. Either way, someone outside of the EDF had clearly gotten the memo that she and Marty had ties to Nate. And where there were ties, there were chances for leverage, for exploitation. She thought about the way the Svartalf had sliced her seatbelt when he clearly could’ve gone for her gut or her throat, instead.

      Marty was stepping onto the back porch when something jabbed at Gwen’s peripheral oh-shitness through the haze of distracted thoughts. She grabbed him and yanked him around the side of the house before she even registered what it was. Motion back on the street they’d just crossed. The tension bled out as she recognized the shape of a police car rounding the corner, quickly followed by a moment of what-if hope and the wild temptation to rush out into the yard, waving her arms and crying for help.

      Sergeant Whittaker’s dying eyes stared her back from such foolish ideas, assuring her that anyone else dragged into this mess was all too likely to translate to that much more blood on their hands. Marty, meeting her eyes with an audible swallow, seemed to be having a similar epiphany.

      They scooted for the front of the house, watching the shadows, Gwen trying not to think how many Svartalfs might be hunting them, how easily the alien soldiers might follow their trail. A quick dart across the front yard, feeling horribly exposed. Gwen nearly fell backward off the landing stoop when something slammed into the door from the inside—Copernicus, she realized an instant later, as the scratching sounds began with fervor.

      A turn and a push later, there he was: her furry little bundle of joy, leaping into her arms. The moment wasn’t quite what she’d expected, smack here in the middle of all the carnage and chaos. Copernicus was shaking, for one thing, eyeing her with wild doggo eyes and clearly on edge to the max. He’d almost certainly heard the gunshots, considering they hadn’t even been a mile away, as the bird flew. Kyle, on the other hand…

      She felt Marty closing the door behind them, heard his muttered, “Jesus Christ,” just as Kyle came dancing into view at the end of the galley-style kitchen, the old floor creaking beneath his weight—totally oblivious, she realized, as he continued jamming out to the rhythmic pulsing of whatever was playing through his noise-cancelling headphones.

      “Whoa! What’s up, Defensemen Boner Butts?!” he cried as he finally caught sight of them, yanking off his headphones and throwing his arms high and wide in welcome. “Come on in, you ol’ rebel scum! I baked a…” he trailed off, all good humor—and maybe a bit of a buzz, too—bleeding from his face as he took in their sweaty, disheveled appearances. “Oh,” he said, eyes drifting down to the gun in Marty’s hand, face falling. “Oh, fuck.”

      And just like that, Kyle sprang forward and plucked an old pump-action shotgun from the alcove beside the refrigerator with a speed and deftness that might’ve been impressive, had he not proceeded to frantically jerk and fumble with the locked forearm. “Where are they?” he practically gasped, glancing up at her and Marty. “What are they?” Then, looking back to the weapon like he’d just remembered he didn’t know fuck-all about shotguns, he offered it out to Gwen.

      She set down Copernicus—who shot off to go make the rounds—and took the weapon, noting that Kyle’s hands were shaking. A lingering gift from the traumas of T-Day, she supposed. She found the release he’d missed, checked the port (loaded), and slid the forearm home, kind of surprised hers weren’t shaking too.

      “Svartalfs,” she said. “They’re Svartalfs.”

      Behind her, Marty stirred like he’d been waiting for her to verbally confirm as much. Somehow, that tiny movement made it all finally, inescapably real to her too.

      Svartalf assassins.

      What the actual fuck.

      “We need to get out of here,” Marty said, peering through the front blinds beside Copernicus, who’d returned posthaste from his lap of the house to take up sentry on the back of the couch.

      “I—But I—” Kyle started. “Get out and go where?”

      In the kitchen, something was burning. Copernicus gave an agitated growl and hopped off the couch.

      “I don’t know,” Marty admitted, as Copernicus went clacking off to go run another window check on the bedrooms. “But we need to leave. Now. Get your things.”

      “My-my things?” Kyle echoed, watching Marty stalk off toward the pantry. “Fuck, what things? Which things? I’ve got a lot of things, Marty!” He sucked in a breath as Marty rounded out of sight, and looked to Gwen instead. “Who’s gonna feed Hector?”

      He looked positively manic.

      “Forget about Hector, Kyle!” Marty called from around the corner, amid sounds of clanking and ruffling. “Get your car keys and let’s move.” He reappeared toting a few plastic grocery bags full of canned goods and bottled water. “Now, Kyle. Right now.”

      “But—But what if…”

      Calmly, gently, Marty set down his bags and took Kyle by the shoulders. “They’re gonna kill us, Kyle. Or worse. Forget about the snake, and—”

      “I was thinking about the server, Marty,” Kyle growled, brushing Marty’s hands off, “and about what the fuck’s gonna happen if some unsavory fucking sorts go and…” He trailed off, brow furrowing in concentration, and finally looked back to them like you guys hear that?

      The gut feeling was there before Gwen could consciously place why. Not a sound, but rather the absence of one. Copernicus’ clickity-clack patrol, gone silent.

      They all listened, trading dark looks, Gwen gripping the worn wood of the shotgun, head pulsing with the intensity of the silence. Her breath was maddeningly loud in her own ears. At a look from Marty, she raised the shotgun to a more alert position, cradling the butt against her shoulder, careful to keep the barrel trained off of Marty as he crept forward, pistol at the ready. She followed down the hall to his old room, expecting the worst, stomach sinking with each silent step, until—

      A whirlwind of motion and clickity-clack sound as Copernicus came charging out of Marty’s bedroom like a bat out of hell. Gwen nearly cried out in relief at the sight of the corgi alive, nearly began to relax the shotgun, before her brain picked up on the screaming irregularities. The wide-eyed terror in the corgi’s eyes. The raised hackles and building growl as Copernicus slid to a skittering halt beside them, turning back to face the bedroom.

      She raised her shotgun just as Marty growled a curse and pulled his trigger.

      The Svartalf erupted from the room and knocked Marty’s pistol aside as the first shot boomed through the hallway. Before Gwen could so much as blink, the creature had slammed Marty into the wall and lashed out with a high back kick that ripped the shotgun from her hands, pinning it to the wall. She lunged reflexively after the weapon, but the Svartalf was already moving, sweeping, dropping, flipping like a goddamn circus acrobat. The shotgun disappeared in a rush of dark motion, Gwen spinning to follow it.

      The next she knew, she was lying on the floor, head ringing, floor tilting, the world gone fuzzy in an explosion of stars and brutally hard impact. Marty, lying there across the hallway, not moving. She tried to call to him but managed nothing more than a weak groan. From somewhere far away, there was a sound like crashing cars. Kyle hit the ground between them with a hard thud, whimpering, hands over his head. The Svartalf was there in an instant, peeling off a length of sleeve from its jet black jumpsuit to bind Kyle’s hands, moving with quick, deft movements. It was short—shorter than her—with a bald head, pure black eyes, and skin so mottled with those strange black patterns that for a moment she thought it was wearing some kind of mask.

      Gwen flexed her fingers—even that tiny movement made her head throb—and slid her hand slowly toward her pocket, toward the one weapon she was sure she had left. She spotted the shotgun, bent like a cheap, mangled toy by the bathroom door. Marty’s pistol was nowhere to be seen.

      She slid the bugout knife from her pocket, thumbed the blade free, and switched it reverse grip, heart pounding, insides screaming to attack now, to wait for her chance, to do something, dammit. The Svartalf stooped to gather Marty’s hands, tying them off with another strip of parted utility sleeve. Marty’s eyes blinked open, looking even more unfocused and disoriented than she felt. Probably concussed. She probably was too, she decided, judging by the sickening ache at the core of her brain, and the random burst of delirious amusement that came as she wondered whether maybe, just maybe, they shouldn’t just try to talk to this angry little fellow—to explain to him that… well, she didn’t know what.

      Definitely not firing on all cylinders.

      “Hey,” Marty growled, as the Svartalf dropped him back to the floor, securely bound, and turned for Gwen. “Hey!”

      But the Svartalf didn’t slow, just stalked over to Gwen like it—he, she thought—either didn’t hear Marty or couldn’t be bothered to give a damn. Gwen gripped the knife, trying to gather her wits, trying to keep the rest of her body slack—to play dead—until the best possible moment.

      Now. Do it now.

      But the Svartalf was already there, already standing over her. Reality unfolding beyond her control as the Svartalf spotted her knife, dark lips curling, and still her hand refused to move, to stab.

      “Hohnenin, meefro,” came the Svartalf’s rough voice, mocking her as he came to take her tiny weapon. She tensed, knowing she’d blown her only chance at surprise, preparing to attack anyway—or, at the very least, to punch the chortling Svartalf in the throat.

      She started with a fast floor kick, rolling to her back and driving her boot heel straight for whatever Svartalfs were packing between their legs. The Svartalf smacked the kick aside and caught her followup knife thrust without discernible effort, still chortling. Then something small and ferocious bowled into the back of its leg, and the chortling gave way to an animal growl. Two growls, Gwen registered, glimpsing a snarling Copernicus chomping down on the Svartalf’s ankle tendon as hard as his little jaws could muster. She was already rolling forward, consciously wrapping her thumb over the end of the knife grip, just like that creepy drill sergeant had whispered in her ear to do on that one seemingly worthless day they’d spent on blades.

      Stale coffee breath and fresh-faced, save-the-world bullshit.

      Marty and Kyle, bound on the floor.

      Copernicus taking flight with a yelp from the Svartalf’s boot.

      Gwen rolled forward and jammed the small blade home.

      The knife nearly broke out of her grip, the blade fighting to penetrate—some kind of armor weave in the Svartalf’s suit. But penetrate, it did. The Svartalf didn’t scream or curse as she’d expected. Just whirled on her like a triggered machine, driving home the gaping hole where the next step of her brilliant plan should’ve been. She yanked the knife free, trying to slash the Svartalf’s exposed wrist as he reached for her, but the Svartalf was faster. He smacked her knife hand down with a force that left her arm numb. She went with the blow, thudding down to her left shoulder, and planted a grounded side kick into the bastard’s chest, sending the Svartalf staggering back a few steps, past Marty. Not that that did her much good.

      The Svartalf shook himself off with a growl, thumping a dark fist twice to his chest, and started forward, looking properly pissed for the first time. Gwen scrambled for space, for time—for Marty’s pistol—but found none. Her searching hands closed on the wrecked shotgun. A pale dagger had appeared in the Svartalf’s hand, glinting oddly in the dim hallway. Gwen prepared to swing.

      Neither of them saw Marty’s kick coming.

      One moment, the Svartalf was stalking forward, murderous intent in its black eyes. The next, Marty’s boots shot up from his forgotten patch of dim hallway floor and smacked into the Svartalf’s back hard enough to send it thudding off the wall opposite, dancing for balance—only to trip right over Kyle’s prone bulk to a surprisingly loud crash landing.

      Gwen sat there, panting, gaping, waiting for her brain to catch up.

      It happened so fast it didn’t seem real. But there the Svartalf was, lying on the faux hardwood floor, neck bent to an unnatural degree by the two-high stack of canned goods he’d just cratered with his alien skull.

      It was only when the sharp gasps of Kyle’s hyperventilation stopped that she even registered she was still there, still just sitting there like an idiot. Kyle was craning around on the floor, moving awkwardly with his bound hands, wide eyes and open mouth turning from the Svartalf, to Gwen, and back again.

      “Did… Did he just…?”

      A soft, rattling groan from the Svartalf seemed to answer Kyle’s unfinished question. Choked and weak, but unmistakably still alive. Gwen was on her feet before she knew it, searching the wreckage, coming up with Marty’s Glock. Behind her, she was vaguely aware of Marty wobbling his way up to his feet.

      She looked back to him, but he just stood there, hands tied behind his back, watching her.

      She turned back to the Svartalf, back to the perfect alignment of gun, hand, and head. Her finger found the trigger. She wasn’t breathing. They’d told her not to breathe mid-shot. Exhale, then shoot. But she couldn’t shoot. Couldn’t breathe. Gun hand shaking, trembling between the force of her will and the trigger finger that wouldn’t budge.

      She broke off with a strangled growl, lowering the gun.

      “Come on,” Marty said beside her.

      Copernicus limped up to them, holding his right forepaw gingerly off the floor.

      “There might be more,” Marty added. Something about the deadened stillness in the air seemed to suggest otherwise—some deep seated animal instinct sensing, or maybe just hoping, that the immediate danger had passed—but it was a sensible enough point anyway. She found her knife and set to removing Marty’s and Kyle’s bindings, which, while preposterously resilient for how thin and pliable they were, yielded to the blade with some effort.

      She wasn’t sure what it said about them that they didn’t finish the wounded Svartalf. Wasn’t sure what it would’ve said if they had—whether it would’ve been an act of mercy, or a cold-blooded killing. It was too much to think about right then. But if it was the high road they’d taken, then the scene that greeted them outside must’ve been a tableau of the low.

      Kyle’s car wasn’t going anywhere. That much was immediately apparent.

      The tires, for one thing, had been slashed just like Marty’s. The far more obvious impediment, though, was the abandoned gray SUV that, by the look of it, must’ve smashed into the car’s trunk at about a million miles per hour. That must’ve been the crashing sound she’d heard inside, she realized, when she’d been too dazed and confused from blunt trauma to process. A dead Svartalf was still pinned between the SUV ram bar and the twisted wreck of Kyle’s trunk, where it looked to have been struck at aforementioned speed.

      All of this, Gwen registered in the thin second between stepping out the front door, and feeling the ineffable weight of a weapon settling against her head.

      Gwen froze, the pieces coalescing, then turned slowly, carefully, to face the gunman. Behind the weapon, Corporal Cutter leered at her with what could’ve been combat high or madness, his face streaked with blood and sweat. He didn’t lower the weapon as he took them in, confirming they were indeed not Svartalfs.

      “Get in, assholes,” was all he said, nodding toward the SUV. “We’re going for a ride.”
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      “I oughta haul your asses all to Gamma for processing,” said Corporal Cutter, cutting the wheel like he was snapping a neck. “Fuckin’ Guantanamo,” he added, under his breath. “Could use some good processing. Buncha fucks. The fuck was all that?”

      From the passenger seat, Gwen stole a glance back at Marty, trying to parse whether the raging corporal was talking to himself or not. Marty, who’d attempted a few minutes earlier to take the bullet and ride shotgun only to be turned down with a, “No, not you, fuckstick. Pearson’s up front,” just shrugged.

      “That’s not a rhetorical, assholes,” Cutter added, glaring at the rearview mirror. “The fuck was all that? What in the actual fuck did you assholes do to get the fuckin’ alien ninja squad on your asses? Stop looking at each other like a buncha fuckin’ bambis and tell me what the fuck you did.”

      Gwen couldn’t help it. She shot another glance at Marty. Beside him, Kyle’s mouth was working like he really wanted to point out that he personally hadn’t done jack shit but was also kind of scared the simple act of speaking might get him shot.

      “You must’ve been briefed,” Marty said. “What did they tell you we did?”

      Cutter scowled at the rearview, looking genuinely disappointed he couldn’t reach back and punch Marty right then and there. The angry bull of a man turned his attention to Gwen instead.

      “You know as much as we do,” she said. Which was probably the truth. Mostly.

      The vein-necked corporal chewed on that for a stretch of Pennsylvania highway—literally chewed on it—before finally shaking his head and dismissing the entire conversation with one last muttered, “Buncha fucks.”

      From there, no one talked—aside from one brief, “You fuckers warm enough?” that was promptly shut down by a followup, “You think I fuckin’ care if you’re warm enough? Assholes.”

      On they drove, bound South for who knew where. It was pretty clear Cutter wasn’t going to be freely sharing anything with them, outside of a boiling river of rage and F-bombs.

      “You do know I’m a civilian, right?” Kyle finally asked at one point, half-raising his hand like this was class and he had one of those no-stupid-questions kind of questions. “I mean, I’ve got, like, rights and stuff. Right?”

      “You have the right to suck deez nuts, fuckstick. You traded in your civie card the instant you decided to engage in what we in the business like to call ‘terroristic fucking activity.’”

      “That seems like a judicious stretch of the—”

      “You don’t shut your fucking mouth, I’m gonna judiciously stretch your—”

      “Oookey dokey,” Gwen cut in. “I think we get the point.”

      To her surprise, Cutter didn’t argue or bristle at that. Just kept driving. He seemed to be calming down now—probably about as much as a dude like him was capable of calming down without external substances. Her eyes drifted to his back, to the dried blood on the driver’s seat. Whittaker’s blood. They hadn’t asked him about the team, the body count. Maybe they’d been close. Maybe not.

      “They’re not seriously trying to pretend like Kyle’s a terrorist, are they?” Gwen asked. “He didn’t—”

      “Terrorists are who we fuckin’ say they are,” Cutter said, eyes on the road. “You should all know that by now.”

      “Well God bless America,” Kyle declared. “And ‘fuck me,’ in the parlance of the times.”

      “Amen, motherfucker.”

      “Spoken like a true gentleman, sir,” Kyle said. “Eloquent in its simplicity.” Gwen could feel him shaking his head, could feel the pending rant. And sure enough: “You know this is why no one trusts the government, right?”

      Cutter didn’t dignify that with a response, nor did he particularly seem to be listening as Kyle pushed on about black bag police states, and dirty money, and how the whole lizard people hypothesis had probably never been bunk at all but just marginally ahead of its time in that their reptilian overlords were clearly just some tourists from the Alliance Planet BlorBlog or wherever the hell, just popping in to take in the sights and screw with the funny little Earthlings for a few short centuries before moving on to greener pastures.

      “Can’t believe I fought five tours for this shit,” was all Cutter muttered, when Kyle had finished. He might’ve been speaking to Gwen, but if he was expecting a response, he didn’t get one. She hadn’t the faintest clue what to say to any of it.

      Hours passed. The silence might’ve seemed uncomfortable, had she not been too tired-yet-wired to give a proper shit about pretty much anything. Part of her wished she could’ve checked her phone for any news of what was happening back in State College, but it hadn’t been hard to convince them that those phones might well be used to track them—and Corporal Cutter hadn’t been asking, anyway. No phone and no smartglass. Just her sad little brain, churning a hazy mess too sloppy to be called thinking and too frenetic to be called rest. All of them stuck in their own thoughts. All of them watching, she was certain, for the next shadow assassin to come misting out of thin air at any moment.

      She’d nearly forgotten she was holding Copernicus until the corgi shifted in her arms, rousing from a long nap. She held him close, enjoying the warm comfort of the gentle licks the corgi planted on her hand, trying to live there, in that simple sensation.

      To think: that she’d actually been expecting, just a few hours ago, that holding the little guy was going to fix anything…

      For a time, the corgi had been an obvious placeholder for Nate. A wonderfully warm and cuddly placeholder. In the weeks after Nate’s departure, she’d loved Copernicus almost as a defense mechanism. A shield against the nagging worry that she’d never see Nate again. Because what kind of man, Knightly Knight or otherwise, just dished his dog on his girlfriend with no intention of coming back for at least one of them? For a time, Copernicus had been a tangible reminder that the modern day legend known as Ser Nathaniel Arturi had once (for reasons unknown) worshipped the ground she’d walked on.

      Now, she supposed she just loved the corgi for the same reasons people usually loved dogs.

      Sadly, it wasn’t enough to keep her mind away from the ongoing galactic dumpster fire for long. Miles passed and messy thoughts churned. Svartalfs, and q-nodes, and mysterious car rides—oh my. On top of the present clusterfuck, the threat of eventual Synth apocalypse, deathly real as she believed it was, felt almost kind of make-believe. But what if the rumors were true? Distant as the rest of it felt, she couldn’t help but wonder.

      What if Nate really was gone?

      Suddenly, all her reasons and rationales for believing anything otherwise seemed about as thin as the thread of freakish good luck that’d saved them back in the house. An extra stumble, a handful of centimeters to the left or right, and that Svartalf would’ve been back on its feet in an instant, ready to inflict whatever punishment it saw fit and haul them off to gods knew where. Maybe Cutter would’ve gotten the drop on him. Maybe not. Maybe all it took was a brush with death to realize how damned closely it lurked around every corner, for everyone. Even for a Knight.

      And what if that thin thread had missed Nate, out there in the cold, unfathomable depths of space?

      What if he really was gone?

      In her lap, Copernicus gave a soft whine.

      She hugged him close and tried not to think about what came next.
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      Finally, they arrived… somewhere.

      Geographically speaking, somewhere lay, well, somewhere outside of Washington, D.C.

      Gwen had begun to assume, watching the signs as they drove, that they might be headed for Delta Base—or the freaking Pentagon, or something. The place they pulled into, though, was most certainly not an EDF base, or a base of any kind. Not an official one, at least, some part of her thought. Not on the books.

      Maybe it was just Kyle’s tin-foil-hat ramblings starting to rub off on her, but if this place was a military installation, well… The place looked like some kind of defunct factory. Old, crumbling brick exterior, long since washed clear of any decisive color. Old paneled windows, high up and so tarnished by years of soot or dust or whatever that they hardly appeared to be windows at all.

      Conspiracy theories, though, gained a spark of viability as Cutter steered them around the back of the building, down a ramp to some underground loading or parking area. She watched the dirty old corrugated door approaching, well aware of the growing weight of questions in the car but somehow unable to pop the silence herself. Distantly, in the corner of her mind usually reserved for the obscenely outrageous and the fleetingly fanciful, it occurred to her that the reason Cutter was dragging them to some abandoned warehouse factory place might well be nothing to do with secret government hideouts, and that the deranged bastard was in fact just taking them somewhere quiet to kill them—or worse. But the thought expunged itself as quickly as it came. The corporal had gone through too much trouble to get them here. And the look on Cutter’s face, as he rolled down his window and slid his sleeve back, said that the trouble was just about over, and that he was glad for the fact.

      Gwen didn’t see any sign of activity, but something on the rusty old console must’ve scanned something on Cutter’s smartwatch, because the door in front of them gave a pair of sharp metallic clacks and began to sing a mournful song of rising.

      That was about when Kyle’s mystified silence finally broke, and out gushed the pending aha! and I told you guys so and by the way, dude, please don’t kill me, among what felt like a few thousand other declarations that were, on the whole, probably a bit too giddy for a so-called terrorist getting hauled into a black site.

      Cutter said nothing. Just drove. Through the yawning opening and into the spooky parking garage beyond. It looked abandoned on the outer limits. The inner rows looked no less decrepit, but for the fact that a lot more of those spaces had vehicles parked in them. Like whoever was assembled here had done so in a hurry, maybe. No time to tidy up, renovate, etc. Like maybe they hadn’t really expected to be here at all. Or maybe not. She was kidding herself if she wanted to pretend like she could deduce much of anything from such would-be clues. Still, something struck her about the sad state of the parking garage, and the strange mix of makes, models, and glimpsed plates that seemed more hodgepodge than she would’ve expected from even an undercover EDF base.

      Absorbed as Gwen was in trying to make sense of it, it took her an extra second to register that they’d pulled to a halt in the middle of the garage lane. She looked to Cutter, expecting him to continue on, or to at least pull into a parking space or something, but the beefy corporal just threw the shifter into park and looked at them like it was high time to get the eff out.

      “This better not’ve been for nothing,” was all he said. “Buncha fucks.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      If it wasn’t for nothing, no one inside was in any rush to tell them why.

      Which was to say, everyone they spoke to inside the spooky secret base was about as eager as Corporal Cutter to tell them what the hell was going on in this place. Granted, “everyone they spoke to” pretty much consisted of the one block-shaped, grave-faced, kind of dead-eyed dude (no rank or other insignia to be seen on his dark battle dress) who’d met them in the parking garage and told them, in what Marty assumed was a Russian accent, “You follow me, dah?”

      Still, whatever was going on was definitely something.

      Marty wasn’t sure what your average secret base’s resting pulse felt like on a normal day, but even without any baseline to compare against, it was hard to miss the tension choking the oxygen from this place. It started with the vaguely stomach clenching air of combat readiness radiating from the guards who’d waved them through the sublevel entrance, and it built from there in the distracted urgency of the soldiers they passed, and in the way no one gave them so much as a second glance.

      They followed their silent guide through a maze of rundown hallways, Copernicus on high alert in Gwen’s arms. Kyle stuck close to Marty and Gwen, all of them holding their questions by unspoken agreement. Marty couldn’t help noting how all the soldiers they passed were dressed similarly to the Russian—generic battle dress, plain dark or dark urban, all of them lacking any proper insignia or ID. It didn’t exactly ease the soft fear that Cutter had handed them over to a foreign ops outfit or something, but Marty’s focus was again distracted as they passed the double-doors to some kind of main factory floor and glimpsed the frenetic activity within.

      The feel of the space was very much like that of an EDF battle room, minus the part where the gear was all strewn haphazardly around the grimy dump of an old factory floor rather than neatly arranged on the bridge of a crisp new EDF capital ship—and that half of it looked to have been dug up from the Cold War era.

      “What the hell’s going on here?” Marty asked, but their four-word Russian just kept walking, indicating with a lazy come-hither gesture over the shoulder that it would be in their best interests to do the same. Marty considered the fray of the main room—maybe a hundred heads total, all of equally unclear military denomination other than that most of them looked more or less American to his not-so-trained eye. More importantly, though… He glanced at Gwen, saw his suspicions reflected: Whoever these people were, whatever they were doing here, something clearly had the room aflutter.

      They’d missed something during their mad dash from State College. Maybe something big.

      “Where are you taking us?” Marty tried again, falling in step with their escort, hand reflexively dipping into his pocket for answers but coming up with nothing but a thin fleck of lint. He felt blind without his phone. All the more so, following this confounded Russian with his utter lack of responses. Their black-clad mystery soldier just gave him a look that, for lack of a better word, felt extremely Russian. Then the man posted himself up beside a faded green door, crossed his arms, and nodded them on, like go ahead in.

      Marty looked around, trying to think, but he wasn’t sure what good it was to argue. They were unbound. Not prisoners. Or maybe just not threats. He didn’t understand what this outfit was, who they were, but answers—if there were any to be had—probably waited behind that door. Probably.

      The Russian stirred as Marty stepped forward, uncrossing his arms. For a moment, Marty thought he’d somehow made a misstep, but then the Russian reached over and opened the door for them, dead eyes never leaving Marty’s face. Testing him? Messing with him? Marty didn’t know.

      Movement inside drew his attention to the room as the sole occupant looked up from across a battered desk, taking them in. He was an older guy with hawkish features, a bristly mustache, and a shock of hair that looked, judging by the severity in his eyes, like it had probably gone gray years before its time. He wore the plain dark battle dress, too, and his manner was not overtly unfriendly as he beckoned for them to come join him. “Thank you, Yuri,” he called—also in an accent, though Marty wasn’t traveled enough to say what one.

      The soldier, Yuri, didn’t answer his CO, just continued to watch Marty with that kind of dull skepticism as Marty entered the room, Gwen on his heels. Marty paused at a startled sound from Kyle, whom Yuri had barred from the room with a raised hand. “Sit,” was all the Russian said. “Wait.”

      Kyle looked to Marty and Gwen, eyes widening, mouth gaping. He looked like he’d just realized this was it: the end, the part where he disappeared into some black site cell never to be seen again. Marty teetered on the spot, almost positive that fear was ludicrous. But only almost. After a moment of hesitation, Gwen stepped back and handed Copernicus over to Kyle—for his protection or for the corgi’s, no one could’ve said. But it was something.

      “I assure you, your friend is perfectly safe here,” said the CO behind the desk, in that amorphous accent that might’ve been something Eastern European. Or Cajun. Marty was about as clear on the origin as he was about the details of this whole operation, but for some reason, his gut told him the guy meant what he said. Confused as Marty was, and much as the Russian hadn’t exactly been radiating friendly vibes, there’d also been little in the way of threatening ones, either.

      The CO, clearly sensing something of their hesitation, raised his wrist mount and summoned a holo ID—one of the fancy topographical encryption pieces that EDF commanders used to access ship control overrides and such. Marty knew he couldn’t actually tell whether the thing was real—the encryption protocols were meant to be read by equally sophisticated scanners, not human eyes—but it looked legitimate enough. Not that that meant anything, really.

      “Lieutenant Commander Davies,” the CO said, keeping the holo ID alight long enough for them to have a good, proper look. “I realize the circumstances are highly unusual, but we need to talk.”

      The name, wrought right there in the intricate holo ID, seemed somehow at odds with the man, but Marty was much more busy considering the odds—that Corporal “lapdog” Cutter would’ve betrayed his country (or the EDF, as it were), or that Sergeant Whittaker, little as he’d known about her, could’ve possibly been on the take from anyone. He didn’t know. But whatever this was, it felt real.

      “What’s happening out there?” he asked, not relaxing. “Why’d you bring us here?”

      “Why not Delta Base?” Gwen added. “Somewhere on the map?”

      Lieutenant Commander Davies—if he was who he said he was—considered them for a moment, then gestured to Yuri, who moved to close the door. Some part of Marty meant to move, to protest, but the Marty in the driver’s seat had been sufficiently lulled. The door closed, sealing them off from Copernicus’ vigilant watch and Kyle’s wide-eyed don’t let them take me stare.

      Marty and Gwen turned to Davies, ready for answers.

      “There have been several… complications since your departure from the Voyager.”

      “We’ve heard,” Marty said. Then, registering the troubled look on Davies’ face: “We heard about Captain Andrews.”

      “Yes,” the commander said quietly, distracted. Maybe pained. Had he been friends with Andrews, then? Colleagues? Brothers in arms? Davies roused from his reverie. “All the more reason to be grateful the captain gathered us here when he did.”

      “I… don’t follow,” Marty admitted. Beside him, he felt Gwen running through the data, maybe spotting something he didn’t. She glanced back at the door, where Yuri the Russian was no doubt still standing obedient guard. Beneath the gray whiskers of his mustache, Davies’ lips curled faintly at their reactions, maybe not quite amused at their cluelessness so much as… something else.

      “In case you hadn’t gathered,” the commander said, “this operation lies somewhat adjacent to the books, so to speak.”

      “He got something from the Svartalf,” Gwen said, some intangible pieces clicking on her face. “Something no one wanted to hear. And he put you here—”

      “Two days before he was killed,” Davies said.

      Marty was still looking between the two of them, trying to figure out what he’d missed—or even which he Gwen was definitively talking about. “You’re saying… Captain Andrews knew he was going to be…?”

      “No. None of us saw the assassin coming. We underestimated them. And grossly overestimated our own security measures, it seems. But he did see what was coming.”

      “What is coming?” Marty asked, positive he was still two steps behind, but also pretty sure by the sinking feeeling in his gut that he already knew the answer.

      Invasion. War.

      Barring any farcical clusterfucks of circumstance, he supposed there weren’t all that many other reasons the Svartalfs would be so bold as to assassinate a Terran officer aboard his own warship, other than to cover up something he’d learned about them—or about their mysterious prisoner, or maybe even their unsavory plans for their closest neighbor, Terra.

      Had Andrews gotten that prisoner to talk?

      Davies hadn’t answered Marty’s question. He was still watching them like he was trying to decide how much to tell them, or maybe just how to tell them at all. “Initial intelligence,” he finally said, “suggested that the team that came after you today was only a splinter faction, operating here without official sanction from Svartalfheim.”

      “Intelligence was wrong?” Gwen asked.

      Something was definitely wrong—intelligence or otherwise. Marty could see it now in the commander’s eyes just as surely as he’d seen it brewing back in the choked air of the helter skelter situation room on the factory floor.

      “The Atlanteans warned us to be wary of our backyard neighbors,” Davies said. “There were even assurances, I’m told, at the highest levels, that the Alliance would’ve had Earth’s back, at least while we got on our own two feet, so to speak.”

      “Would’ve,” Gwen echoed.

      “Until the Alliance collapsed,” Marty finished, sinking feelings clunking home.

      “And now…” Gwen whispered, stark comprehension written across her pinched brows.

      “And now we’re alone here,” Davies confirmed, “save for the Gorgons of Kalyria, who are far too many months of crusher space away, even if they wanted to help, and for the Troglodans—”

      “Who’d just as soon stomp on us,” Marty said.

      Davies didn’t argue. “No working relay rings, no reinforcements swooping in from elsewhere across the galaxy.”

      “So the EDF…” Gwen ventured.

      “Is doing all due diligence in assessing this potential threat.”

      “And you…”

      “Are part of those efforts.”

      “Officially?” Gwen asked.

      Davies just gave her a look, like what do you think?

      Marty was opening his mouth to utter what felt like the hundredth “I don’t understand” in a row when Gwen crossed her arms and asked, “So what’s changed?”

      They both looked at her, Davies with an even gaze, Marty just feeling dumb and clueless.

      “Something must’ve changed, right?” she said, glancing between them for some confirmation she wasn’t crazy. “Something besides a few rogue Svartalfs taking a crack at us? Otherwise…”

      “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have brought us here,” Marty said, more out of some vague synergy with the general gist of Gwen’s train of thought than out of any actual comprehension. Mostly, he was still just wondering what Captain Andrews could’ve learned from that captive Svartalf, but he could sense that something about all of this was giving Gwen a funny ass feeling.

      “So what aren’t you telling us?” she finished.

      Davies gave them both one last assessing look, then gave himself the slightest of nods and stepped out from behind his desk like he’d made up his mind. “Come with me.”

      Outside, Yuri was still waiting patiently by the door, keeping casual watch over a far less patient Kyle, who was fretting with Copernicus’ fur and drumming his feet on the floor at a frenetic pace. He looked up with a small gasp as they stepped out, almost like he hadn’t expected to see them again.

      “Guys,” he started, springing to his feet.

      “A moment,” Davies said, with an air of command that surprisingly drew even Kyle up short. In his arms, Copernicus cocked his head, looking uncertain about all of this. “Yuri,” Davies continued, favoring the corgi with a slight frown, “if you’d be so kind as to get our guests something to eat, and to keep them comfortable a short while longer.”

      “Keep me…” Kyle started to echo, gaping disbelief from Marty to Gwen, waiting for them to step up and defend him, then finally settling back on Davies. “What is that, code?” he asked, clutching Copernicus tighter to his chest. “Keep us ‘comfortable?’ Give us ‘something to eat?’ You think I’m dumb enough to fall for that?”

      Yuri, meanwhile, was muttering something to himself in Russian, clearly less than thrilled, but he stepped to the task and waved a rambling Kyle down the hallway, back the way they’d come.

      “It’s okay, Kyle,” Marty promised, as Kyle scuttled back from the Russian, shuffling Copernicus to a one-arm grip and making pseudo-Kung-fu hands. “He’s—They’re, uh…” Marty glanced at Davies, not entirely sure whether it was acceptable to disclose anything at this point. “They’re on our side. Trust me. And we’ll be back in a minute, okay?”

      He felt bad, leaving Kyle to sweat it out with naught but a burly Russian and a teeming bag of conspiratorial anxieties, but he was too much on the hook now to turn away—even if Davies would’ve let them.

      “Yeah, sure,” Kyle called after them, as Yuri funneled him away and Marty and Gwen turned to follow Davies. “Sure, just leave the helpless civilians behind. Not cool, guys! Not cool. Yeah, I’m going, Yuri. Calm your potatoes, will ya?”

      “Hey, bad taste, man,” came Yuri’s thick reply. “Is, as you say, not cool: potato shaming.”

      Gwen shot Marty a dubious look at that. Marty held her gaze as Kyle was shooed off down the hall, ranting and raving to Copernicus about the long list of things that were not cool, man about this entire situation. He wished they could’ve had a minute to put their heads together in private, figure out what the hell was going on here. He hadn’t even had time to ask if she was okay after their tangle with the Svartalfs. But Davies was already moving. Gwen tipped her head that way, as if to say intel now, talk later.

      “They must’ve taken to crusher space just after the collapse,” the commander said, as they fell in step with him. “Maybe even before. Hard to say. We’re not sure yet how they fooled the Sol perimeter…” Davies paused to open the creaking door to a concrete stairwell and waved them through. “But I have my theories, considering.”

      Considering what? Marty wanted to ask, amongst a few hundred other things. He was almost too distracted by everything else to register just how weird it felt to have a superior holding the door for him. He took the stairs behind Gwen, mind churning. The stairs ended at the first door they reached. The sounds of chatter washed over them as Gwen cracked the door, garbled voices tinged with that same tension he’d noticed before on the factory floor. It was worse now. Constricting. Or maybe that was just him.

      They exited the stairwell onto an open floor plan—half dusty boardroom, half catwalk overlook—adorned with little but a handful of chairs and a small, rickety table that was home to a laptop and a holoprojector. Davies said nothing as they crossed the bland space and looked down on the bustling room from the round metal railing.

      Several eyes tracked up to meet them, some curious, some somber. Most returned to their work quickly, but a few stares remained. Those ones looked downright surly, almost accusatory, like Marty and Gwen had personally wronged them. A click and a soft electronic whine brought Marty’s attention back to the upstairs, where Commander Davies had just fired up the holoprojector and was busy with something on the laptop.

      Marty wasn’t quite sure what he was expecting. Readouts from the deep Sol sensor network. A big, angry Svartalf fleet cruising in past the Kuiper belt, maybe. What he most certainly wasn’t expecting was the prelude to a Girls Gone Wild video, Billionaire Yacht Edition, but that was more or less what they seemed to be watching—albeit via captured Insta livestream—as a veritable gaggle of obscenely hot people appeared, projected in bright holo display glory there in the dingy factory space, dancing to thumping beats like there was no tomorrow, and no time for bedrooms.

      “Shots, guuurl, shots!” someone cried off to the left, rousing a deckwide round of cheers.

      “Acapulco, babaaay!” roared some dude from the dance floor.

      “Oh my gawd,” purred another female voice, right off screen, as someone guided the camera hand to the line of people doing body shots across the bar, “that’s like, fucking hot, right?

      “Um,” Marty said, glancing sideways at Gwen, who was still focused on the chattering holo display.

      “Like, oh my gawd, I could just… Oh my God. Mark.” A sudden change in the faceless girl’s tone. “Mark, oh my God, oh my—”

      Something jostled the camera, the bite of fear unmistakable in the woman’s voice now, the focus unclear, scrambling. Sharp breaths and growing sounds of panic. Marty felt the panic tightening his own chest. Someone screamed. Then the shaky cam video stabilized, focused on clear blue skies—and on the dark blur speeding straight for them.

      He flinched as the thing struck. It couldn’t have been more than a second in total, from acquisition to impact. The thing looked to have touched down farther in the distance than Marty expected from the initial trajectory, but it was hard to tell as the camera jerked, and jostled, and finally cut out to the sounds of desperate screams and rushing water.

      “What are we looking at?” Marty asked quietly, as this version of the footage—the one that hadn’t died with its livestreaming camera person—rewound itself and replayed the final moments of descent in slow motion.

      “Asteroid impact in the Pacific, off the southern coast of Mexico.”

      Marty traded a surprised look with Gwen. He wasn’t sure what else he’d expected, but still…

      “Our orbital defenses should’ve seen it coming,” he said, pointing out the blindingly obvious. “Even something that small. It—”

      “Should’ve been atomized at a hundred different points from here to Saturn,” Davies agreed. “Which was the entire point of this little display, I gather. A present from Svartalfheim to show us that the others won’t miss.”

      Svartalfheim. The word was a punch to the brain, sending ripples through the field of dots that were only then beginning to connect.

      “The others,” Gwen echoed. “There are more?”

      “Dozens more,” Davies said. “Hundreds, maybe. That’s the thing about these situations.”

      Whatever thing he was referring to, Davies didn’t elaborate.

      “But how…” Marty’s question died in his throat as the holo display shifted before them, expanding to three dimensions to show readings from several Earth-facing satellites, maybe from the orbital defenses themselves. He watched as the landmarks appeared, tiny nav pins and lines of orange holo light drawing out the locations of several dozen ocean vessels and the distant Mexican border, the asteroid’s trajectory tracing a line through the empty space above it all until, about five klicks above sea level, it’s image data populated, and they watched it descend toward the ocean. At first, Marty took the visual blip to be nothing but a result of loading time, or maybe of the algorithms failing to extrapolate and smooth out whatever part of the asteroid’s atmospheric entry had occurred in the network’s blind spots.

      Then the truth hit, right alongside the fake holo asteroid.

      “Stealth tech,” he heard himself say.

      “Like nothing we’ve seen,” Davies confirmed, as the holo ocean reacted, and a startlingly high wall of holo waves went racing for the coast in intensity-coded reds, only growing as they went. “Which might not be saying much, these days,” Davies added, as the coastline went under, “but word on the horn is that even the Alliance reps stuck on fleet were baffled.”

      “But, I thought the Svartalfs…” Again, Marty’s words petered out before the punchline. He stared at the blinking red map of a flooded southern Mexico, trying to think. If anything had become clear in the past weeks, it was that he knew jack shit about Svartalfheim—and that that condition hardly seemed confined to him, no matter what anyone said. What precious little he’d had time to read from the cracked codex entries Kyle had sent him groundside had indicated the Svartalfs were not an especially technologically gifted people—but those entries had also seemed horribly outdated, and had read with the kind of fearful superstition Marty would’ve expected from a medieval treatise on how to spot the signs of a witch.

      “When did this happen?” Gwen asked.

      The question seemed to rouse Davies back to reality as much as it did Marty.

      “Right about the same time you two were supposed to be getting bagged,” the commander said, closing the holo and going to look out over the factory floor. “Hard to say whether that means it was supposed to be a coordinated effort,” he added, as they joined him along the railing. “Given that you’re still here, I’m more inclined to wager you two were a last minute decision on the part of whatever advance team had boots on the ground. Either way…”

      Marty noticed the holo model floating at the center of the situation room. A ship not quite like any he’d ever seen—in the codex or otherwise. But it was close enough to what had been there. Almost definitely Svartalf in make. And the other holos arrayed around it, much closer to the long, jagged forms Marty had seen in the codex, almost inky in places, as if the ships were touched by some otherworldly shadow. They must’ve taken to crusher space just after the collapse, Davies had said.

      “So what’s the recourse?” Marty asked, trying to think like someone whose insides weren’t going to cold soup. He felt Gwen noticing the holo ships beside him, felt her tensing through the point where their shoulders were touching. “Someone must have a plan.”

      Davies smiled a grim, lethal smile down at the factory floor. “The plan? The recourse?” Marty noticed, for the first time, that the commander’s knuckles were white where he held the railing in a death grip. “The plan?” he echoed quietly to himself.

      “Can we take them?” Marty asked. “The EDF—”

      “The EDF is caught in checkmate,” Davies cut him off, pushing back from the railing, becoming the commander once again. “That’s the thing about these situations.”

      “But we can’t just…”

      What? Surrender? Lie back and take it? Was that really what they were discussing here?

      “I presume you’re familiar with the plight of the dinosaurs,” Davies said.

      Marty, as one was wont to do when anyone started talking about psychopaths lobbing big asteroids at populated planets, had already been thinking about exactly that. But the constraints of physics still remained. The rock that’d taken the dinosaurs had allegedly been something like 10 kilometers wide—bigger than almost anything in even the Alliance fleet. The Svartalfs couldn’t possibly cloak something that big. Could they?

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      But they could almost definitely cloak dozens of smaller ones. And that was enough. A few sensitive targets—even a few direct hits—and the impact damage alone would be catastrophic. Never mind the particulate effect and all the havoc it’d probably wreak on most of their critical infrastructure—and maybe on the viability of Terran life in general. Marty couldn’t wrap his head around it. But that, he was starting to see, was “the thing” about these situations. The uncertainty. The unknown unknowns, circling like a murder of crows.

      “The Army, then,” he said weakly, some part of him stubbornly clinging to the notion that this simply couldn’t happen, that there must be protocols in place. He felt hard reality in the set of Gwen’s shoulders beside him. “The Air Force,” he added anyway. “Christ, the PLA. Anyone.”

      “Checkmate, Mr. Sellick. Checkmate, from the opening move.”

      “How is that…?” Marty choked down a dry swallow, feeling ill. “This is exactly what we’ve been preparing for. How can we just…?”

      “What we’ve been preparing for,” Davies said, when it became clear Marty didn’t know how to finish the question, “are threats we can see. Enemy ships and clear cut invasions. Even there, we would’ve been handily outmatched for years to come, I think. But that wouldn’t have stopped us from fighting.”

      Marty could only stare, gaping at the words Davies left unsaid. Wouldn’t have. Already did. His head was spinning. The buzz of the factory floor oddly muffled through the throbbing of blood in his ears. The entire room hard at work—a hundred or so heads all in unmarked battle dress just like Davies and the Russian. Collapse. Collapse. The word kept playing through Marty’s head. Beside them, Davies shifted.

      “You asked what I wasn’t telling you,” he said, keying something on his wrist mount, pale blue holo light spilling over his face from behind them. “This is it. Everything we’ve feared since the moment the Troglodans packed up and left. An unknown number of potential extinction-level events, floating unseen above our heads. And now the wolves have landed.”

      “What are you saying?” Marty heard himself whisper. He wasn’t sure why. He already knew, already felt the inevitable answer in the faint gasp Gwen sucked in as she turned, and in the way she grabbed his shoulder, bidding him to do the same. He couldn’t bring himself to look. All of it, for what? Humanity’s greatest efforts. His greatest efforts to break free of this… this prison, this tether, this unending dependency.

      Suddenly, there was no question in his mind as to why Davies had brought them here, what he wanted from them.

      At Gwen’s growing insistence, Marty finally looked over his shoulder and was almost surprised at how clinically unsurprised he felt at the sight that greeted him on the holo display. An enormous Svartalf mothership—nearly too large for atmospheric flight—hovering at rest over the UN headquarters in New York, wreathed by a vigilant swarm of fighters and descending troop carriers all around. The scene was chaos. Entirely too familiar. The headline on the silent feed, bold white caps over blood red banner: “EDF STANDS DOWN IN WAKE OF FURTHER ASTEROID THREATS”

      Marty wasn’t sure if he’d taken Gwen’s hand or the other way around, but they were both squeezing, both imploding.

      “What I’m saying,” came Davies slow reply, “is welcome to the resistance.” As one, they turned to meet his stare. He watched them, grim as the grave. “What I’m saying is that we need to know exactly everything you do about how to reach Nathaniel Arturi.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note - PT 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Great Scott, you did it!

      You, Ser Book Fan, have officially reached the end of this here 470,000+ word Excalibur Knights Omnibus. Thanks so much for coming along for the adventure!

      If you’re still reading at this point, I can only assume that means you’re at least kind of super duper enjoying the series. To that end, there’s good news and bad.

      The bad news is that Book 4 (Homecoming) is currently nowhere to be found on the digital shelves.

      The good news is that I am—as of this moment—not quite dead yet and in fact still furiously clack-clack-clacking away on said book.

      And sure, I may be far from the fastest writer in the west… And ALSO sure, having two adorable little energy-sucking vampires (AKA children) oh-so-lovingly sucking the life out of me somehow hasn’t managed to make things run any faster these past couple years… BUT, as I said: not dead. Still clacking.

      It’s only a matter of time.

      More specifically, you can (tentatively) look for Book 4 sometime in mid/late 2023.

      In the meantime, though (and speaking of non-conventional vampires!), if you’d like to see more of the strange things that go on in this brain, you could absolutely do worse than to check out my other fictional universe, which includes both the Harvesters Series and the Enochian War trilogy.

      The former (Harvesters) is a snarky, explosively good time, packed with wise-cracking shenanigans, sword-slinging power armor,  bloodthirsty aliens, and more sneaky character growth than you might expect. The latter (Enochian War) takes place in the same universe and leans a little bit more toward YA territory, while still being quite an action-packed uproarious (and actually pretty violent and adult) thrill-ride, if I do say so myself.

      If you’d like to check ’em out, the best way to catch them all AND support yours truly in doing so is to join us over on Patreon — where a $3 pledge gets you instant access to my entire published library (not to mention early access to everything I put out in the future—like ye ol’ Excalibur Knights, Book Four). There are also a ton of standalone short stories, bonus art, and other such goodies involved. Check it out!

      Or, if Patreon isn’t your cup of tea, the next best option is to join the mailing list, where you’ll get a free copy of Book One from each of the aforementioned series — not to mention stay up to date on special deals, new releases, and other assorted good stuff moving forward.

      (You should probably actually do both — I just have an enormous financial bias toward pushing the Patreon option, gluttonous cretin that I am ;-)

      Lastly, if you want to skip all of the above and just find links to the rest of my books, your best bet is to hop over to lukermitchell.com/books

      Whichever way you go, I really do appreciate you having spent this time with my work. Thank you so much for reading!

      I’ll see you on the other side.

      

      
        
        Love,

        Luke

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author
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        Not a llama. Mostly human.
      
      Luke is a storyteller whose dreams include learning the ways of the Force, becoming a sentient robot, and maybe even one day growing up. Also, lots of zombies… Don't ask.

      Oh, and that "growing up" bit? That was a lie.

      After studying engineering science at Penn State and neuroengineering at Drexel, Luke finally decided to throw in the towel on building a working Iron Man suit and opted instead to simply make things up and write them down. Boy, is he having more fun now.

      When he's not holed up in his writing cave trying to string words together, he can often be found powerlifting, video-gaming, reading, and/or drinking the darkest, most roasty beers he can get his mitts on. Sometimes all at once.

      But you know what? That’s enough about Luke. He's really not that interesting. Still, if you'd like to say hi to him for whatever reason, he'd probably be glad to hear from you!

      Go to lukermitchell.com/excal-set-signup to join up for fun emails, free books, and lots of other great deals and exclusive goodies you won’t find anywhere else.
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        Additionally (as you wish)…

      

        

      
        Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts

        bookbub.com/authors/luke-r-mitchell

      

        

      
        Browse the rest of my published titles

        lukermitchell.com/books

      

        

      
        Join the Patreon team for digital copies of ALL of my work (past, present, and future) — and much more!

        patreon.com/lukermitchell

      

        

      
        Thank you for reading!
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